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Please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!

Death and Taxes!

Ryan Scully – aka the warlock Rineskull – has survived the local Thieves’ Guild, the worst griefer Eldwick had ever seen and the monsters of the Weeping Valley, but now he’d in real trouble… with the taxman!

From interrupting a ritual sacrifice to a daring raid under Hellhound Keep that will teach him the lost arts of alchemy, Ryan is suddenly in the crosshairs of the crazy-b*tch Baroness. But the Mother of All Demons still has his back, and when Dagonestra nudges him in the right direction to get his mojo back, Ryan is going somewhere the game version of Eldwick never taught him about.

Truth is, he’s not the man he used to be since he had to restart at level one. Sure, he knows all the secret levels of the fantasy world he’s in, but the quest to defeat the Baroness, stop a war and maybe pay off his tax bill is going to take a bit more than the cheat guide. There’s only one thing on his mind, and that’s getting back all his lost xp so he’s strong enough to go up against the Baroness… literally.

Did we say one thing on his mind? He wishes!

With Tilly pregnant, and Kiya always – errr – ‘on him’ for a kid, Ryan’s family life is getting complicated. Oh for the simple days when all he had to worry about was Ellsbat fighting to see who got to be in his bed at night. Now the succubus is a 50,000-watt transmitter of aphrodisiac and dialling up the heat for every girl around him.

Weak as a kitten, no way to cheat, and with his only companions a brain-dead homunculus, an insane sylph and a stuck-up daughter of the local nobility, Ryan is lost at sea on a treasure hunt for levelling up.

WARNING: this book is an adult litrpg adventure fantasy with harem themes. Set in a world where today’s values and morals wouldn’t cut it, our hero has to rebuild the demon population or die trying. Strap yourself in for love-potion orgies, mercenary fight clubs, hate-banging the enemy, flipping the bird to a black hole, all-female tribes of demons who need baby-batter and turning into a human cannonball. And one more thing… beware the jabberwock!

Not recommended for anyone whose girlfriend forces them to be a vegetarian! Come back once you pick up the pieces of your self-esteem.


CHARACTER SHEET

Rineskull [aka Ryan Scully]

Profession: Tier 2 Warlock

Mana: 2805

Mind’s Eye: Psychic Surgery [tier 1], Ghost Step [tier 1], Enervating Transformation [tier 1]

Gifts: Cast Ritual Magic, Render Mana, Enchant Magic, Mana Infusion

Demon Pact abilities: Demonfyre [tier 1], Flaming weapon [tier 1]

Item box >>>

	Xerxia, the emerald sword [tier 5 magic] 
	Emerald Bane, the 
	magic dagger [tier 3], bullseye enchantment 
	Glowing sword [tier 2] 
	Magical texts: Anti-gravity, Stunning slumber, Firewerk, Waiting Ward, Wind Summon 
	Chemise of protection [tier 3] 
	Spell sink talisman [tier 2] 
	Belt of Giant Strength [legendary tier] 
	Pepperbox revolver [tier 1] 
	All-seeing Eye gem 
	Snakefang dagger [tier 2] 
	Armor of Arnaud Breastplate [legendary tier artifact] 
	Wind daggers [Tier 1] 


Party members >>>

	Ellsbat [tier 6 succubus Magic-user] 
	Bruce [crystal statue] 
	Cat [whistling guardian cat] 
	Tylene – aka Tilly [tier 1 skinwalker bear Scoundrel] 
	Pimms [tier 2 red imp Scoundrel] 
	Lenore of Vongsavath [tier 3 undine Knight] 
	Kiya [tier 3 trull Runecaster] 
	Varu [tier 3 human Bandit] 



Chapter 1   : Milkmaids

It was dark under the trees… making the monsters almost invisible, but if one of the game devs had made this a cut-scene and written a voice-over they would have gone on and on about it…

‘In the suffocating darkness of the deep forest, the night whispered with the soft, menacing shuffle of feet. The moon, nothing more than a sliver, casting scant light through the thick, tangled branches. And it was under this shadow, three twisted figures moved with purposeful silence, their forms blending into the shadows as if woven from the night itself. They left no trace behind them but the shiver in a spider’s web, or the rolling of a droplet of dew down a leaf...’

The three monsters would be over seven feet tall if they walked upright, but they went stooped, on their knuckles like apes. No clothes, just dark fur and without any armor except the round, smooth helmets that fit them like skullcaps. The helmets were strange… no holes or slit to see.

That’s because they didn’t need eyes; the huge batlike ears constantly twitched and cupped the air as their mouths full of needle teeth squeaked into the night. They were vespin. Sometimes called night-haunts by the other inhabitants of the Weeping Valley.

“The scent of man-flesh is fresh tonight,” hissed one, his voice a rasping whisper. “This way, brothers. Follow the sweet iron-smell of their fear.”

“They stray into our woods,” another scented the air, nose snuffling. “And we will feast on their souls.”

The third vespin growled. “Keep the souls… I hunger for blood. Soon, they will discover why children fear the night, why tales are told to keep the wary close to hearth and home.”

All very scary…

But they did move like liquid shadows, the only sound the occasional distant rustle of the wind in the woods. Soon they stopped , eyes fixed ahead, gazing up the incline of the valley slope.

“The Eld…” one moaned. “The man-things hide inside the Eld… a feast awaits but we cannot bear the mark of the Eld…” the smallest whined.

Above them was the ruin of an old shrine from when men ruled the valley. Fallen and broken now, but protected by the lingering magic of the Eld they had left behind.

“They must reveal themselves from the Eld’s cursed light sometime, brothers,” the largest soothed them. “We have but to wait.” his small, pointed tongue licking its snout

Well… he wasn’t going to get a better chance than this. Time to get to work…

Ryan stepped out of the Ghost World beside the biggest vespin, his emerald sword inside the space where the its neck already existed. There was a crack of splitting backbone as the blade suddenly appeared sticking out of its mouth and with a single twist the head was sliced off the body, tumbling into the bushes. As the blood-fountaining body collapsed forward it revealed him to the other two.

The monstrous night-haunts turned their ears towards him, mouths slack in disbelief.

“Hey fellas, nice night for a walk,” Ryan waved.

“What devilry is this? No creature has ever outpaced us in the night!”

Ryan took advantage of their shock, vanishing into the Ghost World again and circling behind them. The creatures screeched and crouched, turning every way to try to find him by their echolocation, but it was useless; inside the Ghost World he was in another dimension, not just invisible, but untouchable.

“A brother fallen... this cannot stand. We will have vengeance. We will drink the marrow from their bones!” one of the creatures yelled, drawing his broad stabbing daggers.

“Nothing challenges us under the cloak of darkness! We are the death that walks, the whisper of the end!”

Fuck, these guys thought a lot of themselves…

Ryan had circled behind them by then and stepping into the normal dimension mid-swing he sliced the magical emerald blade of the Sword of Xerxia two-handed through a creature’s legs below the knee. The blade barely slowed down and his whole body twisted with the follow-through, like slamming a golf ball with a driver.

The blind hunter fell to the ground and gave an inhuman scream, so high-pitched it made Ryan’s ears hurt. As the third creature spun to jab his blades into him, they met nothing but air; he’d already faded back into the Ghost World.

“To me, brother! Aid me!” the legless vespin clawed at the forest floor, dragging itself by its clawed fingers.

But the last vespin standing was cowering in fear, hopping to face one direction then the next, slashing blindly in the air. It wasn’t a bad tactic… if Ryan was just invisible.

“What fiend dares attack us? Show yourself!” it cried.

Ryan didn’t fully emerge from the spirit realm, only came through enough that he would appear as a ghostly translucent shape to anything with eyes. But with one foot in each world, he could cast spells into the normal dimension. With a bark of demonic language, he sent a steaming line of black demonfyre into the remaining vespin.

The flames walked up one side of its body and the creature hissed in agony. Burned down to the bone in places, but not dead. It turned and fled.

Fuck!

Ever since he’d died and lost all the mana points he’d accumulated, Ryan’s powers had been reset to beginner level; his demonfyre wasn’t powerful enough to kill a vespin in one shot.

“Don’t leave me! Don’t... I cannot be left for the crows and shadows...” the legless creature wailed after his brother.

But the youngest brother was gripped by panic, loping through the woods on all fours.

“It’s the Ravenous Spirit!” it cried. “Risen through the cave’s pit from the underworld! It comes for us, for our transgressions! We’ve awakened the ancient wrath!”

When Ryan appeared directly in front of it, sword extended, the creature ran itself straight onto his blade, through the ribs and out the back, impaled. It didn’t die right away, coughing blood, and raised one dagger in a trembling clawed hand.

Ryan sent a blast of demonfyre through the blade so it exploded inside the creature. There was a flare of black flames then it exploded into purple embers and its empty armor and weapons thumped to the ground.

Ryan picked up the bowl-like helmet and blew the ashes out of it before going back to the last creature still trying to crawl away.

“Mercy, please! I beg you—spare me!” the creature garbled in the human tongue.

Ryan raised his hand, summoning more demonfyre. Seeing it was about to die the vespin drew a spikey-diamond shape in the dirt with one finger. “Tsothtak, oh dark whisperer of the chaos, forgive my trespasses. Take my plea, take me into your favor!”

Ryan blasted it with demonfyre until it collapsed into purple ashes. He grabbed the helmet from the remains then searched the underbrush until he found the decapitated head.

“Eurgh,” he shook the gory skull out of the skullcap. He shot demonfyre into the inside, sterilizing it of anything organic.

***

Finished the climb up the rough trail in the side of the valley, Ryan smelled the stew cooking and his mouth watered. Circling the stand of trees that blocked the firelight inside the ruin, he stepped through the broken stone archway into their camp, crossing the threshold into the Eld-protected space.

“That was fast,” Lenore said, stirring the pot of stew over the fire with her remaining left hand.

The slender blonde knight stood up, stretching her arms above her head. Well… one arm. The other was gone above the elbow, lost to the magically sharp sword the Chad had brought against them. She massaged the stump and winced a little but smiled at him. Girl had lost her arm, and not a single complaint. Well, she was an undine demon, and a knight after all. Raised to fighting since she was a kid. Maybe it just didn’t bother her the way it might someone else.

Certainly hadn’t bothered her in the blankets last night…

She’d been plenty inventive with just one hand as soon as the firelight went low. And when doing it ‘on all fours’ had led to some difficulty balancing as a tripod she’d simply climbed on top. Lean, muscular body caught in the last glow of the fire, straining as she rode him, long blonde hair swaying like curtains. And as the water-devil came, a gush squirted around him like a garden hose with your thumb pressed over the end.

Goddam… water-spirits got messy.

“Three bowls… as promised,” Ryan said and tossed the eyeless vespin helmets at Kiya where she stood beside the pot. “Let’s eat.”

“How?” the little trull said in wonder, awkwardly trying to catch all three at once and dropping them all instead.

He shrugged with a smile. “A vespin’s not a real threat. Anything more than that is a trade secret.”

“I mean… how did you know they’d be there?” the girl repeated.

“Oh, well… there’s only three random encounters you can get when camped at this end of the valley in the Eld; we’ve already met the Necromancer here so it won’t be her, I would have noticed if one of the agents of Tsothtak tried to talk his way into our camp to spy on us, so that leaves the vespin who wait for someone to leave the campsite and ambush them.”

“Oh…” Kiya frowned. She hadn’t understood a single word of her metagaming.

Now with bowls to eat out of, the little group of survivors sat down to their meal. It had been less than 48 hours since they’d fought their way through the Veil of Yellow Fog at the mouth of the valley and taken out the ambush the Blackthistle brothers had laid for them. He’d used his limited amount of green spark energy he had from the Mind’s Eye to heal them yesterday, but almost everyone was still badly hurt from the fight. It had been brutal, and only four of the mercenaries had survived, but the worst part had been that Lenore had her right arm sliced completely off by the Griefer and Ellsbat had nearly died when one of the Blackthistle’s stabbed her in the back. If Ryan hadn’t been able to siphon the mana from the legendary-grade magic item to restore some of Ellsbat’s life-force mana he’d have lost her.

All that to say he’d made the decision to turn back into the Weeping Valley and take refuge in the camp that Kiya had secured with the Eld – the magic barrier would keep wandering monster encounters off their ass until they’d recovered a bit more strength.

“Husband,” Kiya said, and handed him a bowl.

It was simple stuff made from dried vegetables, barley and beef strips but it was hot and filled the empty corners of his belly. He sat on a log and ate with a little bronze spoon and the trull girl sat down beside him, thigh pressed to his. Lenore joined them, sitting on Ryan’s other side, bowl balanced on her knees. Kiya looked as tired as she had a day ago.

“Have you slept since yesterday?” he asked her.

The girl’s big brown eyes looked at him as she chewed, halo of spiky auburn hair unable to be tamed, even by living on the road in the valley full of monsters. “No,” she said simply.

“I told you… get some rest. You’re not helping anyone if you don’t recover.”

“But I have been trying to unlock one of the Blessings of the Eld,” she said like it made perfect sense.

Among other things the Eld points could randomly generate blessings like healing or mana renewal, in the game version of Eldwick they’d been save points. The ability to craft Eld magic had been why Ryan had agreed to marry the trull initially, but the overly-serious shortstack had certainly grown on him…

“And I made you this,” she said, handing Ryan a small piece of dried white bone on a string, carved with a trullish magic rune. “It’s the All-Mother’s rune… it can carry mana.”

“Uh… thanks… but I think I’m okay… you should really make one of these for Ellsbat…”

Kiya frowned. Looked hurt.

“But… I love it! Thank you so much for such a thoughtful and useful gift,” he quickly added.

“You are my husband,” she said in her usual emotionless voice. “Thanking me for doing what is expected as my wifely duties is considered rude.”

Sometimes he forgot; she looked like a human girl – although only four feet tall – but she wasn’t human, and the cultural difference between their species could be… surprising.

“Well among humans it’s considered polite to thank your wife when she does something nice for you.”

“Why does that matter? You are not human.”

Sometimes he also forgot that when Dagonestra had brought him to this world he’d chosen to be in the body of a daemon – half-human and half-demon. He looked mostly human, minus the eyes that glowed sometimes.

“Just… trying to fit in I guess,” he said lamely.

“For what purpose?” the trull said, confused. “Why do you not try to fit in with my customs since you are married to a trull? You could reciprocate this gift by exchanging your baby-making fluid inside me tonight until I beg for release.”

“Ugh! Kiya, enough for now,” Lenore intervened. “Is that contract all you ever think of?”

“Repeated vaginal deposits are the best way to—”

“Just say ‘humping’,” the one-armed knight said in frustration.

“Repeated humping is the best way to ensure a baby is produced. If you had a marriage contract with Rineskull you would be concerned about it as much as I am.”

Ouch… shots fired.

“I… I… don’t need a m-marriage contract!” the knight spluttered, pale skin going red. “I have pledged to Rineskull as his vassal! He has accepted my oath of fidelity, and I am his! A bond of combat… and hot-blooded passion… something a cold fish like you should try to learn about!”

“Uh, girls, let’s just try to eat our dinner without—” Ryan tried to intervene, but both girls ignored him.

“I heard you last night… you call that submissive screaming that Rineskull owns your pussy to be passion?” Kiya asked calmly but her pointed ears were going pink.

“O-oh? Like you demanded he hump you this morning? If y-you c-can call that contract negotiation to be humping!” Lenore shot back. Then she mimicked the other girl’s voice: “I shall stand on this log so that you might insert your sausage juices into my waiting ham-mitten. Yes. Yes. That is satisfactory, place more inside me.”

Kiya’s eyes narrowed. “Rineskull enjoys coitus with me!”

“Well he enjoys humping with me! You don’t care about pleasing him, you just want to fulfill your contract.”

“That is not correct. I do so care for him!” Kiya insisted. Then scooping a spoonful from her bowl she lifted it to Ryan’s mouth. “Here, Rineskull, have some of my share of the food.”

He tried to protest. “That’s okay, I don---guuulkkk!”

She had already shovelled the spoonful inside his mouth.

“You call that taking care of Rineskull?” Lenore scoffed. Scooping up a spoonful of her bowl she pressed the spoon to her lips and gently blew on it. “Here, Rineskull, I have cooled it with my waiting lips,” she said and shoved the food in his mouth.

“Okay!” he shouted and stood up. Give them another moment and they’d starting pre-chewing it for him like a baby-bird. “You both care for me, I get it. I love you both the same amount, just differently, so can you stop competing for my affection now?”

The girls looked embarrassed. Mumbled apologies.

“If you don’t mind, I’m going to bring Ellsbat her dinner.”

Taking his bowl he walked to the small tarp they’d hung up like a lean-to for Ellsbat on the far side of the fire, leaving both girls to stare after him.

The campfire crackled, throwing a handful of sparks into the night sky as he sat, knees pulled up, beside Ellsbat's sleeping form. She looked adorable when she slept, even with the horns and claws and pointed bat ears; she had a hard time keeping her human disguise when she was asleep under the best circumstances, and she had definitely had better days.

They all had.

Probably why you’re hovering over her like a schoolboy… nothing like almost losing someone to realize how much they meant to you.

The blanket had fallen off her shoulder revealing the scar on her back just below where the wings sprouted from her shoulderblades. A cruel line marring her otherwise flawless skin. Didn’t matter how many times he’d tried to use his healing magic… it wouldn’t fade. The wound was from the magical poison of the snakefang dagger that cowardly bastard Blackthistle had used to stab her in the back.

Ellsbat stirred, a soft sigh escaping her lips as she sensed him. Her eyelids fluttered open and, for a moment, she seemed to shrink back. The dark membranes of her succubus wings closing protectively to hide her like a cloak. But as her eyes locked with his, something shifted. She softened, wings retracting gracefully, revealing her bare form.

“Rineskull…” she breathed out happily.

“I brought you something to eat.”

“Is there hot food?” the redhead asked. With the way her nipples made little mountains she must be getting cold after nightfall.

“Campaign stew… but it’ll be gone cold if you don’t put a move on, sleepyhead” Lenore called over.

“Hey, I died yesterday,” the wizard snapped. “A little respect!”

“Oh yes? Then what’s your excuse been for lazing in bed every other day of your life, you shameless succubus?” But the knight smiled when she said it.

“Almost died,” Kiya corrected. Everyone’s eyes went to her as she chewed and swallowed. “None of your powers were lost with the drained mana that accompanies death… not like Rineskull.”

Ryan caught Lenore making a one-handed motion for the trull girl to shut up, but she ignored her.

“What?” Kiya asked. “Have we not confirmed that unlike Rineskull, Ellsbat’s powers are as strong as before she nearly died?”

“Clean up,” Lenore sighed and tossed her empty bowl to the trull. “And stop talking.”

Lenore was trying not to hurt his feelings. Or at least not remind him that a day ago he’d been a Tier 6 warlock and today was only Tier 2.

“It’s fine,” he said, trying to sound convincing.

He handed Ellsbat the bowl of thin stew. For a moment they shared a look that neither had forgotten the recent horror. Something behind her softly glowing red eyes said she was still fragile. Ryan knew from personal experience, it took a lot out of you. He’d died twice now; once in his original world only to be plucked up by Dagonestra and put into this one. Then again three days ago fighting a manticore that punched his ticket. The Mother of Demons had given him a mulligan and sent him back – only minus all the hard-won mana and powers he’d collected.

It seemed the real world was a roguelike.

“We’re all still alive and our enemies are not, that’s a good day. By any accounting,” she said steadily.

The look Ellsbat was giving him was absolute trust and gratitude and adoration rolled into one. He turned away. It was too much. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the thoughts of how weak he was now. She caught his hand, offering a small, reassuring squeeze.

“Right,” Ryan replied, and went back to his task of packing up the camp.

Ellsbat turned to the bowl and drank the broth, chasing a few vegetables and barley.

“Any sign of Varu and the others?” she mumbled, taking a bite of food and chewing slowly.

“Not yet. They probably found some booze and got drunk.”

They’d been sent off this morning and were just supposed to scout ahead, pick through the Blackthistle loot on the other side of the veil, and return by nightfall. Truth be told Ryan had wanted some peace and quiet at the camp and sent them on ahead.

“Let’s hope they didn’t run into more trouble,” Kiya spoke up. “They are not very responsible.”

“When I have another night’s rest I’ll go get them,” Ellsbat said. “My mana should be restored by morning.”

“You should be sleeping,” he told her. “Save your strength and I’ll go look for them in the tonight,” he said suddenly.

He caught the look Kiya and Lenore shared. Differences immediately forgotten; they were both worried about him going alone.

“Then we shall all go together…” Lenore began.

“Nope,” he snapped, shaking his head. “None of you knows this place like I do. I’ll be the one.”

“But…”

“Could any of you have found and killed three vespin without breaking a sweat?” he asked. None of them answered. “I didn’t think so. That’s all I’m going to say about it.”

The two girls went back to the camp duties, cleaning up and getting ready for bed. Ellbsat handed him the bowl; she’d only eaten half of it, but instead of lying back down, Ellsbat propped herself up on one elbow. The firelight catching the red hair against her pale skin.

“I have something to say about it,” she whispered. “And I need you with me tonight.”

She reached out, drawing him close with a strength greater than her curvy female form would suggest. She was a demon after all. Her lips met his in a kiss that made his spine tingle. The kind of kiss that promised more.

“I’m not wasting another minute,” she whispered against his lips. “Not being shy, not holding back. You better be ready for what it means to have a succubus for a mate.”

She pulled him closer for a second kiss. Her soft, plump lips opening slightly as she let out a sigh. And as quickly as she’d got fired up, she slumped against him, eyes fluttering shut, asleep before she could finish it. He couldn’t help but chuckle softly. Lay her down and tucked the blankets around her.

“Looking forward to it when you’re able to last more than ten seconds,” he whispered and kissed her forehead.

Her pale hand was clenched around his. As he tried to gently pull away, she made a small sound in her sleep and gripped harder. Shit.

He lay down beside her and after a minute the sudden urge to go rushing off on his own – just to prove a point that he didn’t need taking care of – was gone. But as he lay there and sleep refused to come for him, he couldn’t help but try and think of any way he could possibly get his mana back.

***

High up on the side of the Weeping Valley the sun refused to rise long after the sky lightened until all at once it shone over the valley lip. Thin light shining down on the camp but leaving the valley below in shadow, covered in a layer of mist. Ryan had seen sunrises most people only saw on Instagram; a chalet on the side of the alps with stark white snow under a golden sky, the view over crystal blue water on a private hotel in the Caribbean that cost a week’s salary to rent for a single night. But you could douse them all in lighter fluid and set them on fire for all he cared. This foggy camp in the woods had them all beat. For one thing it wasn’t every morning you woke up after surviving an unholy beatdown despite being outclassed and outgunned. For another, as nice as any of those luxury resorts had been, he’d always been alone, and not surrounded by beautiful women.

He left his bedroll, shivering in the cold air and threw small sticks in the coals dug from the bottom of the campfire. Stood beside it while he warmed water for oatmeal and maybe some of that tea Kiya brewed. The smell of food brought the rest of the camp awake. The girls began to pack up, chattering among themselves, last night’s argument over him forgotten, Ellsbat lagging behind the other two.

It was definitely time to cut their losses and go home. For one thing, they were rich; Ryan had collected the treasure hidden in the chimera’s temple, buried 90% of it in a secret location, and packed the rest in the cart. And then there was the small matter of getting back to Verbinnec to reunite with Tilly. The useless Inquisitor for the Temple of Crom should have freed her days ago… that didn’t mean he wasn’t eager to find out she was well cared for.

After all, she was going to have his kid.

By the time Ellsbat was dressed the forest around them was waking up with chirps and rustles. The fog clinging only to the lowest points of ground revealing the trees and the path leading up to the narrow gorge that exited the valley.

Ellsbat stepped closer to Ryan, her hand brushing his for a moment. “We will find Tilly well when we return to Verbinnec,” she said.

Fuck… was she reading minds now?

No, you idiot, it’s written all over your face…

Ryan shouldered his pack, settled the weight of the sword of Xerxia on his hip and took one last glance at Ellsbat, Kiya, and Lenore.

“Let's move out,” he announced.

They descended the trail from the campsite, following the narrow, winding path down the side of the Weeping Valley. The ground beneath their boots was littered with last year's leaves, damp and slippery, making each step treacherous. Ryan led the way but kept close to Lenore and noticed Kiya was doing the same with Ellsbat; neither was in the best shape and both could use some rest in a real bed. They reached the valley floor, under the trees, and followed the old road south as it climbed to the narrow canyon exit littered in boulders and spindly trees. More than once, Ryan kicked a stone underfoot that turned out to be a bit of bleached bone.

As the pass through the hills opened up, they rounded a twist in the trail and saw the Veil up ahead. A wall of yellow fog waited like a curtain drawn across the path. The memory of the desperate fight in the yellow mist made his chest tighten. Nobody said anything but they all paused at the edge, the magical mist swirling lazily in front of them.

“Those Blackthistles, and their damned bravos... what a fucking mess.” Lenore reflexively rubbed the scar of her stump. “And that bastard… what did you call him?”

“The Chad Griefer.”

“Yes… him… the only thing that makes me smile when my stump hurts is thinking of the cunt spending the rest of his life a pustulent mound of flesh.”

The four girls stepped into the fog together and vanished, then he followed. The world around him went silent, sound muffled by the mist, and he could barely see five feet. Even using the magical sight from the All-Seeing Eye gem that replaced his left eye, he could only pierce about ten feet in any direction.

Emerging on the other side was like returning to the scene of a crime. Eerily calm and empty. Varu and the mercenaries had done their job and cleaned up the bodies, collecting any weapons or other gear they could find so it was stripped clean. Only the blood stains on the dirt of the road were left; Ryan halfway expected to see chalk outlines around them.

Ellsbat paused near one of the old mineshafts beside the road. A square-sided pit in the rock that went straight down. Careful not to lean too far forward, Ryan looked down and listened, straining his ears. Was it the wind or was he hearing a distant moan from below?

“Can he ever climb out?” Ellsbat asked quietly.

“No chance,” Ryan replied

“You sure? That bastard seemed to specialize in coming back for more,” Lenore said.

“Well, after I transmuted him into a living flesh glob, he went insane so, even if he did climb out, there's no coming back from that—not physically, not mentally.”

His job to prevent a genocide between demons and humans had seemed hard enough when Dagonestra gave it to him without the Chaos god sending a champion to mess with Ryan over and over again. The Chaos god had found a gamer and brought him to the world of Eldwick to try and stop Ryan; brought the Chad back every time they’d killed him so Ryan had been forced to get creative. He’d defeated the manticore just so he could get the Icon it had possessed – a prayer wheel that could transmogrify flesh. Then used it to trap the Chad in a form that couldn’t die and couldn’t come after them again; a living flesh glob dropped in a bottomless pit.

“Let’s go… and keep your eyes open for randoms,” Ryan told the girls.

As they continued to descend the far side of the mountain pass things weren’t safe, only less dangerous. In the game it would randomly spawn different monsters in this section of the map and even had some rotating set-piece encounters; one visit it was empty, the next it had a haunted shrine. Who knew what that translated to in the real world. Their boots crunched on the remains of the brick road as they followed in through the woods and it was Lenore who spotted the cart tracks.

“Look here,” she pointed with her stump where the wheel marks appeared in the soft ground beside the road.

Varu and his men had turned the cart off the main road onto a less-traveled side path.

“Was this here before?” Kiya asked, frowning.

“The valley is cursed with dark magic. The forest hides things from anyone who doesn’t belong,” Ellsbat said confidently.

Well… that was one way to explain randomly generated encounter spawns. Ryan squinted at the path, his mind racing through memories of the game's randomly generated encounters. The trail itself wasn’t much of a clue… it could be almost anything.

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat asked, expecting him to know what to do.

“Not sure… we’ll have to follow it and see,” he said.

That got an odd look from Ellsbat. His knowledge of the game had always been his edge, even more now that his warlock powers were dialled down. He was supposed to be the one saving the day. Everyone was relying on him for all the answers.

He readied the channel of magic that would let him send a bolt of demonfyre at his enemies and felt a frustratingly small amount of mana answer his call. The loss of his mana and levels almost choked him. At Tier 2 the most he could manage was a thin beam of demonfyre. It would barely tickle some of the monsters they might find.

They moved quietly along the cart track and every rustle of leaves or snap of a twig made him jumpy. The trail finally opened up to show him a small clearing where a quaint cottage and a barn stood in the middle of well-tended garden beds and a few postage-stamp sized fields of barley. It should have been disturbingly out of place, but Ryan grinned with relief, recognizing it.

“The Milkmaids,” he muttered.

As they walked up to the crude fence at the edge of the cottage gardens a tall blonde came out to greet them. Built like a brick building. She was flanked by the two nearly identical women half her age – daughters. They smiled widely, one of the daughters with a pitcher and mugs.

“A few coppers to quench your thirst?” the older woman asked.

“You live here?” Lenore asked suspiciously.

“We’ve learned to keep to ourselves, so the creatures about don’t bother us,” the mother said carefully skirting the truth.

Ryan snorted a laugh. “I bet.”

The woman gave him a hard stare but then the smile was back. “We get travellers from time to time willing to pay a few coins for a safe place to rest.”

“Have you seen a man named Varu? Probably moaning about a cart he has to pull,” Lenore rested her left hand on the hilt of her glowing magical sword.

The women exchanged puzzled looks. “You’re the first we’ve seen in weeks,” the mother replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “But you look… thirsty… stranger. Care to slake your thirst with my daughters and me?”

Ryan rolled his eyes. In the game, this encounter was scripted for the – presumably – male adolescent player, yet here the milkmaids were, hitting on Lenore. He was almost insulted.

“All right, let’s cut the act,” he demanded. “You’ve got Varu and the others tied up in the barn, don’t you?”

“What? Of course not!” the woman stuttered a denial.

Ryan fired a bolt of demonfyre at the mother. She screamed and staggered, hiding her face, as the flames burned her, but she didn’t go down. Fuck! His shit was weak!

“How dare you!” I’ll strip you bare and eat you raw!” the mother yelled.

A moment later all three women dropped their disguises. Their bodies stretched and reformed, contorting into seven-foot tall, hairy beast-women. Faces growing into fanged snouts until they faced three demon skinwalkers. The hyena variety. They snarled, eyes wild with fury, fangs dripping saliva.

Ryan drew his sword, getting ready to step into the Ghost World and take them out from there. But before either he or the skinwalkers could make a move, Ellsbat stepped forward

“How dare you threaten Rineskull!” the succubus cried, eyes glowing.

It was the magic-user’s turn to transform. Her already full figure grew into a muscled, curvy sexbeast. Horns sprouting to a foot in length, giant wings unfurling, and pale skin turning a dull slate grey except for the glowing magical runes. Fangs growing into ivory knives.

Shit… he’d seen Ellsbat go full demon before, but this was extra. Maybe levelling up to Tier 6 was evolving her demon blood too. With a flick of her wrist, Ellsbat used her anti-gravity magic, lifting the demon-hyenas on invisible strings as if they weighed nothing. She tossed them around the farmyard, against the cottage, through the dung heap, then pounded them up and down against the ground a few times for good measure.

Her face twisted in a delighted laugh. “Had enough?” she roared as they howled in pain.

The hyenas knew when they were outmatched, whimpering and groveling for mercy in the dirt. “The barn, the barn! They’re in the barn, please just stop hitting us!”

Ellsbat almost seemed disappointed as she ended the spell with a dismissive wave. Ryan watched the hyena demons shrink back into their human forms, bloodied faces bent in fear. Seeing them broken, Ellsbat’s form shrank back to her human disguise, now just a sexy redhead.

Ryan motioned for the girls to follow and Lenore and Kiya joined him. Ellsbat, still literally steaming mad, was standing over the three defeated women like she might go at them again.

“Are you eyeballing me?” she glared.

“Geez Ellsbat, they’re just demons trying to get by, cut them some slack.”

“The only cut slack will be their throats,” she growled.

“Okay, whatever, stay there then if you really want to.”

He pushed open the barn doors and they creaked ominously like a horror-movie. It was dim inside except for light coming in through the gaps in the wooden slats. The smell of hay and something sharper hung in the air. As his eyes adjusted, Ryan spotted their cart first, by the looks of it still full of gear and untouched.

Varu and his mercenaries were there all right… the bunch of them chained up in a row in the stalls like cattle ready for market. The sight of the rough, burly brigands bare-assed and chained up for ‘milking’ made a laugh climb out of his throat.

“Took you long enough,” Varu yelled. “Now get us loose!”

Ryan was almost laughing too hard to find the keys dangling from a hook nearby. “But you guys look so cozy,” he chuckled and tossed Varu the keys.

The game had heavily implied, without ever showing it, that capture by the skinwalkers meant a humiliating ‘bad story end’ for the player dumb enough – or twelve-year-old player horny enough – to accept the offer of hospitality with the farmer’s daughters.

“Guess now we know why the encounter’s called 'The Milkmaids’,” Ryan shrugged as Lenore shook her head at the ex-brigands.

Varu grumbled as he threw down his shackles and passed the keys to the next man, rubbing his wrists. “I’m glad yer amused Rineskull… Thought we was goners.”

“Maybe now you start thinking with more than your horns!” Lenore patted the naked man on the back.

Kiya spoke up. “Let’s just be glad we got here when we did before these men could be eaten.”

Ryan stared at her and laughed again. “I’m pretty sure they were the ones doing the eating,” Ryan smiled. He turned to Lenore. “Go get the skinwalkers in here and lock them up. We’ll be using their cottage for a rest break.”

“Rineskull,” Kiya said urgently. “What about Tilly?”

“Lenore lost an arm, Ellsbat nearly died, and I did die,” Ryan said. “Tilly will understand if we stopped to have lunch.”

***

While Kiya and Ellsbat made lunch, they sent Ryan to the bedroom to rest until it was time to eat. It had a single big bed that would fit at least three and a ton of quilts, although it had a kindof musty animal scent. Still… it was the nicest bed he’d seen in a week. He’d barely had time to close his eyes and begin drifting into unconsciousness when the shutter of the bedroom window squeaked open. It was Lenore’s grinning face, blonde hair falling out of a ribbon tied one-handed as she peeked to make sure the bedroom door was closed. Seeing the coast was clear she climbed in through the window. It was tricky with one arm, but she managed to fall headfirst and come up smiling as she tip-toed to the bed.

“You didn’t feel like using the door?” he asked.

“Shhht!” she hissed and onehanded she undid her drawstring trousers and the tiny underpants beneath them, revealing the long pale legs, narrow hips, and pale V of blonde hair between her legs. Lean and muscular.

And she chuckled to herself seeing him staring at her. She climbed on the bed, straddling his legs, then despite his protests that they were supposed to be regaining their strength, the undine wrestled his trousers down one-handed and began to massage his cock with her fingers.

“I’ll need to learn to use my left,” she grinned. “But until then…”

She swallowed his cock between her lips, stroking him up and down as her tongue tangled over him between her lips. Paused only to let him pull her tunic off over her head and massage her tits. Judging by the speed she that got him hard, his heart really wasn’t in trying to stop her. When he was fully stiff she couldn’t fit him all the way to the hilt anymore; she choked, smiled and rubbed him over the hard tips of her perfect-handful tits.

“What is this!” a voice yelled from the bedroom doorway.

It was Kiya. Apron around her body, clutching a big wooden spoon and covered in flour up to the elbows from where she’d been kneading bread dough. She was furious.

“Humping,” Lenore said dreamily, still stroking Ryan against herself.

“There’s a schedule!” the outraged trull snapped. “Just because you only have one arm don’t think you skip the line!”

And with that the short trull came after Lenore, swinging the flat of the big wooden spoon against her ass and thighs, making Ryan throw himself clear and watch the furious runecaster chase the laughing knight out the bedroom door and around the kitchen. Or at least she was laughing until the thick-armed trull landed a solid stinging blow across the backs of her thighs. Then the knight yelped in pain and Kiya chased her out the front door of the cottage into the garden.

Still laughing at the sight, he followed them into the kitchen where Ellsbat had happily abandoned cutting vegetables and was watching the chase with amusement.

“I thought they’d never leave,” the succubus said and with a wave of one finger she used magic to slam the door shut, dropping a bar over it. She eyed Ryan’s bobbing hard cock. “What should we do about this?” she asked.

Arms crossed over her chest and standing demurely in his way the succubus bit her lip as she smiled at him. From behind her back the long tail with its spade-shaped tip whipped back and forth like an angry cat.

“I think Lenore will kick that door down if she finds out you locked it,” Ryan grinned.

“Shhh,” she said planting her fingers over his lips. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

The tail snapped out like it had a mind of its own and swept most of the contents off the table. She grabbed Ryan by the collar with both hands and kissed him hard before bouncing her plump behind up onto the table, sending up a small cloud of flour dust.

“I want you to take me right here,” she demanded, spreading her knees.

There was a banging on the door as whoever was outside realized it was locked.

“Ellsbat, you slippery seductress! Open this door!” Lenore shouted.

“Sorry we’re not interested,” Ellsbat sang sweetly, like a housewife talking to a door-to-door salesman. “If you’re selling sore losers please come back tomorrow; we’ve all we need today!”

Ellsbat grabbed Ryan by the hand, and he let himself get pulled into the trap of her legs scissoring closed around his thighs. She examined his erection, teasing the slipperiness on the head with a finger.

Unable to resist, she surrounded him with the huge soft mounds of her tits and cradled his cock in the valley, teasing him as her nipples went bright pink against the white globes. But soon her demonic instincts took over. Sliding off the table she was on her knees in front of him and aimed his cock between her lips

Her long, forked tongue slid out and wrapped around his cock until it was slippery, and she stroked the long length of him from base to tip. The moment her mouth surrounded him her eyes began to glow and as she dove downward, taking his entire length to the back of her throat, her pupils glowed bright red like the cherry glow of a stove element. Satisfied hungry sounds worked their way past the dick in her throat as she went up and down.

“I need you inside, me,” she pleaded, looking up at him.

Ryan pulled her to standing then in a move that shocked a delighted ‘Oh!’ of surprise out of her, he picked her up in his arms and her legs instinctively went around his hips.

The tiny ginger fringe of her alabaster pussy was wet with succubus dew. A single drop slid down the inside of her thigh. Her flaming muff sank around him with a squirting sound as her slippery depths took him all the way. She gave a shuddering gasp, eyes rolling up. Goddam… he was so deep in her his cock must be tickling the back of her throat.

Then she was off to the races, grinding back and forth as he lifted her up and down on him, head thrown back and mouth open to yell ‘Ahhh’ each time she dragged her cunt against him. Then in less than a minute he felt her building up and she gave a longer sustained yell of pure pleasure, and he felt her flooding hot around him while she was frozen in his arms, thighs twitching.

“Oh, you feel so good…” she gasped in wonder.

He staggered to the table and leaned over, dropping her onto her back in a cloud of white powder without pulling out. Her eyes pleaded for more and he started thrusting into her so the table shook, making most of whatever hadn’t already been swept off crash to the floor.

As he pounded her, a spiky red glyph appeared low on her belly, just above the tiny furry patch of bright orange hair. It got darker by the moment then began to glow. Like she was being seared by a brand the more she moaned in pleasure. Her cunt lips were stretched open wide to take him and he slid his thumb over the exposed swollen nub of her clit. She instantly shuddered and creamed all over him, shrieking in ecstasy.

“What was that?” Lenore’s voice shouted from outside. “Again? Save some for the rest of us!”

Ellsbat curled upward to press her horns against Ryan’s forehead as she smiled devilishly and shook her head. “I’m taking every last drop,” she told him.

“Yes you are,” he growled at her.

A moment later he’d picked her up and set her on her feet, then he spun her around, bending her over the table. Her tits slapped against the flour-coated surface, and he was presented with her big, bouncy ass, coated in white powder like two loaves of bread dough set out to rise. He slapped her ass to watch her jump and jiggle, leaving a handprint behind in the dust.

Her tail wrapped around his body, the tip caressing his nipples.

With every pounding thrust against her jiggling ass cheeks, her tits bounced up and down slapping against her chest, like a pair of sweet buns, shedding a little cloud of flour each time they clapped together. Trails of sweat were running down her chest, making trails as they cut through the coating of flour.

He gripped a handful of her hair, and the depraved sex-demon moaned in delight as she started to climax immediately. This time she was coming so hard the tips of her horns began to glow pink. She was beginning to make noises like she was crying, sobs of disbelief as she continually had minor climaxes on his cock with every third thrust. She was helpless, mouth open, glowing eyes rolling up in her head.

It was too much for Ryan to hold back. Pounding her without mercy, her juicy body made him come in about thirty seconds. They both yelled, coming together, the white geysers of his jizz meeting a wet wave. Her entire body changed color as she came, darkening to a slate grey as her demon instinct took over completely, wiping her mind bare of anything except the way his dick made her come.

When it was over, and Ryan had caught his breath, slowly pulling the slippery length of his cock free, Ellsbat sagged limply to grip the table for support. Knock-kneed and making the occasional twitch as an aftershock went through her.

Ryan went to the door and lifted the bar, opening the door to reveal Lenore and Kiya fuming on the other side.

“She insisted,” he shrugged.

Both girls pushed past him into the cottage.

“You oversexed slut!” Lenore yelled.

“You need a lesson about the rules!” Kiya hollered.

In a moment they’d picked up the helpless magic-user and as the redhead screamed for them to put her down, they charged outside and tossed her into the shallow duck-pond beside the cottage to cool off. Screaming bloody revenge, the redhead crawled out of the mucky water, reeds in her hair and chased after the other two girls as they ran cackling for cover.

Ryan watched the whole thing with a smile on his lips and shook his head. Geezus… it was like a college dorm.

But admiring the view of half-naked girls wrestling wasn’t so bad.

***


Chapter 2   : Only Two Certain Things

After a meal Ryan and Ellsbat took a bath while Lenore and Kiya watched carefully to make sure they didn’t get carried away naked in the bathwater. The ex-brigands hitched up the cart around noon and Kiya summoned a horse from the spirit world to pull it.

Weapons, coins, scringe stone and other heavy bits of loot had been packed up in boxes and chests in the flat of the cart. It was a better than decent haul. He’d catalogued the treasures as best he could before the mad rush to get to the Blackthistles. The Necromancer’s prediction that the loot drop for the manticore would be super-sized came true, and there was nearly three thousand gold coins worth of gems. That didn’t count the jewelry Ellsbat and Kiya were wearing under their clothes, or the string of kobold ears worth a small fortune Varu had collected. Or the bounty on the manticore’s head – which was currently in a sack tied to the wagon at Lenore’s insistence. One of the things Ryan had learned in the game was that even reselling them for half-price, the inflated value of weapons made nearly as much profit as treasure from the monsters; an orc warrior might carry some coppers and a few silver pennies, but his sword was worth seven silver crowns.

Ryan kept the manticore’s Icon – the prayer wheel of transmogrification – hidden on his person and Lenore had spent the morning sorting the pieces of the Armor of Arnaud and managed to salvage the back-and-breast plate of the invulnerable armor. It would still provide incredible protection for the parts of her body it covered.

Standing in the cottage garden, Ryan nodded at the three hyena demons standing beside the house with heads down and hands clasped. Not so eager to fight now. The six-foot tall, powerfully built women flinched as the five-foot-five collection of soft curves that was Ellsbat wandered out of the cottage, still tousle-drying her hair.

The redhead saw him watching her and a brief smile flittered over her pale features, shyly turning away. Pretty demure for a sex-demon; she was still repressing some of her demonic succubus nature, but it was a vast improvement over her aggressively overcompensating for her attractions to him by being an angry bitch.

Ryan waved at Varu and his men that it was time to get moving. The knot of mercenaries were grouped together with as much distance between them and the milkmaids as possible. All except Varu. While most of the men looked determined to never speak of the events in the barn and wouldn’t make eye contact with each other, Varu looked in a foul mood. Wrestling with the straps of his pack and cursing under his breath, the second-in-command of the mercenaries barely made eye contact when one of the milkmaids crossed the yard to approach him.

“You’ll be… moving on then?” the girl asked. It was the youngest – and prettiest – of the hyena demons.

“Yep. Looks like I'm off.”

“So… will you be passing through here again sometime?”

Varu grunted, refusing to look her way. “Maybe. Roads don't really plan ahead.”

“I suppose not,” she replied. “Varu… did you... did you like it here? With... well, with me? It was quite a night, wasn’t it?”

He glared at the ground. “Just another night in this cursed valley for me.”

The girl laughed nervously. “Right, of course. I suppose for a bold adventurer like you, this must all seem ordinary.”

“What? No!” the mercenary got suddenly defensive. “You’re crazy if you think I’m havin nights like… well doing… that… all the time!”

“Really?” she brightened up, misreading what he said.

“I didn’t mean it that way!” he objected, glancing at his fellow mercenaries mistrustfully. “Just forget it, would you!”

Her smile faded and she turned away, hiding the hope that had briefly flickered in her eyes. “Safe travels then, Varu,” she said as she walked back to join her sister and mother.

The mercenary just stood there staring at his feet. Then out of nowhere Ellsbat walked up to him and clocked him with a fist in the face.

“Whatcha do that for your crazy bitch?” he snarled.

Ellsbat’s eyes glowed and the aspect of the demon spread over her body until Varu was facing a pissed-off succubus with fangs, horns and talons.

“If you have no intention of returning, I cannot say anything about it, but do not lie to that poor girl!” the succubus rumbled.

“Poor girl? That pack of demons attacked us in the night! And then made us… it weren’t right! And I’m supposed to thank em?”

“Oh, go on then Varu! Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy it!” Lenore snapped at the mercenary.

“But I…”

“Do you think any man’s desires can be hidden from my kind?” the succubus glared at him. Ellsbat pointed imperiously at the girls. “Go tell her the truth.”

The man ducked his head, glared briefly at her, then slowly approached the hand-wringing hyenadomme. Ryan couldn’t make out the words, but Varu’s body language was apologetic and then the girl gave him a big beaming smile, threw her arms around him, and lifted him into the air in a big hug, spinning him around and kissing him. The lanky mercenary looked small in her arms.

“Ah, true love,” Ryan grinned.

“Truly Dagonestra chose well making you our champion,” Ellsbat said, taking him seriously and wiped a tear at the corner of her eye. She wrapped herself around his arm, pressing her cleavage against him. “You will be the one to bring peace between demons and men!”

***

The old north-south road through the forest hugged the side of the valley walls in spots, overhung by bent trees on one side and a steep drop on the other. Ryan steered the small cart carefully, the spirit-animal horse's hooves silent on the dirt that covered the bricks of the road. Ellsbat dozed beside him, and she seemed almost vulnerable, smaller somehow, since surviving the fight with the Blackthistles. He wasn’t complaining… but… did he actually miss the firecracker short temper?

She glanced at him, her eyes flickering away. “I’ve been thinking,” she began, voice so quiet it was barely above the rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze. “About us—”

Her words were cut short by a crude laugh from behind the cart. “And then I’ll buy the biggest steak they have,” Varu boasted. “And the biggest ale. And the biggest pair of tits money can buy and have her suck my cock dry while I eat my meal!” Varu said loudly, bragging to the former brigands turned mercenaries as they walked behind the cart.

Ryan winced at the interruption as Ellsbat’s eyes flared red a moment. He waited for a lull in the laughter before turning back to Ellsbat. “About us?” he prompted.

“Yes, about how we...” Ellsbat’s voice trailed off as another burst of laughter erupted from the group behind them.

This time it was one of the mercenaries. “Then I told her husband, how do you think she learned how to ride… it’s a cousins’ job to look after his family!” The men laughed.

Ryan’s jaw tightened. Ellsbat growled, glaring at Varu, but the man didn’t seem to notice. She clamped her mouth shut.

“Perhaps this is not the right mo--” she muttered to Ryan.

“Oh, and then I says to her, ‘how am I supposed to know which hole is which if she keeps trotting it out to every hairy dick in the village’—” Varu’s voice interrupted again, loud as if he was right beside them.

Suddenly the wizard twisted from the small bench at the front of the cart and sent a blast of flames from her hand to explode at the feet of the men walking behind the cart.

“I’m trying to have a conversation!” the wizard thundered, voice echoing over the valley. “So shut the festering holes you call a mouth!”

Well it seemed the girl with the temper was still in there somewhere…

The mercenaries yelped and stumbled away. They retreated until they trailed the cart a hundred yards to the rear, barely daring to whisper.

Just as quickly as she’d gone supernova, the quiet Ellsbat was back. She gave Ryan a pleasant smile as the cart rumbled along the narrow road

“As I was saying,” she spoke softly. “After I summoned you—”

“You mean after Dagonestra sent me here.”

She waved the notion away. “After the summoning ritual it was the first time I had ever spent so much time with… a man.” Her gaze drifted towards Lenore, who was scouting ahead. “I’m sure you weren’t aware but… I used to be a bit... jealous of the other girls.”

“Hmmm,” Ryan said carefully. Was she joking? Was she that unaware of how she’d acted?

“But after everything we’ve gone through, I can't imagine not having them around,” she went on. “Lenore handles the sword better than I ever could, but she cannot use magic to save her own life,” she said fondly.

“You and Lenore are both are special to me in your different ways.”

“Yes… I see that now. But…” she stared at him, face serious. “Much more of this wanton mating and you’ll put a demonseed inside her! Then there is the matter of Tilly… and Kiya.”

Ryan was mouth-open, trying to catch up. “What about them?”

“Tilly... I pray to Dagonestra she is well… is a sweet, pure soul. I can't wait to see her smiling face again and feel her embrace.”

A smile flickered on Ryan's lips, but it melted as Ellsbat glared at him.

“And you filled her belly with a child! You do realize you’re responsible for her now, right?”

“Uh, yeah… of course. What sort of man do you think I am?” he said, feeling insulted. “I’ll do right by her.”

Ellsbat gestured to the back of the cart, where Kiya was still resting. “And what about Kiya,” she snapped. “A marriage contract for babies with her too?”

It was time to back up the truck on his marriage. “Listen… you can’t get on my case about that one! it was the only way to get the trulls’ help. I didn’t have much choice.”

“So you feel nothing for her?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“I thought not!”

Ryan rallied his calm. “What the fuck is all this about? Why are you suddenly so concerned about my family situation?”

Her lip quivered and her eyes welled with tears a moment. “Nothing! Just, no more surprises like that, understood? And don’t for a moment think that you can… can just expect to be planting babies in… in everyone.” Her cheeks flushed and the succubus edged away from him on the small bench.

“Trust me, I have no plans to make you a mommy, I promise.”

And at his words her bottom lip quivered, and tears welled up in her eyes. “G-good!” she sniffled, looking away.

Oh fer fucksakes… really? Fix one problem and now… really?

“Listen,” he began softly. “I’m sorry if—"

But before he could start exploring the brand-new shrubbery maze that was Ellsbat’s feelings for him, his skin prickled with an unexplained chill. A momentary warning, intuition, that brought him entirely alert. His head went up, looking up the slope, behind the cart… nothing. But the icy feeling of danger just got stronger until he felt the slight updraft of wind and his eyes went to the wooded slope beside the road.

“Ellsbat,” he started, but only had time for a single word.

Instincts kicked in and without even thinking he shoved Ellsbat off the bench and into the safety of the dense underbrush beside the road.

And then something hit him like a truck.

A massive force sent him flying from the cart. He was knocked through the air, world spinning, and was hitting the steep slope beside the road, crashing downwards in an uncontrolled tumble. Saplings and bushes snapped under his weight as he rolled and bounced, each impact a burst of pain, until he finally came to a hard stop against a jutting boulder.

Ryan lay there, dazed, the breath knocked out of him. Pain shooting through his body in waves, sharp as knives. His ribs were busted, and his left arm felt wet where bone was sticking out. His mind tried to send the signal to move – to get up – but the pain shooting through him intercepted the message and he just lay there, making tiny yells of agony as more and more injuries tried to report to his brain.

He could hear shouts from up above. Fuck… Ellsbat. Franticly calling his name. Mingled with the sounds of the others scrambling to react. What the fuck just happened? The attack had come so suddenly that he could barely piece together what he’d experienced. A monster? So where the fuck was it?

He squinted upwards, trying to catch a glimpse of what was after them as his vision blurred. Goddam… he was pretty busted up.

Get up, asshole… Get up! They need you!

Gritting his teeth against the pain, Ryan reached inward to the Mind’s Eye. Concentrating hard, he pictured a small green spark in the dark, the symbol of his healing power. With each breath, he coaxed the spark into a flame, feeling the warm surge of energy flow into his battered body. And as the healing warmth spread, putting together torn flesh and knitting broken bones, he managed to climb to his hands and knees on the rocky slope.

Ryan threw himself at the slope and clawed his way up the steep hill. Dirt and small stones skittered downslope from his boots as he pushed hard. Somehow, he scrambled the last few feet and arrived on the road.

And standing there by the treeline was a hooded figure. They wore several layers of robes and the visible one was a mustard yellow, darkening to green at the hem and the ends of the sleeves. Man or woman, he couldn’t tell. The person wore a bronze helmet with a full mask covering their face – shaped in the form of a stylized octopus. There was a weapon strapped to their back, and the figure took the weapon in one hand, mask scanning the scene until it settled on Ellsbat and Lenore.

The masked figure advanced. The weapon was a two-handed wooden club studded with pyramid-shaped bronze spikes. Ryan’s blood went cold, knowing who the figure was.

Already? She shouldn’t show up until… damn.

“Rineskull!’ Lenore shouted as she was already charging the newcomer. From the opposite side of the cart Ellsbat was picking herself up from the ground, summoning flames in each hand.

“Don’t!” he yelled at them. “Don’t fight her!”

But it was too late.

With a fluid motion, the figure raised the club, not rushed, just bored. A woman’s shout erupted from inside the mask, a single word of power that reverberated through the air. Ryan flinched, the noise resonating like a massive tuning fork as he dove down, using the slope as cover. A wave of dust stirred by the sonic vibration showed the wave spreading outwards and it picked up Lenore and Ellsbat like feathers, blasting them off their feet with the invisible force. Tumbled them backward in a sprawl of limbs and surprised yells.

Varu and his men had already been running towards the cart, trying to close the hundred-odd yards of space the moment the stranger had first attacked. Now the woman in the robe faced them and charged past the cart to meet them head-on. Varu and the three mercenaries had weapons raised, mid-charge, and they might as well have been standing still. She moved in a blur of speed.

The newcomer took out Varu first; maybe because he had better armor and weapons or she had correctly guessed Varu was the biggest threat among the brigands. She shouted again, this time a directed blast of noise and the force of the magical shout stunned Varu, sending him flat on his back. Once he was out of the way the figure turned her attention on the remaining three mercenaries.

The club ignited in flames, like a blowtorch, and she culled them like steers in a slaughterhouse. Every time the club hit there was an explosion of sparks, like exploding fireworks, and it seemed to blind everyone but her for a moment. As the first man crumpled his companions flinched, covering their eyes from the blinding sparks, and the second one took a blow to the head so that the shower of his brains seemed to blend with the next eruption of fireworks. A moment after that and the third man died.

Those men had survived fighting snakemen, the manticore, and even the Blackthistle ambush, and they were all dead in less than a minute.

Ryan scrambled onto the road, staggering towards the fight in time to see the masked woman turn from the three broken bodies of the mercenaries and stand over Varu, club raised for a final blow that would leave him an unidentifiable red stain like his three friends. The flaming weapon lit up the mask like it was made of liquid gold.

“Stop!” Ryan yelled across the distance.

He was still too far to help Varu and even if he wasn’t… he was pretty sure it would be a death sentence to try.

The figure paused, the club still raised overhead in one hand like it weighed nothing. She turned to consider Ryan with a cold stare. Instead of beating Varu to death she cocked her head and looked him up and down.

“You're tougher than you appear. I thought you were dead,” she said. The voice was calm. Cold. Unnervingly bored.

Before Ryan could think of an answer that wouldn’t get them killed, Ellsbat stood up, already chanting. The stunning effect had worn off and she had murder in her eyes.

Shit!

She released the spell, a concentrated cloud of slumber, and it shot from her hands towards the yellow-robed woman. The attack barely touched her; the figure flinched slightly, taking a half-step to recover, but just stared at Ellsbat in disappointment.

The trull took that moment to poke up from the bed of the cart.

“Kiya, take cover!” Ryan shouted at her.

The trull girl didn't hesitate, hopping off the cart and darting towards the cover of the woods. And Ryan saw the robed woman’s eyes turn to her as she swung the club back over her shoulder and threw it. The flaming club spun through the air like a buzzsaw, straight for Kiya, and only just in time Lenore stepped between them. The golden shield of light from the Shadowlark formed a dome of protection that blocked the weapon. But as it hit in a shower of blinding fireworks, the weapon simply bounced away and arced back through the air, so the hilt smacked into the woman’s open palm.

“It’s a boomerang too?” Ryan muttered under his breath.

But it decided things for him. The moment she’d attacked the girls, Ryan was moving to protect them even if it probably meant he’d die.

Dagonestra will probably just bring me back, right?

While her attention was diverted, Ryan summoned a blast of demonfyre, hitting her dead on. The flames washed over the woman… and didn’t do a damn thing. No effect. But it got her attention.

“Are you the one who has it?” she asked him.

Varu was crawling to his knees and took the opportunity to clamber to his feet, backing towards the cart.

“Varu, get Kiya out of here. Run!” Ryan yelled, never taking his eyes off the robed woman.

Varu had proven he wasn’t a coward fighting the Blackthistles, but he didn’t need to be told twice. Picking himself up, he nodded and rushed to Kiya. Grabbing her by the hand he ran for the trees despite her struggling to get free.

“I’m not leaving! I stay by my husband!” the trullish girl said defiantly. But she was half his size and Varu yanked her after him.

“Or perhaps she has it?” the figure said casually, mask turning to track Kiya. She sure didn’t move fast but Ryan knew: it was because she didn’t have to move for anybody.

Ellsbat was back, and this time threw a handful of flames that rocked the robed woman her back half a step. Her clothes smoldered, but she only laughed. As the fire snuffed out she patted her robe, brushing off the flames like dust.

“Is that your best?” she asked.

Lenore stepped forward, light blooming around her one hand. “Just what in the hell of hungry sharks is this about?”

“You can’t stop her!” Ryan shouted, and the mask turned to look at him a moment.

“You possess a certain item I must have,” she said cooly. “Give it to me now.”

“We don’t have anything of yours,” Ellsbat growled.

“Give me the Great Seal now… or I will take it from your body.”

“What seal? We have no such thing!”

But Ryan knew exactly what she wanted. This was the ‘Death and Taxes’ quest… but so soon?

“What makes you think we have such a thing?” Ryan asked, slowly circling to surround the woman. He might be able to get a cheap shot… keep her busy… let the others get away.

Lenore's fist tightened and the glow got brighter. “We're not giving you anything.”

Oh fuck… no she wasn’t…

The figure clucked her tongue. “Tsk, tsk. In that case, I suppose I'll just have to take it from your bodies. I’ll start with your little friend running away in the woods.”

She started walking towards the trees, but the knight charged at the figure, closing the distance and swinging her fire whip. Each swipe and snap of the white-hot light missing as the figure danced around her attacks. The masked woman made it look so easy she was almost mocking Lenore.

With each missed strike, Lenore's frustration mounted, blows getting wilder, until the woman seemed to get bored with the whole thing. Raising one hand, a magic circle took a moment to form for the newcomer and with a quick flick of her wrist it hit Lenore. Put her in an invisible grip that pinned the undine in place.

But Lenore had taken the blow so the woman in yellow would let her guard down. The whip of burning bright snapped from the knight’s remaining hand, slashing across the figure’s body. The robe’s fabric smoked and burned at the touch and fell away.

She stood there, pieces of flaming fabric drifting to the ground, naked except for the mask and a loincloth. She staggered to a halt, looking down at herself. Her body was perfect, untouched, and if this hadn’t been life or death Ryan might have admired how sweet the curves were and how sexy her body was.

“Well then…” the suddenly naked woman sighed. “Let’s see about you first then, shall we?”

The club in her hand blurred with flames, swinging as she charged Lenore. For a moment Ryan held onto a glimmer of hope as Lenore kept her back with a moving fence of the flaming whip, but the woman blocked it with her club, got inside it, and slammed her fist into Lenore's side.

The golden armor of the magical breastplate of Arnaud gonged hollowly but Lenore was knocked on her back. And at the same moment a cloud of black smoke spewed from the impact. It exploded like a smoke-bomb, concealing both of them, and a moment later when it thinned, the naked woman had vanished, leaving Ryan and the two girls scanning the area around them.

“Where did she go?” Lenore groaned climbing to her feet.

“Kiya,” Ryan said.

“Hurry!” Ellsbat called and ran for the treeline.

Ryan got in her way. “You don’t have any idea what we’re fighting,” Ryan said hollowly. “Just run. Leave everything and get away and hide.”

“But Kiya!”

“Leave her to me,” he said, running into the woods.

“No!”

“Never!”

He could hear them crashing through the bush after him and slipped into the Ghost World. He could travel faster, drifting through solid objects, and this way they wouldn’t be able to follow him. He ignored their yells for him to come back and left them behind. For all he knew the masked woman had already found Kiya, and he couldn’t waste a moment to explain.

He followed the trail Varu and the trull girl had left, snapped branches and messy footprints in the soft soil of the slope easy to track. But he could tell they were headed for a sharp incline and knew they would’ve had to go around it. Instead of following the trail, he flew straight up, weightless in the spirit world, hovering among the tree branches as he sailed towards the gentler slope they would have had to take.

Arriving at the top of the bluff the ground leveled out along a ridge. It ended in a steep drop for a hundred feet to the west, and ran gently east, getting higher until it would form the mountains that sheltered the Weeping Valley.

Nothing.

No sign of Kiya and Varu… no sign of the woman in the mask. He waited, hovering above the ground invisible, gently flying in a circle, looking for signs of anyone on the forest floor below. A long minute passed, his heart rate going up every second, and still nothing.

Then a flicker of movement.

There the bushes stirred. Rustling sound through the undergrowth. He slid sideways, trying to get a better angle, but couldn’t make it out.

Ryan dropped down, just over head height and drew his sword. His demonfyre might be weak, but combined with the deep wounds the magic sword was capable of dealing, and with the magical belt of giant strength behind the swing, he could still do some serious damage. He raised the blade to strike, ready to shift into the normal dimension and drop down, already swinging.

The bushes parted and instead of the half-naked woman in the mask – or even Kiya – the form of Lenore pushed through the bushes, Ellsbat right behind her.

Godfuckingdammit! He’d told them to get away… why couldn’t they just listen to him for once.

He was just about to step out of the Ghost World and give them shit when there was a flash of light and the masked woman was suddenly there… right behind Lenore like she stepped out of thin air. Club raised high, ready to bring it down on the back of her head.

He moved the same moment Ellsbat’s voice rose. She’d been weaving her gravity magic spell under her breath, biding her time. And with a final gesture she unleashed the spell at the masked woman’s feet before the club could come down, blasting the figure skyward. The force sent her crashing through the bushes to slam into a tree trunk with a painful thud of flesh against wood.

Ryan stepped out of the Ghost World. Falling and swinging the emerald-bladed sword of Xerxia as he went. He snapped through the limbs and tree branches and he dropped out of the air, blade slamming down on the woman’s shoulder just as Lenore’s firewhip lashed from the other side.

The emerald blade connected with a jolt that ran up his arms. Slicing through flesh and bone the entire width of the blade as blood sprayed out. At the same time Lenore’s firewhip wrapped around her and the tree so she was pinned.

Ryan’s knees bent to absorb the shock of landing, and the blade jerked free in a spray of blood. Face to mask with the figure for a moment.

“Amusing,” she said.

Then she snarled at them and with a quick flash of magic she was airborne. The firewhip snapped and in a single leap she flew over their heads and landing gracefully behind them. Ryan spun around as the magic circle formed around her hand. Some sort of gravity magic spell… and this time the invisible vice-like force snapped closed around Ellsbat, pinning her arms to her body, frozen in place. Her mouth opened, gasping for breath and there was a crunching sound like breaking ribs.

“That wasn’t nice… now see what it gets you!” the masked woman’s voice showed her first hint of anger. The blood running down her body was only a trickle. Not even a solid hit like that really hurt her.

And as she raised the flaming club to drive Ellsbat into the ground like a tent peg, Lenore desperately threw a swirling shield of light in a dome around Ellsbat. As the spiked club hit the shield, the explosive force seemed to throw the woman aside and shatter the dome.

Released from the magical grip, Ellsbat gasped for air as she dropped to her knees.

“Let’s finish him, Rineskull,” Lenore said.

Ryan hauled her by the neck of her armor to a halt and she gave him a hurt look.

“Stop… fighting,” he told carefully said to her, enunciating each word. He lowered his sword. “Do you think we’re winning? She’s toying with us.”

The figure in the mask regained her footing. She lifted the mask off her head and let it drop to the ground with a thump.

She was stunning, in a porcelain doll way. Face perfect pretty as an airbrushed supermodel. Framed by black hair. It was only the glare in her eyes that made you see the ugliness underneath.

“Truly, this is unnecessary theatrics,” she said conversationally. Like they were talking about the weather. “I am not here for your lives, merely the treasure. You're making this more complicated than it needs to be.”

Lenore lifted her hand, firewhip twitching like a cat’s tail.

As an answer, the naked woman formed the magic circle around her hand again, only this time Ellsbat was lifted into the air by her neck, feet floating above the ground. Hands clawing at the invisible force around her throat, her face contorted in silent agony. The woman didn’t even look as, hand outstretched, she telekinetically squeezing the air from Ellsbat’s lungs.

“Stop, or she dies,” the figure called out calmly, her eyes locked on Ryan. Ryan threw his sword to the ground, the emerald blade clinking loudly as it hit a tree root.

“Take what you want and leave,” Ryan demanded, barely able to choke back the anger and frustration.

“Rineskull!” Lenore said in disbelief.

“I told you not to fight,” Ryan said.

The figure's lips curved into a sickly smile. “That would have sufficed before, but not any longer.”

Ryan felt a chill.

“Pick one,” the woman said looking between Ellsbat and Lenore. “The other one dies.”

He felt a sinking powerlessness. The cruelty was the point. To take one of his companions away would make him want revenge, but to make Ryan choose one to die… she wanted to break his spirit.

“Pick one or they both die,” the woman’s eyes stared into his.

Before Ryan could come up with a counteroffer there was a sudden rush of movement. It was Varu. The suicidal idiot launched himself from the bushes and swung his sword with all his weight behind it. Not at the naked woman’s head or throat, but her extended hand with the glowing circle. The blade connected, shattering the magic circle and the telekinetic grip on Ellsbat along with it. The redhead collapsed to the ground at the same time Varu slammed into the woman.

Everyone went down in a pile.

The woman recoiled from the blow, then she backhanded Varu with her bare fist. Flames exploded, wrapping all over Varu’s body, setting him on fire in a shower of fireworks so he screamed and fell, clawing at the ground as he burned. But a moment later as the woman prepared to bring up her club and splatter his brains all over the ground, a sudden, eerie whisper filled the air.

A swarm of bats erupted from the woods.

Not the normal size… each one had a four-foot wingspan. The bats were pale and translucent – spirit animals summoned by Kiya.

They dove at the woman four or five at a time, bodies a whirlwind of attacks she couldn’t block. They clawed and bit, and then when she raised her arms defensively above her head the bats worked together and physically lifted her off the ground. She struggled, limbs thrashing, but the swarm refused to let go even as her fist slammed a hole in one after another, making them explode into ectoplasmic mist. In a moment the screaming woman was hauled into the treetops and away, her yells fading in the distance.

From the edge of the woods, Kiya stepped out, eyes glaring at the woman as she held one hand out to direct the spirits.

***

“Why was she naked?” was the first thing Kiya asked.

“Don’t ask, just run!” Ryan said.

Grabbing his sword, he helped Ellsbat stand. “Can you move?”

She nodded, still catching her breath. With Lenore pushing the smoldering form of Varu ahead and Kiya supporting her, Ryan led them into the woods heading east along the spine of the ridge. Their only chance was to lose her.

He trickled healing energy into Ellsbat as they pushed through the bushes at a staggering run. Felt inside her body with the green magic that found cracked ribs and a punctured lung, healing it all. A small amount of the same energy removed his fatigue, let him run without getting tired.

“Rineskull… slow down…” Lenore gasped, trying to keep up. Kiya looked ready to collapse.

“If we stop, we’re fucked,” he said, but he slowed.

The wind picked up near the top of the ridge and as the trees thinned, they could see out over the valley to the road below and north to the mountains that surrounded the weeping valley. Cresting the ridge, they found themselves on a rocky ledge and three steps later exited the treeline onto a flat shelf of stone and a sheer drop a hundred feet down.

“Shit!” Ryan stumbled to a stop. He looked for a way down; you’d have to be a monkey to make the climb.

Or a wizard.

“Ellsbat,” he said. “Use your magic to get everyone to the bottom.”

The magic-user stepped to the edge, studying the distance, and nodded. “I can do it… everyone gather around.”

As the others moved closer to her, Ryan stepped back.

“What are you doing? Let’s go!” she snapped.

“She won’t stop unless I slow her down,” he said. “I’ll catch up.”

“The fuck you say!” Lenore scolded him. “You mean find us later when you die and come back!”

“It’s the only way,” he said. “We can’t kill her.”

“You don’t know that! We’ve hurt her… badly… we just need to come at her all at once.”

“No. I mean we’re not allowed to kill her.”

“What?” Ellsbat snapped.

There was a crackle of magic, and a pinpoint of light near them on the rocky shelf. Then suddenly the magic snapped open, and the naked woman was there, club in one hand.

Ryan charged, swinging the sword. Adrenaline was making him feel light… unstoppable, and his blade sang towards her as she stood calmly looking at him.

Her lips were moving.

She said a single word of magic that snapped the air like water flicked at a pan of hot grease. The magic of the word hit him like a physical blow, like he’d been kicked in the diaphragm and couldn’t breathe, paralyzed. Sword still locked in his grip.

Lenore stepped past him, searing thread of light from the firewhip snapping overhead. The naked woman blocked the strike with her club then went after Lenore. Swinging the spiked club like a kid used a carboard tube like a toy sword. The blows were cruel, designed to hurt Lenore, and the club slammed against the golden breastplate of the Arnaud armor.

The impervious armor was the only thing that saved her. Each hit exploding in fireworks until Lenore was nearly battered off her feet.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Kiya attack, throwing herself at the naked woman. Obsidian claws stretched for her. But the woman saw her too and a casual backhand with the club sent Kiya to the ground, wrapped in a cloud of black smoke. Unconscious before she even hit the dirt.

A wave of gravity magic punched the woman off her feet. Ellsbat yelled as she summoned another one but when she threw the spell, the woman countered with her own, both women straining with an invisible wall as their magic fought back and forth. Finally, the woman slammed her club to the ground, making a cloud of black smoke wrap around her, and suddenly she was gone.

Ellsbat staggered, gasping for breath, as her magic slammed into a tree and uprooted it. “Where is she?”

There was another crackle of magic and suddenly the woman appeared from nothing, standing beside Ryan. Up close he saw for the first time the toll the fight had taken on her; there were hollows under her eyes, her flesh bruised and bleeding. Much more of this and they might actually succeed in killing her.

After she’d killed half of them first…

“You’re very interesting,” she whispered to him confidentially. “We must talk again if you survive this.”

Her hand shot inside his clothes and emerged holding the prayer wheel Icon they’d taken from the manticore.

“Leave him alone!” Ellsbat screamed, furious, as magic curled from her fingertips, aimed at the woman.

“Catch!” she said in return and then with a flicker of her own gravity magic, the woman gripped Ryan’s form and tossed him nearly vertical into the air. The telekinetic force amplified, launching him like a stone from a slingshot. Ryan was still paralyzed as the g-forces made him start to black out. The world blurred, the trees and sky merging into a dizzying blur as he soared off the cliff.

A hundred feet? Two hundred? He was arcing out off the hilltop hanging over the valley below.

The last thing he felt was the crushing g-force pressing him into unconsciousness.

***


Chapter 3   : Zargoza’s Pride

He woke up to the noise of shredding guitars and thundering drums. The noise so loud he could barely think. It was dark and a crowd was screaming – a dull roar – as he covered his ears and staggered into a heavy curtain and nearly fell down a short flight of steps. He was backstage… somewhere. And collecting his thoughts he managed to wrap his head around it. He was at a metal concert, the band wailing onstage somewhere nearby, and he breathed in the air thick with smoke machines and pyro.

What the fuuuuuuu…

Disoriented, Ryan dodged a couple roadies rushing past with cables and equipment and nearly collided with some suit with snakeskin boots and too much cologne. The man was furiously picking brown M&Ms from a bowl, muttering under his breath about contractual obligations and the absurd demands of ‘talent’.

Okay, so… this was strange. He had no idea where he was or how he’d got here which meant…

Dagonestra.

Peeking past the heavy curtain, Ryan caught sight of a hair-metal band thundering through their set on the stage. It was straight out of an '80s music video, complete with screaming fans and towers of pyro sparks under sweeping laser beams.

Suddenly the manager was there, one meaty hand with a clipboard, the other with the bowl of candy.

“Hey, you! Take these to the dressing room—now,” he barked, shoving the now brown-less bowl of M&Ms into Ryan's hands.

As quests went it didn’t seem that hard. Ryan took the bowl and went searching for the dressing room, navigating by following the reverse path of taped-up pieces of paper with black arrows on them that pointed to the stage.

Finding the door, he pressed inside and found a rack of costumes, booze, food, a Galaga arcade game console, and inexplicably, a chimpanzee peering out from a cage. He put the bowl on a table and looked around.

“Bout fucking time.”

The woman who stepped out from behind wardrobe was an 80s wet dream. Half naked in a chainmail bikini, knee boots, a studded collar and wearing not much else besides a loincloth and a smile. The head of gigantic back-teased hair was long and red and she grinned at him behind red lips and eyeshadow. Goddam… it was Katie Thurmin from Cult of Bones. She walked across the room towards him, high-heeled boots clicking like gunshots.

“You have any idea how long this took to set up?” she said, irritated. “I went through all this trouble to meet you here, and you're late. We won’t even get to use this setup properly.”

“Dagonestra,” he snorted a laugh. It was the demon goddess, and this was another of her illusions.

Then he got nervous. Last time he’d visited her someplace like this was because he’d died in Eldwick.

“So… what the fuck do you think you’re doing?” the metal queen asked him critically as she paced back and forth. “I just finished resurrecting you and now you pick a fight with the Queen Bitch herself?”

Ryan was still trying to catch up and barely processed her words. “I... I didn't recognize Mirellia," he stammered. “From the game, I mean. In the game she has a pegasus and looks like a spoiled teenager. How the fuck was I supposed to even know it was the Baroness until it was too late?”

The scantily clad demon waved dismissively. “Not everything in the game matches.”

He blinked at her. “What?” he yelled.

She rolled her eyes. “The game developers rushed the final stages, ignored some of my design concepts. There might be a few... inconsistencies in the game.”

“Time out, back the fuck up!” Ryan snapped at her. “My advantage – my only advantage – is that I know where everything is and who everybody is ahead of time. I know their weaknesses and when quests are supposed to happen and where the secret levels are.”

“And you’ve been using them well to your advantage,” Dagonestra nodded.

“So how the fuck am I supposed to use what I know if the game's all wrong?” he shouted, frustration boiling over.

“Listen… maybe not every single little thing is where it’s supposed to be in some of the content but most of it is. You can roll with it.” Dagonestra’s expression softened slightly. “You'll figure it out.”

“Figure it out?”

Dagonestra put her hand over his mouth and looked up at him. Damn. She was looking too good in the body of Katie Thurmin. “Shhh now; we're running out of time. I brought you here to ask what you plan to do.”

Ryan stepped back and shrugged. “Well obviously I want to level up again as fast as I can. I’ve been going over it in my head, trying to make a list of the biggest mana rewards for the least effort, but there’s nothing as big as the Emerald Bane.”

“What about the Aether Spectre?”

Ryan stopped, mouth open. “You mean the ship with a cargo full of magical ore? But…”

“But?”

“Does it exist?”

“Of course it does! If it’s in the game its in the Real World.”

“You just finished telling me that isn’t true!” he cried.

“Yeah yeah… some little things. But not this.”

“You mean the Aether is real?”

“Of course it’s real. What did you think it was?”

“I dunno… just a… game mechanic for fast travel or something.”

The demon goddess seemed distracted and quickly rushed to Ryan, pulling him close and kissing him hard. “Time’s almost up. I’m going to put you back a little closer to where you need to be. Then you can clear the aether quest yourself, and you'll be stronger than ever—even before the manticore got you.”

He kissed her back, one hand reaching under the chainmail bikini top to cup her tits.

“Ah-ah,” she shook her head with a smile. “Now wake the fuck up, before you smash to pieces.”

And as she said the words the room began to dissolve. Wardrobe and monkey and floors and walls, leaving him hanging in space. Dagonestra stood back blowing him a kiss until she was whisked away like mist. The last thing left behind was the bowl of M&Ms.

And as the sound of the concert faded into a rushing noise of wind, reality—or whatever passed for it—came crashing back.

***

Ryan felt a rush of cold air. The wind was slapping him and as he opened his eyes, he saw the dressing room was gone and he was back in the real world… and he was rushing towards the ground in freefall. The forest below at one time both disturbingly far and terrifyingly close.

Panic gripped him. He had maybe ten seconds before he left a Ryan-sized dent in the ground and the dense tree-covered hillside rushing up to meet him. When he swallowed his fear, his senses returned and he reached inward, looking for the blue spark in the Mind’s Eye and as the ground got closer… closer… pants-pissingly closer… he waited until the last moment. A moment from impact he slid into the Ghost World, the parallel dimension of the spirit realm that joined the real one like a blanket overtop of a bed. There was no real weight or form in the Ghost World, and he drifted to a halt a hundred feet from the ground, looking down inside the greyscale world of the spirit realm. His toes were hovering above the treetops.

With a push of his will, he began a gentle float. The Ghost world was like being inside the picture of an old Black and White TV, and Ryan drifted downwards through the grey leaves on grey branches until he ‘touched down’ on solid ground. Standing at the base of a tree he stepped back into the normal world, feeling warmth and color and gravity return.

Legs shaky, he stumbled to the nearest tree and slumped against it, the adrenaline leaving his body making him shake.

Fuck me… he’d never taken up skydiving and now he knew why. But worse than the sudden fall to his death, the reality of Dagonestra’s words hit him.

The game wasn’t entirely trustworthy.

A wave of nausea washed over him, unsure if he was about to be sick. Either because of the fall or learning the one thing in life he’d ever relied on could no longer be relied on. He was hyperventilating, pulse racing, and his mind splintering with the newfound doubts.

Like the fact Baroness Mirellia wasn’t supposed to show up until the third act.

Bit by bit he calmed down. Breathed again. Pushed back the edges of panic. “The third act is a long way off," he muttered to himself. “Plenty of time…”

…plenty of time to avoid the third act’s horrible secret ending.

He leaned his head back against the tree, closing his eyes. If the Baroness had shown up, then ignoring the Peasant Uprising quest was no longer an option. It was something he hadn’t planned to play so soon, but now it didn’t seem like he had a choice. That meant beating the tax collector… the mercenaries… even the fucking grain merchants…

Look on the bright side… it also meant saving a damsel in distress.

Fine… fuckit. He’d beat it plenty of times.

“No time to sit around and bitch about things.”

Gathering his strength, Ryan pushed himself to his feet. He had to get back to the others, and fast. Looking around, he tried to orient himself. He figured he'd been thrown south but the terrain didn’t match. If he steered from the sun's position the road back to the find the others should be to his left.

Instead, it was straight ahead.

What was that Dagonestra had said about putting him where he belonged? What did that mean? Only one way to find out. He picked what he thought was the right direction to lead him back to the cart and set off walking.

The thing about overland travel in Eldwick was the tedious number of random encounters the game threw at you, and the real world was no different. As he marched under the trees, the first thing he came across was a red diamond snake. Venomous, and common. As it slithered into his path, he flicked a stream of demonfyre at it without stopping. Stepped over its charcoal remains without breaking stride. He kept his eyes moving and sure enough, not much later, a giant spider came crawling down a tree trunk in his path. Big as a german shepherd. With a hop it strung a web between two trees to block his path.

Another blast of demonfyre reduced the arachnid and its trap to ashes.

But it was a little deeper into the woods that he got a rare encounter. The first he knew was when he tripped over a tree root and looked down to see it was a leg bone, not a root. Pausing to kick at the dirt he uncovered a shallow grave. Digging with a stick from nearby he found a humanoid skeleton. Orc, maybe, by the sloping brow. Clutched in its bony hand was a small leather purse with gemstone. A small loot drop, but every bit helped. Especially if the tax collector had activated and he’d be losing half of all the profit to the Sherrif.

There were no unguarded treasure drops in wilderness encounters, only in dungeons, and after finding the gem Ryan knew he’d have some sort of fight. He stepped around a tree before slipping into the Ghost World. The forest transformed into grey, the sounds and colors dimmed. He stood, waiting, and sure enough, the creature that came with the loot showed up.

She was a cat-fey girl, a four-foot variety of fairy with cat ears and wearing a mossy cloak that would blend in with the forest. She moved cautiously, one light step at a time, eyes roving the forest. Looking for something. For him.

She crept right past him where he was invisible and untouchable in the Ghost World. Waiting until he was behind her, he reappeared with his sword held across her throat and his other hand grabbing her by the scruff of the neck.

“Why are you following me?" he asked calmly.

The cat-fey hissed and squirmed, trying to twist away but he shook her and pressed the blade to her neck.

Finally, she went limp and answered. “No reason! You grab me, why?”

“I’m not buying it. Tell me and I’ll let you live.”

Her eyes widened, and then she shrugged. “King Under the Hill—he sends scouts. They look for someone... someone like you.”

The Goblin King was on his ass? Why? He hadn’t even gone to the goblin dungeon yet.

“Why?”

She shook her head frantically. “I not know more! Let go!”

He shook her until her tongue whipped back and forth and she still insisted she didn’t know anything else, so he dropped her to the ground. “Beat it, and if I see you again, I’m gonna turn you into gloves.”

With a hiss, the cat-fey bared her fangs at him and darted away, vanishing into the woods.

“You’re welcome!” he yelled after her. “Fucking cat-girls… who ever decided that was a good idea?”

No time to worry about the King Under the Hill having every fairy in the woods looking for him. He needed to regroup with his team. He quickened his pace and hustled through the wooded hills.

***

The sound of a woman screaming echoed through the woods. He froze, listening, and then he heard the loud monotone of chanting carried from over the next hill.

Shit. Chanting could mean a lot of things but none of them were ever good. He slid into the Ghost World and drifted up the hillside. It was rocky… less densely wooded, and the top seemed to be bare except for a big stone outcropping. It felt familiar…

And when he arrived at the top he knew why.

Rising above the crest of the hilltop to get a better view he came face-to-face with the crude and weathered monolith of Tsothtak. Carved out of the natural rock, the monolith depicted the Chaos god in his humanoid form: a big, seated baby with giant ears and tentacles coming out of his mouth. Both his hands were cupped together against his chest and a steep flight of steps had been carved into the rock leading to the little platform the hands made. Iron spikes had been hammered into the rock in different places over the years and the rust-stains in the rock looked like bloody wounds.

And the eyes of the carving somehow seemed alive. As if the chaos god was looking back at him.

Ryan shook off the feeling and looked down at the little scene below him instead. From this height it was almost like a top-down three-quarter view from the game. Similar enough to give him goosebumps.

He’d seen the same thing before a dozen times, a screen capture come to life. The massive statue of Tsothtak, the Chaos God, loomed over a square pool carved directly into the hilltop. This pool’s water was dark, and he couldn’t see the bottom, framed by a courtyard of flat, ancient stones. Surrounding the pool were seven monolithic stones. Each one worn by time and with a weather-worn cryptic symbol carved in it. A white-bearded old man in a mustard-yellow robe stood on the cupped hands of Tsothtak’s statue, raising his withered arms to the sky, chanting.

The old man's voice was rough and gravelly as if grinding out each word from a machine.

“O mighty Tsothtak, shadowed scourge of the void, heed our humble plea! We, unworthy servants, beseech thee to accept this meager offering. Let her blood seal the covenant, her spirit unlock the chains that bind thee. We toil, we bleed, we sacrifice to hasten the unsealing of the gates, to usher forth the day of reckoning. Hear us, O great and terrible god, for our souls are thine to command!”

The skinny old man wasn’t alone. At the foot of one of the seven smaller monoliths, a young woman lay bound and naked, face covered in blood and her body arranged on a stone slab by the pool surrounded by a dozen hooded figures in matching yellow robes. The cultists swayed and chanted in one voice, and standing over the girl was another figure, wearing a familiar bronze tentacle mask.

It was Mirellia. Wearing a mustard yellow cape now to hide some of her nakedness but concentrated on the objects in her hands. One of her hands held the manticore's Icon – the prayer wheel that could twist and reshape flesh – and in the other she had a squishy pair of bloody orbs.

Eyeballs.

From a clear sky overhead, boiling clouds appeared. Darkening the hilltop, sky rumbling. A bolt of lightning thundered down, striking one of the many iron spikes in the statue, shedding sparks and leaving it glowing cherry red.

Oh shit… not good. Whatever the cultists had done, it was putting through a connect call to the Chaos god.

Wait… use your head.

Ryan ignored the now boiling waters of the pool, and the old wizard, focussing on the Baroness. They weren’t actually able to summon Tsothtak right now, this was only a dry-run to prove that the Icons from the Weeping Valley could open the gates that sealed the Chaos god; they’d need all seven to finish the job and that didn’t happen until the game’s third act.

He needed that icon back. If he was going to avert the bad ending where Tsothtak sent an army of monsters to wipe out Verbinnec, retrieving the Icon of Transmogrification was the only way to do it. He watched carefully as Mirellia put the Icon in a niche of the standing stone and it began to glow with a sickly green light.

Voice muffled but clear behind the mask, Mirellia took up the chant. Her words slicing through the night air. “Lord of the Dark Place, to whom all secret fears are known, we stand before thee, naked in our devotion. This flesh, this blood, is but a token of our fealty. Accept our offering, grace us with thy dark favor. Let this sacrifice be the key that turns the lock. We are but shadows flitting at the edge of thy great darkness, seeking entry into thy eternal night. Grant us passage, O Tsothtak, as we labor to unseal the ancient gates that have wrongfully bound thee!”

She dropped the eyeballs into the water and it began to glow green. Faintly in the depths of the water a squirming shape began to form.

Hidden in the Ghost World, Ryan clenched his fists. Was he really doing this? Stealing the Icon? Mirellia would spend the next while carving pieces off the girl one at a time to sacrifice them to the well, but seeing it in the game and seeing it in person were two different things. The girl’s screams gnawed at his nerves.

The cultists' chant grew louder, and Mirellia drew a curved bloody dagger as she turned to the human sacrifice. But seemed like she wasn’t done blowing smoke up Tsothtak’s asshole just yet…

She paused, her hands hovering over the trembling form of the sacrifice. That could buy him a few seconds to act…

Her voice seemed to resonate from inside her bronze mask. “Great Tsothtak, whose whispers stir the roots of the earth and whose gaze pierces the veil of the abyss, behold this vessel of mortality, this frail human form offered unto thy boundless hunger…”

That’s it… keep sucking his ego’s dick, you cunt…

He slid around the outside edge of the hilltop, not sure if crossing the boundary over the pool during a ritual in the middle of a lightning storm was a good idea. And things in the pool were stirring up; coalescing into slimy green tentacles that glowed… Geezus. Tsothtak was already reaching into this world… He slid around the mound until he was behind the small monolith holding the prayer wheel… close enough to the cultists he could see under the hoods.

“…let her blood be the ink that writes the end of her kind… her soul the currency of our pact... by this act, may the chains that bind thee weaken… may the gates tremble at thy might…”

Well, well… in the game you didn’t see who they were, but here he could see the usual suspects of her inner circle. There were the proxies… human bloodbags, the broken man, the heart-eater, the human furniture… then the other side was the snake, the scorpion, the haruspicator, and the loyal dog…

“This life I sever not in malice, but in adoration and awe of thee, O shadowed one. May her scream echo through the void as a sweet symphony to thy ears, a clarion call that the hour of our salvation and thy dominion draws near…”

He didn’t actually have to steal the Icon… only its power. And he could do that part from the safety of the Ghost World. Leaning around the stone he extended one hand towards the prayer wheel and began siphoning the magic out of it using his Mana Rendering.

Concentrating on the magical ability he unwove the arcane bindings of the enchanted Icon. A slow trickle of shimmering mana spiraled from the relic, condensing into a gleaming crystal in the palm of his hand. That was the great thing about the veil between the normal dimension and the Ghost World – magic passed through in both directions just as easily. The air hummed with released energy, his teeth starting to ache from the vibration, and the mana's flow condensed it into a solid form of pure power. A blue crystal resting in the palm of his hand.

And it was that moment the wheels came off his plan.

“Accept, O mighty Tsothtak, accept this unworthy offering and awaken from thy slumber deep!”

As soon as he held the crystal the monolith holding the prayer wheel stopped glowing. And that caught the attention of the sallow old man crooning in the hands of the Tsothtak statue.

“Great Tsothtak, hear us...” the old man’s chant stumbled and ended, and he was looking right at Ryan.

Oh shit… now was a great time to forget the Sorcerer in Yellow specialized in spirit magic. He’d seen right through the veil and spotted Ryan. The ethereal mist pulsed with the old wizard's rage. He instantly appeared inside the Ghost World, stepping in as easily as Ryan did. His quivering voice boomed across the spectral plane.

“Intruder! How dare you profane this sacred ritual with your presence!” With a sweep of his robes, he conjured two shapes in the grey world, like fuzzy distortions, until they each spat out a shrieking thing that was half-woman, half bird. The shrieking spirits of harpies.

“Tear this non-believer apart,” he ordered.

The bird-girls were all fangs and talons, and they swooped down from above, razoring their way at Ryan. He drew his sword and as they both came down at him he swung, the blade slicing through one in a bloody spray of feathers and severing a wing entirely. He dodged the other talons raking through the space he’d been standing, and he had a clear shot at the wounded one. A blast of demonfyre at the wing joint sliced its remaining wing off and the harpy screamed in fury and pain, loud enough to make his head ache. The sonic damage made his ears bleed but the real danger from harpies was their mobility. Grounding them was more important.

“How dare you interrupt the sacred workings of the mighty Tsothtak! Your insolence will not go unpunished, interloper! The spirits themselves cry out for your reckoning!” the old wizard croaked.

Yeah yeah… these guys all sounded like the bad guy from a sword-and-sandals movie. The second harpy threw herself on him, battering him with her wings, her fangs snapping at his neck and talons sinking into his skin to hold him. Ryan winced at the claws drawing blood and short-gripped the sword before sliding it into her body under the ribs and punching the tip of the emerald blade out beside her collarbone. The harpy went still, coughing blood and her eyes glazed over, dead as his sword sliced through her heart.

“This sacrilege will be your undoing, mortal. The gates you meddle with hold fates worse than death!”

And with that the old wizard cast another spell, this time a mattress-sized wall of gravity magic that slammed into him so hard it smashed him and the dead harpies clear through the veil between worlds. Suddenly, Ryan felt the world tilt, knocking him out of the Ghost World, landing hard on the stone courtyard inside the ring of cultists chanting over the sacrificial victim. Covered in feathers, harpy blood, severed limbs and dead bird-women.

The impact jarred the breath out of him, and he barely kept his grip on his sword. His other hand opened reflexively, and the gleaming mana crystal he'd formed rolled out, clinking across the stone to stop beside the shaking and bloodied figure of the blinded girl.

As he lay sprawled, Ryan caught the stunned looks of the cultists and managed a crooked smile. “Uhh… isn’t this the exit to Emerald City?” he mumbled.

The Sorcerer in Yellow stepped out from the Ghost World, appearing beside Ryan and another gravity spell pinned him to the ground. Shit… the guy knew his stuff. Gravity magic worked just as well in both worlds – even if Ryan tried to return to the Ghost World, the magic would hold him captive. The Sorcerer’s use of Ghost World magic was so overpowered in the game that he had been Ryan’s inspiration when Dagonestra had let him design his new body being reborn in Eldwick; he’d just copied the sorcerer’s powers.

Beside the wizened old man, the half-naked form of the baroness stepped up. From his position on the ground, he was looking right up her loincloth, but he couldn’t quite appreciate the beaver shot as she tapped her bloody dagger against her fingertips.

“I must admit, you have more courage than sense, appearing here amidst our consecration. Or is it desperation that drives you?” Then the mask tilted, and she walked around him to get a better look. “It’s you! Come farther than any would have dared. You've got a flair for dramatic entrances, don't you?”

“What manner of creature is this? Why have you brought this here, now of all times!” the old sorcerer wailed.

“Quiet old man!” the Baroness barked, and the Sorcerer froze, lip quivering. Then to Ryan: “I'm almost impressed. Almost… This is the meddler who stole the Icon from the Valley in the first place.”

This was fucking bad… entirely worse than the attack on the road.

The stone under Ryan's back shuddered and the cultists fought for their balance as the ground shook. The unholy runes carved into each of the seven monoliths began to glow, but this time with a curdled orange glow. The sickly light seemed thicker than the air.

As the chanting from the cultists faltered, a violent wind whipped through over the hilltop, moaning eerily as it twisted between the monoliths. The sky above seemed to scroll with dark clouds, and the boiling water in the pool went still but started pulsating with an green glow. The glow forming the twisted shapes of tentacles.

From the way the cultists reacted as they looked at it, Ryan guessed it wasn’t good news. They screamed and threw themselves on the ground to avoid looking at it, like mental patients from a loony bin.

“What have you done? Why are the seals are reacting to your presence?” Mirellia said. Then a dawning comprehension made her confidence suddenly melt. “No, no, this cannot be! The well—it’s never reacted like this before!”

“What have you brought with you?” the old sorcerer wailed.

“Me? You were entrusted with protecting this ritual!” the Baroness yelled back.

“Foolish girl! Your meddling has endangered us all. The seals that protect and bind will not forgive your transgressions!”

The ground shook again, the water forming a vortex that swirled like an enormous toilet flush, and a hundred times as loud.

Ryan suddenly had a sliver of hope ignite in his chest. If he could get free of the magic pinning him down, he could escape… but it would need to be fast… he’d have to put as much distance between them as possible while the chaos lasted. On foot… no way. Ghost World either. Then he looked at the crystalized mana on the ground. The transmogrification would do it… he’d just grow some wings and fly out of here.

He'd just have to touch the gem.

The ritual had gone from cozy human sacrifice to impending doom for the Broness and her little cult. Lightning forked across the sky, striking the iron rods in the Tsothtak statue over and over again with a noise that made his skull ache. The wind howled, whipping into a frenzy, and the whirlpool in the water began to rise, twisting into a waterspout like a living snake. Taller and taller. And inside the green-glowing water were the shapes of long spidery limbs.

“The chaos god stirs!” Mirellia screamed over the noise. “His anger boils forth because of your interference. We are doomed if I cannot contain this!”

“Your ignorance may have doomed us all! The sacred bonds are breaking!”

“On your knees and pray… pray for the god of Chaos! This must be corrected before the void claims us all.”

Cultists scrambled, their yellow robes flapping wildly as they fell to their knees and rushed to resume their chanting, desperate to lull the restless chaos god back into slumber.

“Hey!” Ryan yelled at the blinded girl. She was curled up on the stone, trembling with each rumble of thunder. “Hey you, girl! Can you hear me? We have to get out of here.”

“Who are you? Can you... can you save me?” Barely audible as the storm raged around them.

Ryan's eyes darted to the stone beside her, the crystal of transmogrification magic gleaming faintly. “Listen closely,” he yelled. “We have a chance to get out of this… but you need to grab the stone to your left—it's your only chance!”

“What?”

“The stone! Grab it!”

“They took my eyes!” she cried in despair.

Fucksakes. You want to complain about every little thing? “If you want to live, you have to trust me. Reach out—straight in front, then three inches to your left!”

Fumbling, her hand finally closed around the cold stone. “I have it! Now what?” she screamed against the howl of the wind.

“Just hold on and don’t freak out,” Ryan replied, channeling his mana to liquify the magic in the crystal.

It was only a distance of a few feet but without touching the stone it was a lot harder to use his Mana Infusion ability… When he finally locked onto the stone and undid the matrix that held it as a crystal, the power surged into her. She screamed as a flood of energy lit her from inside, visible even under the strobe of lightning. He watched it diffuse into her body as she flopped and shook. But in a moment, she went still and the glow was still faint in her chest.

Now she had the Icon’s power inside her.

“W-what's happening to me?” she whimpered.

“Okay, now listen carefully… you’ve got magic inside you now,” Ryan said. “Use it to get us out of here.”

“I… I can’t!”

“Yes you can. You’ve got the power to transform now—to get us out of here. I have a plan, just start crawling towards my voice,” Ryan hissed.

She moved hesitantly, then began to drag her naked form over the flagstones, wincing at the thunder. Ryan kept one eye on the cultists… all too busy trying to apologize to Tsothtak to notice the two of them. About halfway to Ryan, the girl’s hands brushed against the harpy corpses.

“Aaagh… what is that?” she recoiled.

“You need to grab the dead harpy… do it!”

“No!”

“Do it or we die!” he snarled.

She made a face, furious, but she reached out. Reluctantly she touched the bloody feathered corpse and gagged, nearly throwing up.

“Now trust me... imagine you have wings... like a demon.”

“What?”

“Wings! The magic will give you wings. You’re going to fly us out of here.”

Taking a deep, shuddering breath amidst the chaos, her face screwed up as she concentrated. The magic glow in her chest spread, and reality began to warp. Slow at first then the transformation picked up speed.

A glance at the cultists; their chanting was getting louder, and the waterspouts climbing from the well began to emit a moan. That was bad… When Ryan looked back to the girl the severed harpy wings were moving on their own, like they’d been levitated in the air, and with a quick snick they embedded themselves to her back. She screamed, a sound lost to the thunder, as her body morphed, and the wings attached themselves to muscle and bone.

When it was done the new appendages flapped uncertainly.

“Are they attached to me now?” the girl wailed.

“Yes! Now come closer… here,” he called.

The woman, wings twitching, crawled until she reached him. He glanced at the Sorcerer in Yellow, still on the statue platform, skinny age-spotted arms waving at the waterspouts trying to calm them. It might have been working too, the water’s glow was fading… slowly retracting downwards into the pool. They were running out of time.

“There’s a… a wand… on my belt. Grab it.”

“Why?”

“Just do it!”

Her hands fumbled blindly until she found the revolver. “That’s it. Now I’m going to tell you where to aim it so you can break the spell holding me…”

“O-okay…”

He talked her through it, like directing a truck driver to back up… if the truck driver was blind and the parking lot was in the middle of a tornado. But a long minute later she’d lined up the shot.

“Now put your finger inside the ring… and squeeze.”

“Like this?” she asked.

The gun went off and she screamed, nearly dropping it. The first shot went a little wild, slamming chunks of rock from the stone idol behind the Sorcerer where he stood with arms above his head, pleading with Tsothtak. The old coot flinched, his eyes going to Ryan, but he couldn’t stop his chanting, couldn’t interrupt the mystical symbols he was shaping with his waving hands either. Not if he wanted to stop the disaster that was being summoned from the well.

“Again!” Ryan shouted at her and talked her though it one more time. “Now hold it with both hands, open your mouth, take a deep breath, and squeeze as you start to breathe out.

He gave her credit… she did exactly what he told her to do.

BANGGG! The gun went off again and this time the bullet thwupped into the yellow robes of the old sorcerer. He gave a pitiful yell and staggered sideways before he slid to the ground, moaning and cursing in pain. The wizard was still alive. Too bad… Ryan was hoping she got lucky, and the bullet spiralled right through his brain… but this would do.

Immediately the gravity spell pinning Ryan down vanished. He was up, scrambling to his feet. He scooped up his sword and slipped it into the scabbard just as one of the robed cultists saw him and grabbed him from behind. Ryan slammed an elbow into their jaw, and he heard a crack, before he grabbed the gun from the girl’s hands.

She jumped at his touch, swinging the barrels towards him and squeezed off another shot that deafened him a moment and nearly blew his arm off. “It’s me!” He holstered the weapon. “You did it!” He held her trembling hands. “You need to fly now. I know you can’t see, but I can. I’ll guide you,” he shouted.

“But I—I’m scared!” she cried out. “I can’t fly!”

“You can now… I'll see for both of us,” Ryan promised. He picked her up around the waist and sat her bare ass on his shoulders so her thighs were straddling his ears.

It was only then that the other cultists began to notice what had happened, but it was too late for them. Without the old sorcerer, the water of the sacrificial pool began to churn violently again, a glowing green vortex whipping upward out of control. From inside the water glowing tentacles emerged, writhing and reaching toward the stormy sky. The cultists' chants faltered; eyes wide with terror as the tendrils turned towards them. Panic erupted; their screams drowning out the remaining chants as half of them scrambled to escape. The air snapped with magic energy.

Time to get the hell outa Dodge…

The girl wasn’t happy with the overly familiar way he was treating her naked body. “Stop it! Don’t you dare! Stop touching me!” she screamed, fists slamming the top of his head, heels kicking his chest.

He ignored her. Turned to the nearest edge of the hilltop plateau and gave a running start.

“Now, open your wings! Fly!” he yelled. And dove off the side.

The girl's first attempt to spread her wings was a whirl of frantic flapping and they plummeted straight down, heading for the rocky bottom of the hill. But a moment later she managed both wings open and the fall became a controlled dive. Ryan clung onto her thighs dangling under the girl and praying she could lift them both.

“Up! Angle us up!” he yelled, and the girl managed not only to change the angle they were gliding, but also slowed their fall.

Unfortunately, she was steering them right into the obstacle course of tree trunks dead ahead.

Her wings started beating, huge wind-snapping movements, her new body parts struggling to find rhythm. Ryan clung to her thighs, shouting directions.

“Left! Left! Now, higher! Go higher…”

The went wide of one tree, then over a branch so it slammed painfully across his shins. He spotted a clear patch of sky above.

“Up! Fly harder! We need to get over the trees!”

“I’m trying!” she sobbed with the effort.

Her wings beat furiously, trembling under their combined weight. Until they navigated by his instructions up through the branches, finally emerging above the tree tops.

“We’re clear, you did it!” he yelled.

“Am I flying?” she screamed.

“Yes! Just keep going. Steady,” Ryan urged, trying to calm both the girl and himself as they bobbed and weaved through the sky. “Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

Her wings flailed at the air, and Ryan held tight as every successful flap was followed by a faltering miss that nearly sent them dropping into the trees. But he had to admit, he didn’t think he would have done any better in her place.

“Focus on my voice,” he told her. “You can do this. We’ve levelled out… we’re good… just don’t stop!”

For the first time Ryan could take the moment to look behind them, catching sight of the clouds and lightning that continued to blast the statue of the Chaos god sticking up on the hilltop. Was it getting less stormy? The waterspout was nowhere in sight, but the green glow was still there. Hopefully they’d be busy for a good while.

From their height Ryan could spot the valley road. Getting his bearings he called out more instructions.

“Try turning left, can you do that?”

“I’m getting tired!” she sobbed. “I don’t know!”

She managed the left bank, and they were heading for the road. Her wingbeats were faltering. They were losing altitude.

“Good… you can slow down now…”

They’d covered more than a mile and it would have to do. The girl settled into a glide and they quickly started nosing down, skimming over the last treetops beside the road by barely a few feet.

“Easy, easy, easy!” Ryan said. “We’re going to land.”

“I don’t know how to land!”

“I’ll try to catch us, get ready.”

They were coming in too fast. Ryan’s legs dangling over the road as it blurred past. When he tried a running stop, he made it two steps before it sent them crashing into the bushes. The girl went flying. He was snapping and rolling through underbrush until he painfully slammed to the ground.

There was a short scream from the girl and then quiet.

As he bounced hard once and came to a halt against an embankment, Ryan felt something break and lay still, moaning in pain.

A minute later he tried to stand up and fell back, stifling a scream. His leg was twisted the wrong direction at the knee. It took a few moments to fix that with the healing energy of the green spark, but he didn’t bother with the rest of his cuts and bruises; he’d need to save some for the girl. Assuming she’d survived the crash…

Staggering upright and limping, he went looking for the former human sacrifice and found her unmoving in a sprawl of feathers and broken wings. Ouch. He checked for a pulse and found she was still breathing. Aside from the empty eye sockets and the scratches that covered her body she seemed okay otherwise. He felt and found a bump on the back of her head. With the last of his healing energy, he poured it into the head wound, feeling the swelling and pressure on the brain go down, the internal bleeding stop, and the bruised tissue healing itself.

A moment later she stirred.

And cried out. “Touch me and die!” she thrashed.

“Hey, you’re okay! It’s me! It’s me! I healed you… you’re okay now.”

She slowly calmed down. When she tried to sit up, she screamed in pain and fell back.

“What hurts?”

“My… my wings!”

Shit. They were a part of her, and he was out of healing. Well… there was always the nuclear option.

“You can fix it with your magic,” he told her. “Reach for the magic,” he told her. “The same way you gave yourself wings, you can let them go.”

Face twisted in pain, the girl focussed and the glow in her chest went brighter. The same strange twisting of reality warped his vision and a moment of concentration later her face eased, and she sighed in relief. The broken wings lay on the ground, not attached to her shoulders any longer.

“Why didn’t you tell me it would hurt?” she sobbed.

“Life hurts. At least this way you’re alive.”

“Are you… are you looking at me?” she cried, suddenly remembering she was naked. “Get out! Go! Get away from me!” She curled up in a ball, trying to cover herself.

“Well, we’re in the middle of the woods, where exactly would you like me to leave you?”

She turned her back to him and spoke in half a sob. “A gallant, would offer a lady clothing if he was clothed and she was not!”

Fuck… he slipped some of the items out of his pockets and removed the coat to drape it over her. She pulled the fabric tight and shrank away from him.

“Don’t go falling over yourself thanking me or anything,” he muttered.

“I was the one who saved your life!” she yelled. “You should be the one thanking me!”

She had a point. “Thank you,” he said.

Straightening up he walked out of the bushes by the road’s embankment and looked around. No landmarks. Could be any stretch of the old north road. He needed a view from higher up to get bearings.

“Stay here,” he said and turned to the hillside, crossing the road to climb up the hill.

“Wait!” she cried. “Where are you going?”

“To take a look around.”

“You… you can’t just leave me!”

“Calm your horses, I’ll be right back.”

“Do not dare to treat me like a beast of burden! What do I do?”

“For starters, stay quiet,” he told her. “There’s more than just Chaos cultists in these hills.”

***

Ryan’s body was starting to ache as he crested the hill, the loose stones underfoot and the punishment he’d already taken that day draining the strength of the near-perfect athlete’s body he’d been reborn with. At the summit he stopped to catch his breath a minute. With a moment to think he wondered what the hell he was going to do with the girl. She wasn’t even a named character, just ‘the daughter of lord Zargoza’, a local knight. In the game she died no matter what you did to save her, always too late to stop the Baroness from cutting her heart out and feeding it to the sacrificial well.

He’d tried to save her ten times in the game, thinking he was missing something basic, before he understood it was not meant to be winnable. Every time you attempted to rescue her; the Baroness killed her before you got there. It was a no-win tragedy some edgelord programmer had written into the game.

The only thing he knew for sure about her was that he had to keep her alive now; she was the current repository for the Transmogrification Icon. Now that he’d put the magic in her, he had no way to take it out of her again.

Burn that bridge when he crossed it. For now, he had to get back to the girls.

He straightened up and closed his good eye to look through the All-Seeing Eye gem in his eyesocket. The landscape jumped into focus as he used it like a telescope, scanning the length of the road into the distance.

There… a landmark he recognized, the small campsite by the old north road. The last he’d seen it they’d met the tinker's wagon there on the way to the Weeping Valley. The camp was empty now, but now he knew where they were and could guess the cart and the girls were north of it.

Satisfied, he started his descent. Easier going down, but just as treacherous. He was near the bottom when he heard the urgent sounds of shouting and the yip-bark of wolfen. Trouble, and it was close.

Goddam… could the girl not stay clear of danger for ten minutes at a time?

He was tired down to his bones, but he sped up, skidding and sliding, his hands torn grabbing rough shrubs and saplings for balance. As he got to the bottom of the hill the sounds were louder.

There were three wolfen—bipedal, humanoid wolves who seemed to prefer banditry to anything else—and they were toying with their food; the girl. She was cowering in the middle of the road, his coat clutched to cover her body. From the looks of it she was more likely to be dinner than entertainment for these three. He sighed. It’s not like they didn’t have human intelligence and thumbs and the ability to form social groups to survive, so why was it there were so fucking many humanoid monsters who would rather murder everything in sight than weaving cloth and forge their own weapons. In the wolfen case maybe it was the predator instinct, but still. If he was going to stop a war between humans and demons, he felt there aught to be a chance to stop the monsters from fighting too.

As he watched the wolfen, he saw it was all for show. Threat displays. They would snap and bite at her until she stumbled and ran, then circle and get in her way to stop, sending her the other direction, sobbing and scratched and terrified.

With the current low power of his demonfyre, he’d have to use Ghost Step to avoid their attacks and fry them. It reminded him of meeting Ellsbat soon after he’s first arrived in Eldwick. And suddenly the thought of a drawn-out fight slipping in and out of the Ghost World just made him tired. His hand went to the revolver at his side, the enchanted gunpowder weapon he’d picked up from the Griefer’s corpse.

Stepping forward so he could be seen from the road, he drew the gun and fired a warning shot into the dirt at the biggest wolfen's feet. “Party’s over. Move on,” he called down.

The girl’s head cocked at the sound of his voice, and the wolfen paused. The cruel laughter suddenly switched into what they must have thought was a disarming friendly attitude. They shared a look, and the biggest one stepped forward.

“Why not join us, friend?” he called up, voice a slightly mangled jumble through his wolf snout.

“I can clearly see you reaching for your weapons,” Ryan called down at them. Stupid canines.

The drew axes and short sword, ready to charge him, and he aimed and fired twice. One bullet went through a wolfen in the guts making it squeal and bark on the ground before it bled out. The second shot was through the base of the neck and must’ve severed the spine because that one dropped dead in an instant.

The leader, quicker and a bit smarter, went for the blind woman. He held the girl in front of him as a human shield, one clawed hand at her throat.

“What now, human? Shoot your magic at me and you’ll kill the prey. Be a shame… she smells so good.”

Ryan paused and remembered the magic he had transferred from the Chad’s flying boots into the gun. He’d crystalized the magic from the Griefer’s hermetic boots and temporarily stored the magic in his gun. It was a gamble, but he wanted to test the new magic. If he fucked up, he could probably just heal her with the green spark.

Probably.

He didn’t even aim, just invoked the magic in the gun and fired in a random direction. Using the flying magic he sent the bullet in an impossible arc, looping around and hitting the wolfen from behind squarely in the back. A literal magic bullet.

A moment after pulling the trigger the wolfen dropped dead on top of the blind girl.

“Well… that worked like a fucking charm!” he chuckled and headed down the hill.

As he got close, he passed the gutshot wolfen, wounded and trying to crawl away. Ryan saved the bullet and shot him with demonfyre as he walked past, torching the creature as he holstered the revolver.

Ryan had run the Death and Taxes quest maybe twenty times, and never once had a conversation with the girl. He didn’t even know her name.

He knew she’d been travelling from the east as a pilgrim when she got captured. He knew the Baroness chose her to punish her father, the knight in charge of one of the hamlets in her territory called Stonebrook where stuff happened in the Third Act. And he knew that the Death and Taxes quest would end with lord Zargoza dead and the baroness handing over the title of knight to Ryan as part of a plot.

He grinned. Be the only guy to ever save the unsavable girl? Fuck yeah.

Aaaaand, she was currently sobbing, curled in a ball on the road, tracking his approach by sound. He stripped one of the wolfen out of his baggy pantaloons, shirt and vest – a look a bit like a Russian cossak – and threw the clothes at her legs so she could feel where it landed.

So much for a hottie ripe for ‘rewarding’ her rescuer… terrified and crying wasn’t how he liked his women.

“Are you… even human?” she asked.

“You're safe now,” he told her, scanning the horizon for any more wolfen. In the game there never were but he was beginning to stop trusting everything from the game.

“They told me they were going to eat me!” she sobbed.

“Well, they aren’t saying much now so calm down and put those clothes on.”

He couldn’t help but study her as she blindly felt for the shirt’s hem and pulled in on over her head. She wasn’t typical hot maiden bait. Hard to tell how pretty she was with bloody eye holes. A slender girl with nice hips but not much in front. In her twenties with light brown hair in curls; a bit worse for wear now but obviously used to a soft life with pale skin. Oddly, he saw callouses on her hands, like she’d worked for a living.

“You’re lord Zargosa’s daughter, right?” he asked

She tensed, her face turning towards his voice. “Do I know you, sir?”

He glanced up the road, then back at her. “Heard about you is all. Heard about your father, too. He’s in trouble with Hellhound Keep, right?”

Confusion flickered across her features. “He has fallen out of favor, of late… but how do you know this? Who are you?”

Ryan hesitated, realizing his error. This wasn’t a game where he could restart or load a saved point if he slipped up with NPC dialogue. “I get around,” said.

“Are you one of her henchmen?”

“Her?”

“The Baroness.”

He laughed. “Hardly… the bitch just spent all day trying to kill me. What’s your name?”

“Do you know my father? Can you… help me?” she asked.

Ryan’s jaw set. This part of the conversation was always a gut punch. In the game, it was a tragic loop with no win state. But that was the game…

“You still haven’t told me your name.”

“Risamun,” she said quietly after a moment.

“Look, Risamun, this might sound odd, but I’ve seen how this goes down more than a couple of times. And yeah, it turns out badly. So I don’t want you to get your hopes up, but sure, why not? You can tag along with me.”

She bit her lips and bowed her head, crying big silent tears. “What is your name?” she asked. “That I can call you by?”

He still felt silly saying it out loud. “Call me Rineskull.”

Ryan scanning the aftermath of the ambush, eying the bodies of the wolfen. First rule of any adventure: loot the bodies. He went from corpse to corpse, hands working methodically to search the clothes and grabbing any weapons or valuables to toss them in a pile.

He found a pouch tucked into the first creature’s belt; emptying it into his palm coins glinted back at him alongside a couple of gem-set rings that seemed to be trophies from previous victims. Ryan pocketed them and pulled a half-empty skin of blackspit from the wolfen’s side. The leather container sloshed with the dark, potent alcohol so the sharp smell wafted out of the neck.

On another wolfen he found a pouch of scringe-stone dust and the coin-sized amount barely seemed worth it compared to the chests full of the stuff he’d picked up in the Valley. Better than nothing though.

Looking at it, he was remembered Dagonestra. The demon goddess had suggested he could get all the mana he wanted from the Aether Spectre’s cargo of scringe stone. Why would she say that, exactly?

He heard a sharp question from the girl over his shoulder.

“Are you… stealing from the dead?”

“Dead don’t need it anymore; we do.”

“W-why are you handling those corpses?” she cried. “Any person more than an animal should show more respect to the dead!” she stated loudly.

“Let me guess,” Ryan said, continuing to cash out the dead bodies. “You’re what, in your late twenties? And still not married? Likely your father wasn’t rich or important enough to pay a dowery to get someone to marry his spinster daughter. So you sat around in your father’s hall, reading, doing needlepoint and ordering servants around; and you never once had to deal with a single ugly thing in your life. Stop me if I have anything wrong.”

She pursed her lips. “Correct on all counts, except for one. I didn’t do needlepoint, a practised with the sword.”

Huh… wouldn’t have called that, but the rough hands made more sense. He paused, wiping his brow. He tried to keep his tone even. “Listen… we need whatever they have that can help us survive, Risamun. It’s not about disrespect.”

She snapped right back. “Then if you’re not being disrespectful, you’re simply lazy and stupid! And lacking in honor.”

Ryan bit back a sharp reply, reminding himself she’d led a sheltered life. And, more importantly, that he needed to save her; in the game the Peasant Uprising quest in her home of Stonebrook was a bitch to win, but maybe having the lord’s daughter on his side would make it easy.

And now that he thought about it, it was suspiciously convenient that of all the random encounters he could have found in the woods, he’d stumbled right into a chance to save this girl. It felt like a move Dagonestra would make; her hand guiding things in the background. How hard would it have been for her to drop him where he’d stumble on the Baroness doing to ritual sacrifice?

What powers – other than posing as 80s rocker chicks – could the Demon Queen of Monsters use in Eldwick?

“Do not try to use my well-being to disguise that you desecrate the dead like a common thief,” Risamun poked the bear again, apparently not done being a bitch about it.

“Correction: I’m an exceptional thief, Risamun, and since I’m moving up to rescuing damsels in distress, you should be more polite,” he growled at her as he pulled a belt from a dead wolfen.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Losing patience, Ryan stood, facing her directly. “It means maybe you should be a bit more grateful for the fact that you're alive because of these 'disrespectful' things I'm doing.”

Risamun recoiled as if slapped, her voice rising. “Now I know the character of the man in front of me. If there wasn’t a bent copper coin in it, you’d have let me die! Abandoned a helpless maiden with both eyes lost to night!”

“Helpless? If I had to find a word to describe you it wouldn’t be helpless… spoiled, more like! Blind or not, you're just an over-privileged noble bitch who never had to lift a finger.”

“How dare you!” Risamun yelled back, her face flushing with anger. “I may be blind but it’s better than waking up a filthy scum like you every morning!”

“That’s it,” Ryan snapped. Fuck this!

Scanning the bodies he grabbed the nearest wolfen and dragged it by the ankle to drop beside the spoiled noble.

“W-what are you doing?” she said, suddenly worried.

“There’s only one way to know for sure if you’re a cunt because you’re blind,” he snapped. If she’d done wings, why not this?

Before she could protest, Ryan grabbed Risamun’s hand and put it on the face of the dead wolfen.

“W-what are you doing! Take your hands off me!”

“How much do you want to see again?” he asked her.

Pause. “What?”

“What’s it worth to you to see again?”

“Your cruel jokes do no service to anyone!”

“Fine… I’m going to help you. To start, think about your eyes.”

“Stop it!”

“Think hard. Think about never seeing again… and then think about having eyes. Do it!”

She sobbed quietly in his arms but she didn’t tell him to stop. Then he put her other hand over the empty sockets of her own eyes.

The glow in her chest brightened. He felt it when her will reached into the transmutating power of the Icon. Then, just like with the wings, he whispered in her ear.

“Imagine you have eyes.”

Reality twisted under her hands and the wolfen’s eyes popped out, shooting into Risamun’s eye sockets and fusing with the tissue inside her skull. She screamed, struggling against the unfamiliar magic, but Ryan held firm until it was all done. Finished, he gently let her go.

Slowly, her entire body trembling, the girl on her knees raised her head, blinking furiously and rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. And when she looked up, she blinked open new, yellow wolfen eyes. Her mouth hung open as she stared around… seeing again. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she blinked, squinting at the sun in the sky, the green forest, and finally coming to rest on him.

“What have you done to me?” she whispered.

“Congratulations, you can see,” he said dryly. “Now maybe you'll stop being such a—”

Before he could finish, Risamun slapped him hard.

“That’s for manhandling me!” she yelled. “Never touch me without permission again.”

Ryan rubbed his sore jaw.

“And thank you,” she said softly. “I know not how this magic works, but you’ve taught me its value twice now.”

“Oookay…”

She sniffed, pulling back. “But how did you do this? Was it a miracle?”

“A miracle?” he considered. “No… you’re the one with the power, I just nudged you to use it…”

“Me?”

“Yup. Remember that stone you held? That was the crystalized mana of a power to transmogrify flesh. I gave it to you so you could fly us out of there.”

“You… gifted me such magic?”

“Yup.”

“Where did you get such powers?”

“Oh, that. I guess you can say I got them from Dagonestra.”

She paused. Perhaps for the first time looking closely and seeing he might not be entirely human. “The Demonic Eater of Worlds?”

“I think she prefers Mother of All Demons, but yeah her. She sent me here to stop the war.”

“War?” Risamun seemed stunned.

“Yeah, between demons and humans.”

“You…” she said slowly. “Have been gifted by a goddess to bring peace to the land?”

“Well, when you say it like that it sounds pretentious, but roughly speaking, sortof yeah.”

“A hero?”

“Risamun, I think you’ve read too many stories,” he said dryly. “The world’s a bit messier than in books.” or video games for that matter. “And if you’re looking for a hero… boy are you in the wrong place.”

“You don’t see yourself as a hero?”

“A hero does what’s right… I’m just the guy who gets things done. Heroes had plenty of time to save the world and it’s still fucked up… if I had to guess that’s probably why I’m here. You want to make an omelette, you gotta break a few eggs.”

“Maybe that’s what a real hero is, Rineskull. Someone who keeps trying, who keeps fighting, even when it’s hard, even when it’s messy. Maybe the stories got that part wrong, but they got you right.”

She sat there stunned, staring at her hands. Then she stood up and moved to the last wolfen corpse and started taking things off the body.

“You don’t have to do that,” he told her.

“You were right. I took the eyes from the creature so I might see… It serves decency in a different way than I had imagined.”

He let her have a moment and finished gathering everything into a couple sacks and a bundle of weapons. He hoisted the bag over one shoulder, then saw Risamun standing waiting for him barefoot. Wolfen didn’t wear shoes or boots. She was going to have a hard go walking like that.

“We need to move,” he told her. “I have people waiting for me.”

“Where are we going?”

“Verbinnec, eventually. But I feel like we’re going to end up in Stonebrook first.”

“I… thank you, for returning me home.”

Don’t thank me yet, kiddo… If things played out like they did in the game, they were about to get a visit from the taxman, and it would be worse for Risamun than it was going to be for him.

***


Chapter 4   : Free Company

The dusty trail snaking up through the hills under the fading light of dusk didn’t seem as short as he remembered it. Ryan wiped the sweat from his brow, his legs heavy with exhaustion. Beside him, Risamun limped along, slowing him down.

“You realize we're going the wrong way,” she declared, breaking the silence.

He was beginning to regret he’d ever saved the girl. She wouldn’t shut the fuck up about everything. He gritted his teeth, counting to three before responding.

“We need to meet my companions before we go to Stonebrook.”

She huffed. “If you'd listened to me earlier, we wouldn't be in this mess. I know these lands far better than you.”

“Doubtful,” he replied. He knew every inch of the game map.

She continued, undeterred. “When we reach the next settlement, I expect you to find me proper accommodations. I require a private room, fresh linens, and a hot bath.”

Ryan took a deep breath. "I'll see what I can do."

“You'll see?” she echoed, her tone sharp. “As my escort, it's your responsibility to ensure my comfort and safety.”

He stopped abruptly, turning to face her. "First off, I'm not your escort. Secondly, I just saved you from a group of cultists who wanted to sacrifice you to an orgy with some tentacles. A ‘thank you’ would be nice.”

She blinked. “I didn't ask for your help,” she said. “And if my father's guards hadn't been incompetent, they would've rescued me instead.”

“Right,” Ryan muttered, resuming his pace. “Because your old man is so important… let me remind you of something, lady… your daddy let you get away with shit but not me, so let’s stop pretending you’re the boss of me…”

He stopped hearing her stifle tears. “You are a cur!” she burst into tears. “He may very well be in danger right now!”

Actually he was probably lucky if we wasn’t getting an enema with molten lead right now… But telling her that would be cruel. Fuck. “Well, listen… you father is fine, trust me.” The baroness needed him in one piece… for now.

And suddenly the tears were gone – if they’d ever been real in the first place – and she quickened her steps to keep up with him.

“I demand that you listen to me and return us to Stonebrook… from there a search party can be sent for your companions, and—”

“No.”

“How dare you ignore me!”

He clenched his fists, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “Enough,” he snapped, stopping again to look at her. “This isn't a game, you useless idiot. Out here, your titles and demands don't mean much.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you implying that I'm incapable?”

“Stating it out loud, actually. And complaining won't get us where we’re going any faster.”

She opened her mouth to argue but closed it when she met his steady gaze. “Fine,” she said finally, her voice quieter. “But don't expect me to tolerate this... insubordination indefinitely.”

“Wouldn't dream of it,” he said.

They walked on in strained silence, the path growing steeper. After a while, she spoke again, her tone less confrontational. “Why did you help me?”

He glanced at her. “Would you rather I hadn't?”

She looked away. “I suppose not. But you put yourself at great risk.”

He shrugged. “Couldn't just leave you there.”

She thought it over… face blank. “Well, then... thank you.”

He nodded, accepting the olive branch. “You're welcome.”

He kept walking. They stopped by a stream to get a drink and he watched her kneel by the bank and carefully lean over to look in her reflection. Poking and prodding her face to study her new eyes. After drinking she rested her cut and bruised feet in the water. Gingerly cleaning them.

“Are you some sort of healer among the demons?” she asked.

“Why do you think I'm a demon?” he asked carefully.

Risamun shrugged, smiling. “You might fool most, but I can tell. There's something about you...” Her expression faded to worry. “You know if the baroness finds me, she'll kill me for sure. On her orders the sheriff will hang me.”

“Yeah… I somehow think that won’t be a problem… The baroness might want you dead, but the sheriff won’t care.”

“How not?”

For one thing the sheriff was about to try and shake Ryan down to enlist him in a plot against the baroness, but Risamun wouldn’t believe him if he told her that.

“I know things you don’t… and by the time we return to Verbinnec we’ll pretend you’re someone else. There’s a place I know; we can lay low there.”

“Someone else? Who?”

“I dunno… pilgrim, merchant, Lost Queen of Elfland… you pick. Whoever you want to be. Think it over, then let me know.”

Maybe that would shut her up for a while.

***

She’d fallen behind by the time Ryan rounded the bend in the road and spotted the cart up ahead. Lenore, Tilly, Ellsbat and Varu were gathered around what looked like graves on the side of the road. Most of the day was gone, and the sun was getting low, casting long shadows over the valley. It only took a minute until the girls spotted him. He watched them waving their arms and waved back.

“Those are my friends up ahead,” he told the Risamun.

The knot of worry that the baroness had killed them after she punched him into orbit finally let go of his insides.

When he was still a hundred yards away, Ellsbat broke away from the group, rushing towards him until she ran up and threw her arms around him. He absorbed the impact, feeling the soft fit of her body against his and squeezed her back.

“I thought you were dead,” she confessed, her voice muffled against his shoulder. “Again.”

Ryan chuckled wearily. “Nah… you know I'm harder to kill than that,” he assured her.

Pulling back, Ellsbat's eyes finally shifted to the figure behind him. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And who's this?”

The girl clumsily sketched in a curtsy.

“Ellsbat, this is—”

“Risamun,” the girl said. “Daughter of Lord Zargoza.”

“She's had a rough day, too.” Ryan added.

Ellsbat nodded with a look that said they’d talk more later. Together, the three of them walked back to where Kiya, Lenore, and Varu were waiting. Lenore and Varu looked like a mile of bad road, and Kiya was clearly shaken. The bodies of the Varu’s three former companions had been buried by the side of the road and a small campfire started.

“I’m sorry, Rineskull… we didn’t listen,” Lenore said. “You knew she was too dangerous but I attacked anyway,” the former-knight said, tears in her eyes.

“Forget it… we’ll beat her next time…” he smiled.

He healed them with as much energy as he could spare, which wasn’t much. Knelt beside Lenore first, the green glow of the Mind’s Eye repairing the worst of the injuries but not everything. His healing energy was spread thin.

“That’s about half of what you need, but it’s all I've got for now," he said, suddenly exhausted, and looked for a place to sit.

“Here, Rineskull, I prepared a spot for you,” Kiya said and pointed him to a cloak she’d folded up for a seat against a rock.

They had enough food from their packs to make a meal and Kiya set about cooking something for them. When they sat down to eat, he formally introduced Risamun. By the time he told the entire story of what happened at the Chaos god’s ritual, the food was nearly cold, and the others sat and stared at him with their mouths open.

“You poor thing,” Ellsbat said, suddenly noticing her feet were badly cut up from walking barefoot. “We have some bandages, somewhere.”

Glancing at Ellsbat's sturdy shoes, the new girl gestured at them. “You there, girl. Give me your shoes.”

Ellsbat blinked in surprise. “Pardon me?”

“I seem to be without proper footwear, and as a servant, you can manage without them.” Risamun said, as is she shouldn’t have to explain these things.

“I think we got some spare boots, in the wagon…” Varu said diplomatically. “Let me get em.”

That settled things for a while, but after the meal, the new girl tried to pull rank.

“You… muleskinner,” she said to Varu. “Would you kindly set up my tent? I'm utterly exhausted.”

Varu looked confused. “Eh?”

Ellsbat glancing up with a frown. “Excuse me? Set up your tent? Last I checked, everyone handles their own gear around here.”

“Unless, of course, you're offering to set up ours in return,” Lenore smirked.

Risamun looked confused “But… aren't you all Ryan's attendants? It's only natural you'd assist.”

“Attendants?” Ellsbat fumed and Kiya held her back as she glared and raised a hand. “We're his companions, not his servants. If anything he is my servant.”

“I am his wife,” Kiya corrected.

“And I’m a knight in his service,” Lenore added.

“You’re a knight?” Risamun asked, shocked. “But you’re a woman.”

“Yeah, technically Lenore’s from a noble family a lot higher ranked than yours, Riz, so maybe lighten up on asking people to make your tent,” Ryan suggested.

“Well, I dunno,” Varu spoke up. “You play your cards right and I’ll be pitchin a tent for ya.”

“What have I told you about that?” Lenore said, cuffing him in the ear. But she pulled her punch; the guy had a shit day and watched three of his friends die. Lenore knew just as well as Ryan he was trying to hide it.

***

Ryan had known the baroness would get involved sooner or later, he’d just been hoping for later.

Baroness Mirellia of Vardy, orphan of the former Baron Laszlo, amateur sorceress, full time psychopath and current ruler of Hellhound Keep was a nightmare. According to the official game lore, her grandfather had been crazy – so delusional he’d become obsessed with the northern giants and gone on a King-Arthur style quest to defeat the giant king and marry his daughter, only to come to a grizzly end being bitten in half by one. Her father has been maybe less crazy but a lot crueller and drowned her mother in a vat of wine in front of her. He’d then raised little baroness to be the perfect woman: submissive, demure, elegant and delicate; but all on her own she’d taught herself how to be as murderous and ruthless as her father. At the age of twelve she’d learned enough magic to take control of her father’s advisors and personally drowned him – not in wine but a barrel of shit – and taken the title of baroness by her sixteenth birthday.

Even in the game she’d given Ryan the creeps and he had the same experience meeting her in real life. She was a Tier 9 Enchantress, and while Ryan liked to think he was pretty goddam dangerous in a stand-up fight, the Baroness was on a whole other level of sneaky, operating from the shadows, killing and ruining by proxy. She kept her kind and benevolent reputation while blaming all her schemes on her advisors; the network of henchmen, thugs, agents and officers of the court she surrounded herself with were the lightning rods for the people’s unhappiness and every so often she’d sacrifice one of them – sometimes literally – to keep her good-girl image.

Once you reached a certain point in the game the baroness quests started happening whether you went looking for them or not. The one advantage Ryan had was knowing ahead of time that her friendly and charming personality was a smokescreen and he knew the four main quest lines she would take against him. She’d start small with taxing his fortune, up her game by sending a seductive agent to bankrupt him and ruin his reputation, then she gave you a knighthood and put you in charge of the doomed hamlet of Stonebrook. Once you accepted that she set a plan in motion to make you the fall guy for a peasant uprising and assuming you didn’t figure out it was her behind it all, the final challenge was summoning an Elder Being in the service of the Chaos god – today’s encounter at the sacrificial well was just the warm-up for the real thing. If you hadn’t killed her by the time she collected all seven of the Weeping Valley Icons, she’d have the temple of Crom blame you and burn you as a heretic.

What scared him the most was that there was a secret bad ending to the game in the third act where you wind up as the Baroness’ slave. Not only was it there no known way to beat it, but it only hinted at how the Baroness manages to take you out. It was meant as a failsafe to keep players on the rails of the main plot quests of the game, and was never intended to be winnable. It was a death sentence, and he had no idea how to counter it.

But, in theory, all Ryan had to do was stick to the main quests and the bad ending would never trigger.

In theory.

He got them on the road at first light the next day, injecting a bit more healing from the green spark into each of them. He’d spent the night with Ellsbat curled up against his back and Kiya against his chest under a shared cloak for a blanket. Lenore and Varu split up the night watch and Risamun didn’t look like she’d slept a wink when dawn rose.

For his part, Ryan had better night’s sleep… both girls had tried to give him a sneak handjob… at the same time… and jumped when they discovered each other’s fingers trying to get into his pants.

All the girls had been recovering from the fights, so after Kiya summoned a pair of spirit horses to pull the cart he let them crowd into the back, resting, while Varu drove the cart. Ryan kept up on foot; using the green spark he could burn away fatigue as fast as it happened. With enough energy for the green spark, he could theoretically sprint all the way to Verbinnec.

They reached the crossroads without incident, turned west towards Verbinnec on the Old Road, and made good time. He called it around mid-afternoon seeing the way everyone was wobbling in the cart half conscious. They divided up whatever food they had left and went to bed hungry.

By midmorning the next day, they arrived at lands partly settled by Verbinnec and bought food from a steading that gouged them on the price of a mutton stew and bread and cheese for the road. Once they were fed, he broke the news.

“We’re taking a quick side mission.”

“Again?” Lenore complained.

“What about Tilly?” Ellsbat asked weakly.

“Trust me, I’m doing this for Tilly,” he told her. And all of them.

“So where are we going?”

“We’re visiting Stonebrook, to take Risamun home.”

“Take her home?” Kiya asked. “Why?”

Risamun lifted her chin, a haughty glint in her eyes. “It is absolutely imperative that I return to my family's estate to oversee my father's holdings,” she announced.

“Nobody asked you,” Ellsbat said.

“Because she belongs in Stonebrook,” Ryan offered, trying to avoid an argument.

“Why?” Kiya asked bluntly. “I mean, why us?”

Lenore scowled at her. “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Is it?” Kiya said without raising her voice. “For who? Not for us. It increases our risk.”

“Over the short term, maybe,” Ryan told the trull. She was a merchant by trade, so he explained it in a way she’d understand: “Consider it a long-term investment. Time comes, you’ll be happy we made this stop.”

He wasn’t about to get into explaining either the Death and Taxes quest or the Peasant Uprising quest. Not yet.

***

Ryan led the cart into Stonebrook taking in what it looked like in real life. Maybe ten buildings at a Y intersection of dirt roads – not even cobblestones. More like a sprawling collection of outbuildings than a village. Thatched cottages, mostly, and the occasional shop. It was a lot like he remembered from the game—right down to the wary glances and hasty retreats of the villagers.

“You there…” Risamun called out to a farmer’s wife, sweaty and beet-red from the sun. “Has anyone heard from my—”

But as Risamun tried to talk to the familiar face, the fear in the woman's eyes went wide and she hurried away without a word.

“—father?” Risamun finished. She frowned, confusion giving way to irritation. “What on earth is the matter with them?” she muttered.

Within a minute the only sign of life at the crossroads was the tink-tink-tack of the local blacksmith as everyone else made themselves scarce. They found a lone burly man with soot worked into the creases of his face by sweat.

“Morning,” Ryan waved casually.

He eyed Ryan approach and silently set his tools aside before closing the barn-door opening of the smithy.

This wasn't how you typically greeted a villager, let alone the daughter of the lord. Mothers herded their children like nervous hens, securing doors and windows. In moments there wasn’t a villager in sight except for a few dogs and a pig tied up in a yard.

Ryan wasn’t surprised; he’d seen this script play out before—pixel by pixel.

He led the way to the public house, a bigger-than-average cottage with smoke curling lazily from the outdoor oven and a trestle-table out front with a tapped keg. He pulled himself a mug of beer and scooped some hot stew onto a plate from the bubbling pot. The rich smell of lamb and herbs made his stomach cramp with hunger.

Ellsbat watched him, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Are we not going to talk about what is happening?” she asked.

Ryan shrugged, settling onto the bench at the trestle table. “This is how it starts; they’re scared because of her,” he explained without looking up from his meal, pointing as Risamun. He took a deep gulp of beer and gestured to the food. “Eat. Whatever’s going on, it won’t wait for us to be ready. We’ll need our strength.”

Ellsbat folded her arms, her face unreadable. “And you’re just going to sit there while the whole town hides from us?”

Ryan met her gaze. “I’ve eaten through worse than this before. We eat, we drink, we stay sharp for what comes next. No point in chasing shadows when they’re going to come to us.”

Kiya took his word for it. She pulled up a chair and served herself, accepting the logic at face value. Lenore hesitated, glancing around the crossroads with suspicion. But soldiers knew to eat whenever they could, and she joined them. So did Varu. Ryan simply pushed his half-full plate to the one-armed woman and got himself a new one.

Risamun spun around to face them, her hands planted firmly on her hips. “What are you all doing? We need to go to my father’s home and get some answers.”

Ellsbat looked up, tearing a piece of bread. “Rineskull is correct. It’s been a long walk. We’re taking a break.”

“Take a break?” Risamun echoed incredulously. “The villagers are behaving like they've seen a ghost, and you want to picnic?”

Kiya shrugged, biting into an apple. “Can't do much on an empty stomach.”

Risamun's eyes flashed. “This is unacceptable. I am Risamun of Stonebrook, daughter of their lord; these people owe me their respect and obedience.”

Lenore raised an eyebrow. “Doesn't look like they're in a respectful mood.”

“Perhaps they don't recognize you,” Ellsbat suggested mildly, pouring herself a cup of water.

“Don't be ridiculous,” she snapped. “I've lived here my entire life. Something is very wrong.” She glanced back at the eerily silent houses. Gathering herself, she stormed towards the blacksmith’s door.

“Maybe barging in won't help,” Ryan advised.

Risamun scoffed. “Nonsense. They need to be reminded of their place.”

As she reached the door she pounded on it sharply. “Open up at once! I command you!”

From behind the closed door, a gruff voice barked out. “Oi! Will ya shut yer trap and bugger off!”

Risamun's eyes widened in disbelief. “Excuse me? Do you know who I am?”

“Don't give a rat's arse who ya are!” the voice retorted. “Clear off before we make ya!”

She slammed her fist against the door again. “I am Risamun of Stonebrook! Open this door immediately!”

A moment of silence hung in the air before the voice snapped back, “Risamun or not, we ain't interested! Now piss off and leave us be!”

Stunned, she stepped back from the door. “I've never been spoken to like this in my life!”

“Yeah you were,” Ryan said. “Just now.”

From inside, the voice muttered loudly enough for her to hear, “There's a first time for everythin', love. Now get lost!”

“Are you just going to sit there?” she demanded. “I could use some assistance!”

Ryan met her gaze, chewing. “They don't seem to want to talk.”

Risamun took a deep breath, her fists clenched. “Fine. If you won't help, I'll find answers myself.”

Without waiting for a response, she strode across the yard, toward the manor at the hill's crest, her posture rigid.

Ryan was halfway through his second plate when the clatter of men approaching made him look up. They were a rugged bunch, each wearing a mix-and-match of armor pieces that had seen better days—chainmail here, leather there, and a few rusty breastplates. The blue scraps of cloth pinned to their chests or tied around biceps marked them clearly as part of the same crew, but there was nothing uniform about them except for the hardness in their eyes.

And they had Risamun by the arms. They shoved her forward on to the ground and the girl stumbled then ran to hide behind Ryan.

The leader of the group was a slight man and a wide-brimmed hat with a blue feather. Short guys… they always had a chip on their shoulder. He whipped off his hat as he approached, revealing a shaved head, making the small, pointed chinbeard a bit more of a statement. Knives hung from his belt, one of them the size of a small sword. His gaze settled on Risamun.

“Lady Risamun,” he said with a crooked smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. “You're looking well, if I may say so. These troubling times haven’t dimmed your beauty one bit.”

Risamun stiffened. “What’s the meaning of this?” she said.

“Official business,” was all he replied.

Ellsbat rose to her feet, arms crossed and glaring. “And you are?” she demanded.

“Ah, my apologies for the lack of formality,” the man replied with a mock bow that was all theatrical flair.

“Cedric the Weasel,” Ryan answered before the other man could.

The man’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Cedric, Company Commander of the Black Dogs.”

“Don’t let him fool you,” Ryan said. “He’s not the Captain.”

Cedric straightened, his eyes darting around his own group, measuring responses. As if daring any of them to laugh. “Quite… at your service. We’ve heard much about your… group.”

He reached inside his jacket and pulling a scroll and placed it on the table. Lenore passed it to Kiya and Kiya handed it to Ryan.

“We would be honored if you would join us at the office of the Sheriff of Gullovidan. She has… interests, in ensuring the safety and prosperity of this region.”

“Sheriff?” Kiya asked. “What type of lord is that? I thought Risamun’s father was lord of Stonebrook.”

“They’re taxmen,” Ryan said barely able to say the word without sneering. “The sheriff is the tax collector the barony.” Ryan eyed the scroll but didn’t move to open it. “And if we say no?”

Cedric’s smile thinned. “Oh, I’m merely the messenger, good sir. But the Sheriff Vardy, she takes the well-being of her domain quite seriously. I’d advise against declining her hospitality.”

Kiya reached out and took the scroll from Ryan’s hand, unrolling it to scan the contents and read it out loud.

“To the parties previously unnamed who removed artifacts, coins, and goods of considerable value from the domain known as the Weeping Valley.

Let it be known throughout the realm that the Baroness of Gullovidan, in her sovereign wisdom and justice, doth hereby demand payment for the artifacts, coins, and goods of notable worth that have been claimed from the lands within Gullovidan known as the Weeping Valley without leave. Such actions have incurred a debt to the Exchequer of Verbinnec, which is now due and payable forthwith.

Details of Debts Owed:

	Artifacts of Ancient Provenance – A sum equivalent to two hundred gold crowns. 
	Assorted Coinage – A sum equivalent to one hundred and fifty gold crowns. 
	Miscellaneous Goods – A sum equivalent to seventy-five gold crowns. 


Total Sum Due: Four hundred and twenty-five gold crowns.

Payment of this sum is to be rendered immediately and without delay to the office of the Sheriff of Gullovidan or presented directly to the Exchequery in Verbinnec, under pain of penalty and pursuit. Should these dues remain unsettled, the right of seizure of goods and prosecution of persons shall be vigorously enforced.

Given under my hand this day, by authority of the Baroness, may her reign be just and enduring.

Dorottya of the Vardy, Sheriff of Gullovidan.”

“Four-hundred and twenty-five?!” Ellsbat exclaimed once she read it. “Why not simply beggar us? There’s not so many gold coins in the Valley!”

“Vardy?” Kiya said. “That’s the same family as the baroness.”

“Cousins,” Ryan said. And the fact she was a bureaucrat instead of a lord was the main reason what happened next was about to go down.

Ryan finished his stew carefully casual, wiped his mouth, and stood. “Well, Cedric, lead the way then. Let’s not keep the Sheriff waiting.”

Ellsbat gave him a look like he was an idiot but he returned it with a note of ‘trust me, I know what I’m doing…’ The mercenaries shifted, making room as Cedric nodded and gestured for them to follow. Gathering themselves, and leading the cart, he was already thinking ahead.

To Ryan’s surprise they didn’t head for the villa on the edge of the hamlet, but straight for the keep perched overlooking the crossroad. That was Risamun’s home… or it should be. Unless Dorottya had already moved in. And if she had that meant Risamun’s father was already in the Baroness’ dungeon in Verbinnec. He glanced at the girl. Poor kid. This was going to be tough.

He remembered the layout of Stonebrook well enough… it wasn’t fancy. A three-story square keep with a common hall, guard quarters and an armory on the first floor, the lord’s hall where the public and petitioners could speak on the second floor and the lord and his family’s quarters on the top floor. It was a musty place with a surprising amount of daylight given the windows that were purposefully small for the keep’s defense. It had stuccoed murals on the walls painted in intricate vine patterns that even covered the beams in the ceiling. Crossing the small drawbridge to enter the lower-level of the keep they were met by a noisy common room with more mercenaries. Risamun eyed them angrily and stomped towards the stone stairs to the upper floor.

Escorted upstairs they caught up with Risamun as she stood among the trestle tables in the lord’s hall, smoke from the open fireplace making a haze in the slanting sunlight from the windows. There was only one other person there: a dark-haired woman in an embroidered coat sitting at the head of the lord’s table with a cup of wine.

“Dorottya!” the noble girl yelled, stomping forward until one of the mercenaries levelled his spear to block her path and she came up short. “What are you doing in my father’s hall!”

“That’s Lord Sheriff of Stonebrook, to you,” she said, brushing crumbs from the finely tailored coat that seemed out of place in the rustic keep, lounging lazily, slumped in the lord's chair.

Face flushed with anger, she leaned forward, shouting at the woman in the Big Chair. “You have no right to that chair!” Risamun yelled, voice echoing through the hall.

The sheriff adjusted her cuffs. “Oh, dear Risamun, I fear you are behind on the times,” she drawled with a lilt that Ryan might have found charming in another life. “Your father is currently under comfortable house arrest in Verbinnec, thanks to your little escapade.”

Risamun's fury faltered into confusion, her eyes going wide. “What? That can't be...”

“Indeed,” Dorottya continued, her smile thin as a blade. “It seems your actions have cast a rather long shadow over your house. However…” she paused, eyeing Risamun. “I am not unsympathetic to your plight… I might be persuaded to offer a solution. A... mutually beneficial arrangement, shall we say?"

“Arrangement?” Risamun said in confusion.

Ryan stepped forward. “Let's hear the deal you’re offering then,” he said, locking eyes with Dorottya.

They needed to walk carefully; this was a crucial moment in the quest, and Dorottya was about as trustworthy as a bank when you miss a car payment.

Dorottya paced slowly in front of the hearth, her boots clicking against the stone floor. “You see, I've come to realize that dabbling in certain... esoteric energies can lead to undesirable outcomes,” she began. “And it so happens that a particular item of potent magic rests uncomfortably close to our dear Baroness.”

Risamun's eyes narrowed, but she held her tongue, her earlier anger simmering just below the surface.

“The item in question,” Dorottya continued, her gaze flicking to Risamun before settling on Ryan. “Is the Manticore's Icon of Transmogrification. I believe you’re acquainted with it, Lady Risamun?”

Risamun opened her mouth, confused. “But the item is—”

She was about to say ‘useless’ or ‘drained of magic’ or even worse, that now she had the magic inside her.

Ryan was quicker and interrupted her. “We know what it is. What we want to know is what do you stand to gain from this, Sheriff?” he said, steering the conversation away from things like how the Icon was useless since he’d already drained its powers and they were currently sitting inside Risamun.

Dorottya stopped pacing and faced the fireplace, carefully taking to the poker to nudge the logs to life and hold her hands up for warmth. “Let’s just say that certain familial... obligations have not been met with the respect they deserve. My position has been... less than noble, despite my lineage. I languish collecting the barony’s taxes like a commoner.”

Here she finally showed a hint of her true feelings and jabbed the poker into the fireplace log, sending up sparks. “Your father is facing severe consequences… but if someone else were to take the Baroness’s place, well, certain adjustments could be made. For instance, reinstating the rightful lord of Stonebrook might restore some... balance.”

Ellsbat folded her arms, her eyes narrowing. “And just how, precisely, does this involve us?” she asked, her tone laced with suspicion. “Why have you attacked us with no provocation or warning!”

The sheriff grounded the poker, leaning on the handle. “My dear, you make us sound like adversaries,” she began, almost amused. “It appears we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. Truly, a regrettable series of events, wouldn’t you agree?”

“What do you want from us?” Lenore replied.

The woman chuckled, but it was a sound without warmth. “Ah, the eternal questions of the perplexed. I am but a humble servant of greater powers, my good subject. As for what I want...” She paused. “It is merely to perform my duties, which unfortunately for you, involves a bit of... unpleasantness. And money.”

Ellsbat took another step forward, her anger barely in check. “Your 'taxes' will bankrupt us!”

The figure bowed slightly, mockingly. “Alas, such is the nature of my profession. But let us not dwell on the occupational hazards. Instead, consider this a chance to rise above, to perhaps... negotiate a more amicable solution.”

“And if we refuse your 'amicable solution'?” Lenore asked.

“Lenore!” Ryan tried to sound calm. “Shut up.”

With a sly smile, the sheriff spread her hands in a gesture of openness. “Then I fear it appears you have neglected to pay your dues. As the duly appointed sheriff I must insist on immediate settlement of your taxes. However, for services rendered to the barony such a burden of dues could be waived.”

Ryan shrugged. “There’s only two things certain in life; death and taxes. I’ll pick taxes over death. So out with the rest of it.”

Dorottya’s lips curled into a slight smile, her gaze flicking to the fireplace before returning to the group. “Hypothetically speaking, of course, if a group of highly skilled individuals were aware of a less... conspicuous route into the underbelly of Hellhound Keep, they might find themselves in a position to retrieve certain valuable items. And, let’s imagine, if such a route existed beneath Verbinnec...”

“Why trust us with such a task? What’s to stop us from taking this valuable item for ourselves?” Ellsbat asked.

Ryan spoke before Dorottya could. “She wouldn’t,” he stated flatly, eyes locked on the sheriff. “You’d send your own along to watch our backs.”

Dorottya clapped her hands softly, a gesture of mock applause. “Precisely. I would indeed insist on some... oversight. My associates here are quite adept at ensuring commitments are honored.”

Ryan turned to Lenore and Ellsbat, voice pitched so only they could hear. “Trust me on this. We take the deal. It's the quickest way to get back to Tilly.”

Risamun, fists balled in anger, glared Dorottya down. “If we do this... if I do this, you have to swear that my father will be freed. You have to promise me, here and now.”

Dorottya's expression softened and she extended her hand, palm up. “My dear Lady Risamun, you have my word. Once the Icon is safely in my possession, your father will be released. The honor of a noble house is at stake, after all.”

“Then I will accompany you on this mission,” the girl said to Ryan. “To ensure my father’s release. If it is to be done, it must be done well.”

“Great…” Ellsbat muttered grumpily. “Just what I wished for.”

The sheriff clapped her hands together, a bright smile plastered on her face. “Oh, I'm so pleased we could come to such a mutually beneficial arrangement. It's always better when things can be settled amicably, don’t you think?”

She glanced at Cedric and the other mercenaries who chuckled, sharing a look of grim amusement. Dorottya continued, “And to ensure everyone’s capabilities align with the risks involved, my men have developed a rather... unique method of assessment. Consider it a test of skill and resolve.”

Cedric’s grin widened, and he stepped slightly forward, gesturing that it was time to go. Looked like the negotiations were over and it was time for the test. The mercenaries’ laughter wasn’t at all reassuring.

***

The Free Company of the Black Dog had taken over a farm on the edge of Stonebrook hamlet not far from the sheriff’s manor. As they crossed the tiny village, each home separated by stretches of plowed land, Ryan considered the Dorottya and her sellswords might be smarter than they looked. Their headquarters was an hour's walk from Verbinnec; close enough for business but outside the direct control of the Baroness and Hellhound Keep. Aside from being employed as the local taxmen, the company of hired blades was the closest thing to an adventurer's guild in Eldwick, serving as a necessary evil to keep the troublemakers in one spot and mostly well-behaved.

“What a shithole,” Lenore eyed the place. “They’re going to give mercenaries a bad name.”

“Yeah well, say what you want, they’ve got it all sewn up,” Ryan replied. “You want any swordwork, you go through them. Just like any guild.”

The Black Dog’s current headquarters looked about as filthy as the last night of a weeklong music festival. Stepping through the broken gate, Cedric led Ryan and the others into the courtyard of a renaissance faire carnival from hell. They were greeted by the sight of a hefty, one-eyed man bathing nonchalantly in a half-barrel of water in the center of the courtyard, drinking from a jug of wine and surrounded by chickens pecking at the ground.

“I’ve dealt with free companies before,” Lenore said. “We should present ourselves to the captain first. Maybe ask that fat drunkard to go get him.”

“That,” Risamun said. “Is the captain.”

Shit… how did she know that?

The wiry bald man headed for one of the doors into the farmhouse while his squad of men disbanded. “Go on in,” he called back at Ryan.

The courtyard was busy with the mercenaries and their dependants. Children poked a drunk passed out in a latrine ditch, while nearby, two scarred veterans were beating the living shit out of each other over a woman who was laughing and cheering them both on. Under a shed was a pile of rusting pieces of armor – prizes from previous fights, and a pair of new recruits were pawing through it, pulling out pieces with a noise like a dropped box of pots and pans.

Most of the excitement came from what looked a lot like the initiation of a new recruit. The kid was covered head to toe in a padded suit of full plate armor with a rope tied around his ankles. With a crowd cheering him on he was yanked off his feet and dragged around the rocky ground of the headquarters by a horse while trying to finish drinking a jug of blackspit.

“What are they doing?” Risamun asked, appalled.

“Looks like he has to drink the whole bottle before they make a circuit around the building,” Lenore said. “When I was made a knight, the seniors made me swim naked through a tide of jellyfish.”

To Ryan’s surprise, Ellsbat spoke up.

“The upperclassmen in the academy of arcane arts were more subtle that that,” she said with a frown at the memory. “They feed you a potion that drains your mana in secret then steal you from your bed to be locked in the catacombs.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Kiya said.

“The catacombs are filled with failed magical experiments.”

“Oh.”

“Some of them breed down there.”

“I see.”

“With the apprentices who don’t make it out.”

“Well, that’s fucking horrific,” Ryan said. “Comon, let’s go introduce ourselves.”

As Ryan and his companions made their way toward the man in the bath, a group of mercs broke off from cheering the new pledge and made a screen in front of them. For a moment Ryan tensed until they started eying up Ellsbat and Lenore. They were burly, well fed and wore a mismatched collection of stolen finery that had been patched and stained.

“I could watch those tits all day,” one of them stared straight at the redhead’s chest.

“You here looking for a husband, Red? I’ll wife you up… never have to work a day in your life again…” another offered.

“Except on your back,” the third added.

“I like em face down but for her I’d make an exception,” the first said, blocking Ellsbat’s path and stepping into her personal space. He touched her cheek with a dirty finger, and she just glared at him.

“Uhhh, Ellsbat, you feeling okay?” Ryan asked.

“Am I allowed to deal with him?” she asked.

“Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Oh,” she said and a moment later a bubble of gravity magic shot from under the man’s feet, flipped him five feet in the air, and dropped him on his head. The other mercenaries bristled a bit but backed up. Except for the burly woman with a predatory grin, who was chatting up Lenore. That would be Greta Ironfist. The undine gave her a sharp, cutting glare that could chill beer until the woman shook her head and backed up.

“Quit fucking around there, Thorne… Let them through,” the captain said loudly from his bath.

Captain Roderick, the infamously hard-to-kill leader of the Black Dog Free Company, was busy scrubbing inside his ear with a grimy rag. His remaining eye was sharp and calculating, and he set down his jug as he watched his new visitors walk up. He gave Risamun a long hard look and to his surprise Risamun gave it right back.

Ryan cleared his throat as the burly man stepped out of his barrel, water dripping from his massive frame, wrapping a large towel around his waist. “Captain Roderick?”

“So you’re them, hey? The new hires,” the one-eyed man said.

“We're not here to join up,” Ryan began. “The sheriff wants to know how good we are.”

“I heard,” Roderick eyed him, still trying to knot the towel that would barely go around his waist. “So you’re willing to take the test?”

“Test?” Ellsbat blurted.

“What the captain is saying is if we need to prove we’re capable by taking the initiation test.” Then turning to the captain. “When can we start?”

“Now,” the man grinned.

***

“I’m not so keen on being dragged by a horse,” Ellsbat said as soon as the man left, shouting to his men that they new members to test.

“Oh, we don’t get the horse thing,” Ryan grinned. “That’s for people who have already passed the test. We have to fight them.”

“Fight them!”

“Yeah, like an exhibition match.”

Ellsbat stared at him, but Lenore shrugged. “How hard can it be?”

The mercenaries had gone from a bunch of bums lounging around to an ordered military unit in about a minute, springing into action to clear the courtyard for a fighting ring with a rope on the ground. There had to be fifty people gathered around, all of them laughing and drinking and Ryan was sure he spotted a pair of ten-year-olds taking bets. Ryan had been trapped alongside a bunch of soccer hooligans getting off a train at King’s Cross on a business trip once, and this bunch made them look like kindergartners walking in a line holding a rope.

The sky was the kind of clear blue that made the sun sting in the dusty courtyard. Four of the mercs were girding up on one side – including the leader – and Ryan had a quick conversation with his companions.

“They just want to make sure we’re not punk bitches,” he told them, eying the jeering crowd. “Just… don’t freak out and kill anybody, but don’t take any shit either.”

Roderick seemed to explain the same thing, in his way, when the fight was ready to start. As Ryan and his companions stood ready, Roderick explained the rules with a grin that didn't reach his one good eye. “Just a friendly spar,” he said. “Prove you're worth the dirt on your boots, and you're in.”

Ryan nodded, taking a sweeping look over the mood of the crowd. Seemed friendly enough under the rough edges.

Lenore was the first to step forward, squaring off against the wall-sized bull-bitch named Greta Ironfist.

“Careful Gerty!” one yelled. “It’s always the pretty ones with nasty husbands!”

People laughed.

“She’s not got but the one arm,” another yelled. “Make the odds a bit better, I got money on ya; muscle her with one arm behind yer back, Gerty!”

“I could beat her with both arms behind my back!” the mountain of woman laughed, thrusting her hips.

The crowd's cheering grew louder as they circled each other. Greta was bigger, but Lenore's agility gave her the upper hand. Greta came in strong, and Lenore just raised her shield of light to deflect the sword-blow off it with a sharp clang. Then, with a flick of her wrist, her firewhip cracked low just above the ground, wrapping around Greta's legs and pulling her down. The fight was over almost as quickly as it had begun.

Or at least that’s what Lenore thought. She left Greta on the ground and the huge woman scrambled up off the ground and tackled her. There was a moment of both of them struggling, face to face, and then Greta headbutted her, stunning Lenore. The big woman got in a blow with her ham-sized fist before Lenore’s long golden hair seemed to come alive and reach up to wrap around Greta’s neck.

Shit… that was new.

The mercenary choked, struggling to pull the hair free, and Lenore casually slammed her fist into the woman’s face until she was bloody. Roderick called the match and both women staggered out of the ring to good-natured yells and cheering.

“Well now we know how they want to play this,” Lenore said, gingerly touching the goose-egg bump on her forehead.

Next bout was Kiya facing Cedric the Weasel. He was quick, and small; nearly Kiya’s height. He drew a pair of small, short swords and carefully edged forward until he was just outside of striking distance and exploded in a blur of motion, leaving Kiya with two shallow cuts on her arms as he danced back, grinning. The smile faded as Kiya grew a six-inch obsidian knife from each finger. Cedric was game, and came at her swinging fast, but Kiya blocked every attack and made him give ground. They went back and forth a few more times until Kiya left four parallel slashes in the shirt across his chest and the small man held up his hands, bowing out with a smile. The crowd gave a hooting approval and Kiya eyed them distrustfully, ready for a sneak attack until Ryan convinced her the fight was over.

The crowd's mood shifted as Ellsbat prepared to face three men led by Thorne. The guy she’d dumped on his skull had a rough bandage on his head but seemed eager for a rematch.

“The fuck are you trying to pull?” Ryan shouted at the captain. “Four on one?”

“The witch has magic,” Roderick shrugged with a ‘what can you do?’ gesture. “Four men seems fair.”

The redhead pulled Ryan back. “Four is fine,” she told him. Then to the crowd: “Four is enough to get me started,” she smiled, and the bit of theatrics got laughter and cheers while some of the mercenaries shouted ‘watch yer head this time, Thorne!’ making the man scowl.

“He wants to hurt you,” Ryan warned as Ellsbat handed him her cloak and rolled up the sleeves of her robe.

“I know… I hope he tries,” the succubus gave him a hint of the evil demonic glint in her eyes.

The mercenaries around them hooted and sang an off-key fighting song, making crude bets on ‘how many men the redhead could take’. Thorne and his companions advanced with cocky smirks, armed with nothing but some crude clubs grabbed out of a nearby pile of firewood. As they faced off, Thorne yelled at her.

“I’m gonna put my cock so far up yer arse yer can taste it!” he snarled.

“I would love to see you try,” she said, and a glimmer of fire lit her eyes.

The four men came at her in a rush. The first one seemed to run straight into a wall as a hidden ball of gravity slammed into him from the spell Ellsbat had cast during the posturing. She set the pants of the next two on fire and the screaming men tripped over each other as they danced and screamed. Someone eventually threw a piss bucket on them to put out the fire.

“I thought this was a fight not a dance contest!” Ellsbat raised her hands and spoke to the crowd as Thorne pushed past the two men who had managed to slap the flames out in the dust. When none of the others would agree to keep fighting, Thorne faced off against Ellsbat swinging the tree branch and carefully considering her.

“Fight fair you witch!” he yelled.

“Do you need three more meat-shields to help you? I’ll wait,” Ellsbat smiled.

Thorne gave a yell and charged, running headlong onto the mattress-sized puff of smoke from a slumber spell. The stunned man’s eyes rolled up and he staggered another two steps before planting his face in the dirt, unconscious before he could even touch her. A murmur of fear went around the crowd as the wrist-thick wooden club floated in the air by itself and fired at the seat of Thorne’s pants. There was a tearing sound and even asleep Thorne let out a moan of pain. She left the stick upright in his ass and walked away.

While they dragged Thorne to see Brother Alaric the surgeon, Ryan limbered up. He was facing a scar-faced villain with a long sword in one hand and a main droit in the other when Roderick pushed the mercenary aside and stepped into the ring to the cheers of the crowd.

Ryan tried not to let the fear show on his face. Fuck… the captain was trying to salvage some sort of face out of this and keep the Black Dogs from completely embarrassing themselves. Probably figured Ryan was the leader and had to be the baddest mofo in the group.

And a few days ago, he would’ve been right…

Today, after losing almost all his powers, Ryan didn’t like his odds against a Tier 6 warrior.

As Roderick unsheathed a gigantic two-hander sword as tall as he was, Ryan held up his hand for a moment to prepare and retreated to his companions.

“He looks tough,” Lenore said.

“He is… he’ll annihilate me.”

“Use yer magic to cheat, torch him,” Varu suggested. “Or shoot him dead with the magic stone-thrower.”

“I like where your head’s at, Varu, but we want these guys as allies someday.”

“You can use your ghost realm power,” Ellsbat said. “He’ll never touch you.”

Ryan considered his options. It wasn’t a bad idea: hop in and out of the ghost step and attack without risking himself except for the moment he needed to put his sword in the normal world. His eyes drifted to the figure of Risamun looking back and forth between them with a confused look.

“Varu… grab me that log out of the firewood,” he told the ex-brigand.

“What for? You’ve got a magic sword.”

“Just do it!”

“Lenore, your armor please,” he told the undine. She gave him an odd look and began unlatching the catches on the breastplate from the Invulnerable Armor of Arnaud.

When she had it off Ryan lifted it up and over Risamun’s head, dropping it onto her.

“Me?” the girl squeaked. “I can’t fight Roderick!”

“Your father’s a knight,” Ryan said. “Its in your blood.”

“But…”

“You said you used to train with the sword, didn’t you?” Kiya asked.

Varu had returned with a tree branch the size of a baseball bat. Held it out to Ryan.

“What? No, you dumbshit, I said the log,” Ryan pointed to a six-foot tree trunk with a saw sticking out of it.

“Rineskull…” Ellsbat said doubtfully. “She’s a girl, not an ogre.”

“Ah, she’ll be fine,” Ryan said and after buckling the armor on her he undid his Belt of Giant Strength and secured it around her waist.

Seeing his plan, Lenore chuckled. “Oh, yer evil, Rineskull.”

Risamun recoiled, eyes wide. “What? You can't possibly expect me to engage in such brutish behavior! I am not equipped for... for violence!” she insisted. The armor was a bit too big for her and the neck hole came up to her bottom lip.

“No…” Ellsbat said quietly to calm the girl. “I think I see it now. Trust the armor; it’s magical. No weapon can pierce it.”

“But I don’t know how to fight!” Risamun yelled before Ryan slapped his hand over her mouth. “Roderick is far too proficient, despite his age. I’ve seen him fight!”

“Then you have some advantage. The belt is magic too.”

Varu had returned dragging the log and dropped it at Risamun’s feet.

“I can’t pick that up!”

“Cant you? Try it.”

The girl shook her head helplessly and finally to prove it was too heavy she bent and grabbed... and picked it up easily.

“What?” she shuttered. “W-what magic is this?”

“Perfect!” Ryan said. “Now just pretend its heavy, you know… drag it around like you can hardly move it. When the fight starts, bam, let him have it.”

Propelling the girl towards the ring the mercenaries took one look and began howling with laughter.

“What is this?” Roderick said, scowling. “You send your women to fight me too?” Then seeing it was Risamun his expression hardened. “Well, well… if it isn’t the Spirit of Stonebrook. Think you can scare me with your tricks, Spirit?”

“Th-hat was many years ago…” Risamun said. “I am no longer a little girl you can paddle over your knee!”

What the fuck was that all about?

“She’s my champion,” Ryan smiled, and the crowd laughed. “You beat her and then you can fight me.”

Roderick looked at her and then gave another scowl. “When I knock this little girl down, I’m coming for you,” he warned. “And she spends the night in my bed!”

“If you win.”

“When I win,” Roderick assured him.

“I shall not, under any conceivable circumstance, consent to spend the night with you!” Risamun proclaimed, but Roderick just blew her a kiss so she turned to Ryan. “Rineskull, please!” she was practically weeping. “I can’t do this!”

“Yes, you can,” he assured her. Then he leaned close to whisper in her ear. “I’ll be invisible, right beside you the whole time.”

The crowd cheered as the girl squared off against the mercenary captain. Ryan slipped back into the crowd and when the eyes were all on the two about to fight, he stepped into the ghost world.

The fight started and Roderick sprang forward, swinging the massive sword like a twig overhead and bringing it down on Risamun’s shoulder before she could even flinch. It bounced off the shoulder of the invulnerable armor with a clang that rattled the weapon in Roderick’s hand, and he stood there stunned.

So did Risamun.

“Fight!” Lenore yelled at the girl. “Fight back! Move!”

Risamun reluctantly gripped the log in both hands and, biting her lip, she swung it. The wood hit Roderick in the knee and knocked him off his feet. From the dust he growled and glared at the laughing mercenaries. Jumping up he closed on Risamun more carefully this time, weapon held high and looking for an opening. The next move was a lethal ballet, ducking and swinging around, the blade part of a great wheel that ended with the tip slamming into Risamun’s chest.

Again, the blade halted midair against the armor. Risamun staggered back a step, unharmed. But Roderick wasn’t done, and he struck two more blows, hard enough to cut a hog in half, each one banging into the armor breastplate and battering Risamun from side to side.

The girl looked near to panic. She winced delicately, touching her fingertips to her lips, coming away bloody. “I bit my tongue!”

The mercenaries laughed.

“Fuck your tongue! Fight back!” the one-armed knight hollered.

“I can’t!”

“Fight!” Kiya added. “You can do it.”

“But…”

“Swing the stupid log!” Ellsbat yelled.

Picking it up in both hands the crowd went silent watching her heft the entire tree trunk and swing at Roderick. He tried to parry, and the log knocked the weapon flying from his hands.

“Sorry!” Risamun told the stunned man. “You can pick it up… I’ll wait.”

The mercenary captain was in a hard spot. Lose to the girl and his entire company might disrespect him. Ryan watched from the Ghost World and saw the determination on his face. Drifting to Risamun he put one foot in the normal world, still invisible, and spoke to her over the noise of the crowd.

“He’s going to come at you hard now. Finish him.”

“I absolutely refuse to commit such an atrocity! Expecting me to kill him like a common hog butcher is utterly unthinkable!”

“You don’t have to kill him, just make sure he doesn’t get back up.”

Roderick grabbed his sword and approached again. Blade dancing in the air as he switched from hand to hand, making feints and jabs that Risamun yelped and dodged. The crowd laughed. Then with a move even Ryan didn’t see coming, the captain reversed the weapon, gripping it by the blade and using the pommel like a hammer. The blow hit Risamun’s bare arm and the green-twig snapping sound of broken bone was loud enough to be heard over the yelling. Risamun screamed, staggering back, and dropped the wooden club. Then Roderick hooked the sword’s cross guard behind her knee and yanked, sending her to the ground with a thump.

Ryan was already beside Risamun in the Ghost World. As her eyes went wide with pain and her mouth opened to scream, he poured green spark healing into her arm. As quickly as it had broken it was whole again.

The girl got to her feet and rubbed her elbow. “That stings!”

Roderick’s face went slack and stayed that way as Risamun charged him. The tiny girl hit the man’s round belly and pushed him back like he was made of straw. Her legs pumping, she propelled him back into the crowd, parting them like a snowplow, and straight into his bathtub. As the mercenary captain went over backwards into the water, she grabbed his ankles and lifted, holding him upside down with head under water.

Roderick struggled and thrashed wildly, faster and harder as panic set in, and before he could actually drown, Risamun let go and let him and the tub tumble sideways into the dusty courtyard. The mercenary coughed up water and crawled in the mud before he got up shaking water from his beard and staring around at the howling laughter of the rest of the company.

“If any man dares to seek my favor,” she proclaimed. “He must first ensure he does not reek so offensively!”

For a moment Roderick looked like he might keep fighting, then a smile creased his bearded face, and he laughed to the crowd. “You hear that, boys? I’ve still got a chance with the lord’s daughter if I clean up my act!”

As the trials by combat wrapped up and the captain ordered beer and food for the new members, Ryan slipped back into the normal world around a corner and rejoined the others. Lenore and Varu were pounding Risamun on the back and laughing in the middle of the mercenaries, and the girl was blinking, hardly able to believe she’d won.

“She’s tough,” Ryan said, joining Ellsbat.

“She’s smarter than she let’s on,” Ellsbat added.

***

Later, beer in hand among the celebrating crowd, Roderick clapped Ryan on the back, a broad grin spreading across his face. “Not bad, not bad at all.” He took a big drink. “But we’re still going to cross blades someday and see what you’re made of.”

“Someday,” Ryan agreed. “Until then, I’ve got a deal to propose to you.”

“I'm listening,” the big man grunted. “But if this is some sort of cross against the sheriff, forget it. I might be a mercenary but my word’s good when I’ve taken someone’s pay.”

“Not exactly,” Ryan lowered his voice. “There’s another matter. About your second in command, Mira. I understand she’s your niece… put in your care when your brother and his wife died.”

Roderick’s face instantly went rock hard and he darted a glance around them. All joking gone. “How do you know… Wait... Not here,” he said, gesturing for Ryan and Ellsbat to follow him.

They walked away from the chaos of the courtyard, up a flight of steps to a rooftop balcony covered with an awning of thin wooden sticks for shade. It gave a good view of the scattering of straw-thatched cottages in the little farm fields sprawling around the hamlet, and the keep on the far side of town. Once they were out of anyone else’s earshot the mercenary captain faced Ryan.

“I’ve kept it quiet. Nobody but me and Greta know she’s missing… so that means you either took her or know the ones who did. Think carefully about how you answer, boy.”

Ryan had lied to men more powerful who could read the expression on a boardroom full of lawyers and senior executives like a book. “I've got information from one of Blackthistle’s goons,” he lied easily. “Your niece is being held captive. They haven't killed her—she's too valuable.”

Roderick’s jaw tightened. “Blackthistle boys... I should've known. Those bastards have been a thorn in our side for too long.”

“I can help you get her back,” Ryan offered, watching closely for Roderick’s reaction.

“And this isn’t something I can do for myself?”

“If you coulda, you woulda,” Ryan met his single eye without blinking.

“How much are you expecting for this?”

“Nothing.”

“Now I know you’re lying.”

“Alright then… a favor. At a later time. I feel like we could work well together so think of this as a sign of good faith.”

Roderick looked at him and got a cold smile. “I knew you were trouble when you walked in.”

“Is that a ‘no’?”

Roderick chewed it over. “What I said before stands… won’t to anything to break the contract we got with the sheriff.”

“So long as she stays the sheriff…” Ryan suggested. “If she wasn’t, then the contract would be broken, right?”

The man gave him a long look.

“Do we have a deal?”

“Oh, aye,” Roderick said. “Promised my little brother his girl would be looked after… blood comes before money. If you can do what you say and find Mira, we can maybe come to another arrangement.”

“I thought you might.”

They shook on it.

***


Chapter 5   : Under Verbinnec

By end of day the mercenary company had put together a squad to do the break-in job on the baroness. They were an ugly crew. The gear was rusty and worn, and so were their bodies, but it only made them look more dangerous; these were survivors. Hard men and women. Roderick elected not to go but he sent Cedric the Weasel as the raid leader, backed up by Greta and Thorne with a half-dozen others. In good news the mercenaries provided enough horses that nobody had to walk.

Risamun had drank too much beer during the celebration – her first it turned out – and was wobbling in the saddle, eyes half closed and singing the Black Dog war song under her breath. Cedric led them down the dirt track from the hamlet as it followed the river towards Verbinnec. Half the mercs in front, half behind, probably to make sure they didn’t back out. The gentle flow of the water in the cooling evening air covered in the buzz of insects. Farmers were returning home after a day spent bent over their crops. They passed some children splashing in the shallows of a pool, yelling and making games where they fought with mud-covered reeds instead of lances and swords.

Ellsbat rode her horse up beside Ryan, making sure there was a bubble of space around them. “Can you explain why this was so important?” she asked as he looked out over the countryside. This had to be a new record; she’d managed to wait an hour to ask him, until the two of them were alone. “Why entangle ourselves with this sheriff and her mercenaries when our path seemed clear to meet Tilly?”

Ryan watched a group of women laundering clothes in the river, bare arms and legs as they worked. He tried to imagine settling down with the girls but couldn’t picture them doing his laundry. He sighed. Guess it wasn’t really in the cards to have a nice collection of domestic wives around him.

“We’ll need them,” he replied quietly.

“Need them for what, exactly?”

Stopping, Ryan nodded to a farmer leading a sway-backed old nag the opposite direction on the road, waiting until the man was out of earshot.

“When we overthrow the Baroness and take Verbinnec for ourselves,” he said simply.

Ellsbat halted, her eyes narrowing as she absorbed the words. “You’re serious,” she said.

“Absolutely,” he said and started his horse walking again. “I can’t explain it all, but that’s where this is heading. It’s inevitable. Her or us.”

The succubus considered it, walking her horse silently beside him until she finally nodded. “I understand. This is part of your plan to bring peace between demons and humans.”

“The first part, anyway.”

“Good. Then with Dagonestra’s blessing we cannot fail.”

Ryan didn’t have the heart to tell her Dagonestra’s blessing hadn’t been enough to stop this before; Ryan was far from the first champion she’d used to try and avert demon’s from being wiped out. The only real ‘blessing’ they had was Ryan’s knowledge of every secret in the world based on a game he’d played as a child. The only person standing between demons and genocide was Ryan.

And now he was a lousy Tier 2…

He had to get his powers back. The conversation he’d had with Dagonestra came back; the aether… he was going to have to solo-run the Aether Spectre quest. It would be brutal, and it might mean being gone for a couple weeks.

Keep it in your back pocket... too risky...

But his mind kept going back to the idea. By the time Verbinnec’s towers came into view, he had halfway formed a plan. He looked into the river water and wondered what the aether was actually like.

***

The Blackthistle brothers had more than one secret way in and out of the town. The mercenaries had a different route – and it was under the stinking vats of a tannery outside of town. Cedric threatened the strawboss who ran the vats, and they were inside the tunnel as night fell. Lenore used her magic light to reveal the badly shored-up and dank shaft barely wide enough for one person to walk.

At the far end it ended at a locked gate to the town’s sewer tunnels and after Cedric used a key to get them past, Ryan called a halt.

“Not that way,” he said.

“The caverns under Hellhound are this way,” the squinting little bald man said carefully.

“We have to make a stop first.”

“We’ve only got until midnight to pull this off…” Cedric revealed. “We don’t finish by then and Mirellia will have returned to her chambers, and I aint going against that bitch. Not with or without you.”

“Relax, Cedric, you’ll worry yourself into an early grave. We have to make a quick stop first… plenty of time.”

“And where do you think you're going, eh?” Cedric demanded.

“Just checking on a friend,” Ryan called back nonchalantly, turning into a side-tunnel.

Cedric, hands on his hips, muttered to his men, “Since when do we schedule social calls on a job?”

Ryan signalled the girls, and Lenore followed him, taking her light with them.

“Shit…” the little man glared. “Greta, take the men on ahead to the checkpoint, I’ll go with this bunch. Catch you up soon.”

Great didn’t look happy about it but she led the other seven mercenaries away.

Ryan led them though the sewer tunnels to the entrance of the Blackthistle lair. It was a heavy barred and locked door, but he ghosted through it and opened it from the other side. The room beyond the tunnel was shored up by wooden timbers and held crates and barrels of goods the former owners of the Thieves’ Guild had wanted to bring in and out of town without paying the Sherrif her due. Given recent events Ryan sympathized.

Glancing around the eerily quiet chambers and tunnels as they headed deeper inside, Ryan considered claiming the whole place for himself. With the Blackthistles dead and their hired bravos mostly wiped out, the lair was theirs for the taking.

First things first though… he’d delayed seeing about Tilly for too long. The girl should’ve been rescued by the Crom Priestess days ago, but he had to check for himself. He didn’t much like the picture in his mind of the mother of his kid locked in and underground cell; if he could kill the Blackthistle brothers all over again he would. He was so distracted he almost didn’t notice the voices up ahead.

“Stragglers?” Ellsbat whispered.

“Maybe…” Ryan paused, listening.

Whoever it was he’d rather get the drop on them. When they reached a guard room, hearing the men’s voices around the corner, Ryan motioned for everyone to stay quiet and slipped into the Ghost World to drift inside the room.

Inside he found two of the dirty thugs the Blackthistles employed, bent over a small table, sharing a drink.

“I’m telling you, them boys met their end in the Weeping Valley. Must’ve been something fierce to take down those hard cases, eh?” the first one said.

“Right you are, Garrick, a bit too hard... I’m telling you they aint dead! Raginal’s too mean to die.”

“Yeah…. Right… but iffen they were. What d’you suppose it would take?”

“I dunno… the madman in the woods mebbe…”

“My coin’s on a swamp witch!”

“Swamp witch?”

“Imagine it, mate. A hag so ugly and mean even the trees around her wither. Probably charmed ‘em with her evil eye and boiled ‘em alive for her supper!”

“Raginal and Morgan were birthed from a swamp witch. If anything got em it was bigger.”

“Like what?”

“The red orcs mebbe.”

“An orc?”

“What’re you kicked in the head by a cow? Not one orc, all the red orcs. Turned on em.”

“Ooh, that’s good. But what if—now hear me out—it was a cursed treasure? They always was greedy, them two. Maybe they found a chest, all golden and shining, but when they opened it—bam!—exploding runes!”

The other man slapped the table, clearly annoyed. “Exploding runes! Again? What the fuck is it with you an’ exploding runes? Why not something simple, like a giant rolling boulder trap? Why is the worst thing you can ever think of is goddam exploding runes?”

“Theys magic. Don’t even know its there, and yer dead! Incinerated or… squashed flat.”

“So’s a boulder trap! Wham! Squashed flat like pancakes.”

“Rocks aint scary. Not like the Shadow’s Hand,” the one called Garrick whispered the name.

“Don’t even say ‘is name out loud! Whatever got ‘em, I’m just glad it wasn’t me.”

“Aye,” Garrick raised his mug. “May they rest in pieces, the unlucky sods!”

“So you’re with me then? Take what we can and run?”

“Screw this waiting around,” the second replied. “We should grab what tail we can, maybe some of those pretty ones, and get out before it all goes to hell.”

Ryan was about to reappear and ask where, exactly the prisoners were when the door kicked open. Ellsbat and Lenore burst into the room, Ellsbat’s form already shifted halfway into a terrifyingly fierce demon. A full six inches taller, wings unfurling so they seemed to fill the room, and eyes blazing with a demonic fire. The guards barely had time to register the doom they’d called down.

“Where’s Tilly?” Ellsbat thundered.

The men shrank back, stunned in fear.

“W-wat?” one managed to shriek.

Wrong answer.

Ellsbat’s hands waved, summoning her gravity magic, and the man was crushed under an invisible, overwhelming force. Guts and blood showering outwards. Ryan winced.

Sorry, Garrick, but based on what little I knew about you its how you always wanted to go…

Lenore’s firewhip cracked through the air, the second guard’s screams cut short as it wrapped around his neck and set his head on fire. He screamed and struggled before going limp and dropping to the ground – flesh burned off his skull.

Ryan slid back into the room, stepping back from the ghost world next to the charred and crushed remains.

“What have you got against taking prisoners?” he demanded. “We needed them for information.”

Ellsbat, slowly shrinking to a more human form with tiny horns and fangs, looked unrepentant.

“They were discussing how they planned to abuse Tilly! Am I supposed to abide that?”

“Yes! For a minute anyway, then you can kill them after. Did it occur to you to wonder why there are still guards and captives here at all? That bitchy little priestess was supposed to clean this place out days ago.”

Lenore spoke up. “No regrets. They deserved worse for even thinking about it.”

Ryan sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I get it. But now we’re flying blind.”

Risamun followed Kiya and Varu into the room with Cedric trailing.

“Surely we can arrange for the release of those they spoke of? It's the very least we can do under these circumstances!”

“Of course we’ll free them! Just try not to kill everything that moves...”

“What are you people?” Cedric asked, looking at the corpses in horror. Probably sorry he’d decided to come with them alone. “An who is this Tilly anyway?”

“Never you mind,” Ryan said.

He led the way into the buyer’s gallery, a place set up like a high-roller’s lounge above the pens where they kept their prisoners. Last time they were here they’d got into a fight with the Blackthistle brothers and had their asses handed to them. It looked a lot like they’d left it, a few chairs scattered around, a stand for drinks and some food, buzzing with flies now. Ryan crouched by the balcony and looked down into the Pit. It was as grim as he remembered: a dank dungeon lined with cages and lit by oil lanterns that threw harsh shadows on the old brick arches and columns, each one fitted with eyebolts and rusted chains.

It stank. Human misery and the sickly-sweet scent of scringe-stone fumes. The kind of stench that stuck to your clothes. The girls joined him, expressions tight with disgust.

The place looked deserted, but the cages were still closed and locked.

“Tilly?” he called loudly. “Pimms? You down there?”

There was a long pause, then a voice came weakly back to him from below.

“Rineskull?”

“Tilly we’re coming!” Ellsbat yelled and threw herself over the balcony, clothes fluttering as she fell, and braking at the last moment for a soft landing with gravity magic. Ryan jumped after her.

Eyes flaring a shade of crimson, the succubus was first to the cell. Without a furious wordless shout, she summoned her gravity magic, and the heavy iron grate of the cell door groaned under the invisible force and ripped from its hinges to fling loose, narrowly missing Ryan. They crowded into the prison cell and Ryan’s heart clenched at the sight.

Tilly lay on a thin layer of dirty straw, her body filthy and naked, bound by thick chains. But somehow despite her sad state a smile covered her bruised face as she weakly lifted her head. Next to her, hanging in a small square cage made of riveted iron straps, Pimms slumped, equally battered, nursing a black eye and a visibly broken nose.

Ellsbat gasped, her hands flying to her mouth, tears immediately springing to her eyes. “Tilly!” she cried out, her voice breaking as she rushed to her side.

Ryan felt a pang of guilt so sharp it nearly winded him. He should have gotten here faster. He should have prevented this.

“Ryan… Ellsbat,” the shapeshifter bear whispered. “I was worried about you…”

“About us?” Ellsbat cried, fighting tears.

Unable to contain her emotions, the wizard used her gravity magic again, this time to snap the chains from the wall with a sharp crack. Ryan quickly stepped forward, gently lifting Tilly from the filthy straw. Carrying her, he made his way to the main room and lay her on one of the old trestle tables

“Hey… help Pimms... and Azafyn first,” the beaten girl murmured, her voice barely a whisper.

“You idiot,” Ellsbat scolded her as tears fell. “You’re the one who’s hurt, we have to take care of you.”

Ryan froze for a second. “Azafyn’s here too?”

Just then, the others arrived, clattering down the stairs from the gallery. Faces covered in worry and relief. They quickly surrounded their freed companions, lifting down Pimm’s cage and working to remove the pin that held it closed while Ellsbat focussed on Tilly, whispering words of comfort as she wiped her clean with a corner of her robe.

Ryan turned back to the cells. Moving to the next cell over, he found Azafyn, still in the filthy remains of her priestess robes. The inquisitor was slumped against the cold stone, her blue eyes burning with a defiant glare.

Even in captivity she was a petite beauty. Her skin was a pale blue, and her long, thick hair was a shiny blue-black like raven feathers. The long, dark lashes around her startling blue eyes made her look like a supermodel. The gold hoops pierced through her nose and the slim pointed ears poking from beneath her hair were gone – stolen by the thieves no doubt.

“It’s all your fault I ended up here,” she rasped before he could say anything.

“Azafyn? What the hell happened? Why are you in here? I told you to bring guards and rescue Tilly!” His shock was being replaced with anger.

Azafyn met his eyes with a defiant look. “I couldn’t just call out the temple guards on your word,” she said angrily. “I came to see for myself.”

“You fucking idiot!” he exclaimed. “Why not? I counted on you sister Azafyn! You let me down… left Tilly in this place!”

Her lip trembled and for the first time Ryan saw she was near tears about what had happened. “What was I supposed to do when you started spouting tales of slavery beneath the city? If you were wrong, I’d never live it down. I thought I could see to this myself.”

Ryan exhaled slowly, trying to push down his desire to strangle her with his bare hands. “So instead, you got captured and now you’ve both been suffering down here? For days?”

“Yes!” she yelled. “Why did it take you so long?”

Ryan left her to look for keys to the cell doors. Gave himself a chance to cool off before he returned and opened the cell. She was too weak to stand and spluttered a protest when he picked her up and carried her out. Her body was curvy and petite, her breasts small but perfectly shaped. Shapely legs with perfect thighs he couldn’t help but squeeze a little with the hand that carried her.

“You’re touching a sacred priestess!” she insisted.

“Shut up and let me help you,” he muttered.

“Well… maybe the temple will make a special dispensation… considering the circumstances…” she said weakly. And the way she curled up against his chest took some of the sting out of her words.

“Perhaps I should have listened,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I failed the task you gave me.”

“Relax,” Ryan said. “You did what you thought was right. Just… listen next time, okay?”

She was quiet until he lay her down on the table near Tilly.

“Next time?” she said to no one in particular.

The flickering lantern light was too dim so Lenore made a magic ball of light in her remaining hand and in the golden glow they fetched water and cloths, beginning the task of cleaning up the girls. Pimms hissed and complained at every scratch, but Tilly lay there silently.

The bear-demon’s eyes brightened as she spotted Ryan leaning over her again and reached out, her fingers brushing against his arm. “Rineskull...” she murmured, her voice strengthening slightly as she turned to include Ellsbat and Lenore in her weak embrace. “You all came for me.”

Ryan nodded, a lump forming in his throat as he watched Ellsbat and Lenore fuss over Tilly.

“Do something,” Ellsbat hissed at him.

Ryan placed his hands gently over the more severe bruises reaching inside for the green spark energy. The healing glow from his palms washed over her injuries, knitting skin and soothing pain as he healed deeper. Inside the Mind’s Eye his senses picked up on something else—they’d drugged her to keep her docile. At full strength the shapeshifter’s bear form would have ripped right through the cage. His jaw tightened, and he intensified the green energy, focusing on burning the toxins from her body.

Tilly’s eyes snapped open wider, clarity returning to them as the poison was burned away. She sat up slightly, her strength returning, and embraced Ryan, Ellsbat, and Lenore in turn. “Thank you,” she whispered. Then she sat back and asked. “What happened to the Blackthistle brothers?”

Lenore exchanged a quick glance with Ryan before answering. “We killed them. Them and all their henchmen.”

“Oh…” Tilly’s lip trembling slightly. “I... I was kinda hoping I could do it…” she admitted softly. “But that’s okay… I'm sure you made them suffer horribly.” She glanced at Varu. “Where are the rest of the guys?”

Varu shook his head. “Didn’t make it.”

Before Ryan could respond, a sharp voice cut through the conversation. “Took you long enough to get here,” Pimms complained, accepting the cup of water from Risamun and spitting it out. “What is this, water? Get me some wine, kid. Who brought this asshole? And who’s that bald cunt in the back?”

“That’s Risamun. And you don’t need wine,” Lenore said. “We’ll explain the rest later.”

Tilly turned to scold her small friend “Don’t be ungrateful, Pimms. They saved us.”

“I’m so, sooo sorry we couldn’t be here sooner,” Ellsbat almost sobbed. “Can you ever forgive me?”

Suddenly, Tilly turned and planted a kiss on Ellsbat’s mouth. The succubus froze, her eyes wide as the kiss went on. “Shush,” Tilly whispered to her when she broke away. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

Ellsbat turned a bright pink and stumbled back, busily wringing out a cloth in clean water.

The imp huffed but nodded, climbing onto the table to sit by Tilly’s side. “I guess you could’ve fucked it up worse than this,” she grumbled to Ryan. That was as close to ‘thank you’ as they were likely to get from the vicious little grave-robber.

Innocent soul that she was, Tilly seemed more concerned about her friends than herself. “I was so worried!” she exclaimed, her voice muffled against Pimms’ shoulder. “I want to hear everything!”

“Well, first of all, you should ask Varu about how he met his new girlfriend,” Lenore said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Then ask Rineskull about how he died,” Kiya said matter-of-factly.

“Fuuuck...” Ryan sighed and glared at her. “Nice going.”

“What?” the trull asked, confused. “I didn’t mention Ellsbat when Ellsbat got killed because technically she wasn’t dead.”

“What?” Tilly cried out. “Whaaaat?” she sobbed, bursting into tears. “W-when d-did you t-two d-d-d-dieeeee?”

Fuck me… Ryan rubbed his temples.

***

The freed captives said they hasn’t seen anyone but the two guards Ellsbat and Lenore had torn apart in the last four days. The Blackthistle bothers had emptied almost every thug in town to bring after them in the Weeping Valley. After retelling an – edited for Tilly’s sake – version of their adventure in the Weeping Valley, Tilly had calmed down enough over Ryan’s death to smile again.

With a little more healing, some food and clean clothes, the three former captives were more than ready to get out of the underground thieves’ warren. They went shopping first, going room to room to look at all the stolen goods and things that had been left behind. Ryan wandered through the echoing chambers of the thieves' guild, keeping one ear open for the distant chatter of the girls rummaging through the remnants of plunder. He could hear their voices carry through the stone corridors as they discovered trinkets and treasures left behind in the hurried exodus of the guild members.

“Look at these! Silk scarves! Pure silk!” Ellsbat's voice echoed.

“Here’s a sword for you Risamun,” Lenore said. “Better than fighting with a wooden log.”

“You fought with a log?”

“I... I didn't really do anything remarkable,” Risamun stammered softly. "It was just a piece of wood, and I swung it without thinking."

“Ah, you’re being modest. You’re a killer!”

“Has anyone seen any scrolls or books with inventory?” Kiya interrupted.

“You want to take inventory?” Lenore asked.

“Wealth is useful.”

“These items are not yours to take—they are stolen property! It's absolutely disgraceful to consider benefiting from such thievery!”

“That sounds like something a noble would say…”

“I am a noble!”

“An I’m the sorcerer in yellow!” Pimms chuckled.

“Money doesn’t know where it came from,” the trull said logically.

“Who are you people, really?” Cedric asked again. Guy was sounding like his brain was stuck in a loop.

Ryan found himself returning to the prisoner pit. He passed the empty cells until he stopped at one particular cell—the one that had once held Lady Penelope of Sonvasath.

It was empty, door ajar. He had found her here last time, and forced himself to leave her behind. In the game, you weren't supposed to discover her until the exploration of the goblin lair in the Weeping Valley, an event pivotal to the third act. It was unnerving, reminding him that this wasn’t just a game – that the series of events leading up to the moment he would find the distant King’s daughter inside a torture chamber under the Fey Mound had been set in motion long ago. The metaphysical contortions of how playing a game in his childhood turned out to be a real-life prophecy about events that hadn’t even happened yet in the real Eldwick were mind-bending.

And worse… had he inadvertently disturbed the timeline by his actions?

Azafyn’s stern voice jarred him out of his thoughts. “Rineskull! We need to discuss the manner you left me before you vanished from Verbinnec,” she said from behind him.

He turned to face her, noticing the slight flush on her cheeks and the way her eyes didn’t quite meet his. “Right… sorry about locking you in a closet.”

“Is this the respect you show to those dedicated to the divine? Locked away in a closet like a broom or some forgotten relic?”

“Relax, I couldn’t have you ruining everything. I didn’t think—"

“Clearly, you thought very little!” she interrupted. “To think, someone of my stature, left behind like an old pair of sandals. It is utterly unacceptable. Do you have any idea how long I was in there? Long enough to consider the fate that would fall on you when I got out!”

“Listen… Azafyn… it was an honest mistake. How can apologize?”

The priestess paced a few steps. As she continued Ryan couldn’t help but notice the undercurrent of something else—was it concern? Or was her interest in him beyond professional?

“Apologize? I am not some novitiate to be trifled with. I am a keeper of sacred rites, not to mention High Inquisitor. Imagine, if someone less humble and forgiving had been subjected to this indignity! I expect full access to your activities from now on. Never again should I be so carelessly disregarded. Is that understood?”

“Are you done?” Ryan finally asked, when she paused for breath.

She huffed, crossing her arms. “I suppose for now.”

Ryan smirked slightly, shaking his head. “Good. Then let’s focus on getting everyone out of here safely. We can sort out your feelings about me later.”

The djinn’s features seemed to cycle through fear, surprise, embarrassment and – finally – anger.

He didn’t bother listening to whatever she yelled next. He already had his answer; the hottie virgin priestess was into him. As Azafyn bristled he turned away, his mind already shifting back to the task at hand. Saving Lady Penelope was a philosophical conundrum he’d leave for the Third Act, right now he had to stick with the programmed events in the Death and Taxes quest… he was about to break into the Baroness’ inner sanctum, attempt to steal a magic item that he’d already drained the magic from, then be betrayed by the taxmen and be captured by the Baroness herself.

The things he did for his girls.

***


Chapter 6   : Chicken Dinner

They met up with the rest of the taxmen huddled around a lantern in a dark sewer tunnel . Greta stood up and scowled when she saw them coming.

“Where the fuck were you? I was about to grow mushrooms sitting down here!”

Cedric waved her to be quiet, in no mood after what he’d seen. “Picking up strays.”

“Strays!” Thorne asked. “Fuck those guys!”

The guy seemed to hold a grudge. He still had a bandage on his head where Ellsbat had brained him, and while the other mercs had been sitting around he’d been the only one standing… probably still too sensitive to sit down after the succubus had given him a wooden colonoscopy.

Then Tilly stepped out of the dark into the lantern light, her imposing figure taller than either of the mercenary lieutenants. “That wasn’t very nice,” the bear-demon shapeshifter frowned.

Pimms hawked and spat on the floor from where she rode on her friend’s shoulder. The mercs went quiet.

Ryan was only half listening as Pimms and Thorne traded insults. His mind was already moving ahead. He had to somehow get the girls out of this situation without either breaking the deal with the mercenaries or allowing them to reach the baroness’ tower. He was reasonably certain he could survive the inevitable betrayal from Thorne – as stupid as he felt to just let it happen – but not if he had a collection of girlfriends with him.

He thought it through. It would have to be in the caverns, before they reached the stairs.

“Enough ass-grabbing,” Cedric snapped. “We are running out of time. Let’s go.”

The secret entrance to the caverns beneath Hellhound Keep was about as inviting as a root canal. It was a literal crypt door, and the air in the tunnel was heavy and stale. Air that hadn’t seen sunlight in centuries. When Ryan hesitated at the entrance Thorne sneered at him.

“Scared?”

“If you’re smart you would be too. Going up against the baroness isn’t going to be easy.”

Neither was stepping into an ambush he knew was going to happen.

Cedric passed around torches with a smirk. “Keep it well lit, stay out of the shadows. These tunnels have twists and turns.”

“Yeah… and the jabberwock,” Greta said.

“What’s a jabberwock?” Lenore asked.

“A children’s story,” Ellsbat said. “It’s not real.”

“Say that when them 16-inch fangs is biting into that plump ass of yers, Red,” Thorne said.

“Mention my ass again,” Ellsbat said dangerously. “And you’ll get another pounding in yours…”

Thorne glared murder at her but kept quiet. Oh yeah… he for sure was going to fuck them over any minute.

“Stay close, I’ll protect you,” Greta leaned close to Lenore.

“Do you want me to knock you down again?” the blonde said cooly.

Lenore lit up a ball of light in her hand, silent magic hovering overhead and weaving around her. Ryan didn’t miss the way Cedric’s gaze lingered a moment too long on the undine knight.

As they passed around the torches and lit them, Ryan decided to do it at the jabberwock attack. That would be the perfect place to lose the mercenaries and send the girls back to safety. Assuming they listened to him.

“Are we under the keep now?” Ellsbat asked, eying the doorway.

“Almost,” Cedric said.

“These caverns are ancient, predating even the Baroness’s line,” Ryan said. “Right now, we’re probably under the curtain wall. The tunnel we want goes right up under the Sorcerer in Yellow’s tower.”

“You know a lot about it,” the little leader of the mercenaries squinted at him.

“Don’t I though?”

As they moved into the cavern’s throat, the darkness seemed deeper, the tunnel darker than the sewers they were leaving behind. The torchlight shivered like it was afraid to go inside. The mercenaries moved with a casual swagger, acting like they weren’t afraid, but Ryan could see the nervous twitch under Cedric’s eye.

The cavern narrowed until the stone walls brushed Ryan’s shoulders, forcing the group into a cautious, single-file march through the damp underground. The air here was cooler, the sort of damp that crept under your skin. Ryan could feel the weight of Hellhound Keep pressing down from above.

Tilly sniffed the air and spoke up. “There’s something ahead,” she said, voice pitched so only Ryan, right behind her, could hear.

“Keep moving. Stay sharp,” he called softly.

“See that?” Kiya pointed to some almost inviable stonework in the wall. “Reinforced foundations. It’s a good sign we’re directly under the keep now.”

The ragtag mercenaries traded looks.

“Imagine what the Baroness hides down here, eh?” Thorne whispered to one of his pals loud enough for Ryan to overhear. “Some decent treasure, I bet.”

“More likely the skeletons of idiots like you,” Cedric said.

“Walking dead, actually,” Ryan said cheerfully.

The mercenaries stared at him, then Cedric waved them on. “Don’t listen to him,” he said. “Aint no such thing.”

A few minutes later and they reached the top of a flight of stairs into a chamber that had been excavated from the rock. The doorway was filled with cobwebs and Lenore went first, cutting a path with her glowing strand of light. Ellsbat brought up the rear with the lumos wand she’d hung onto since the Emerald Palace.

“Wanna go first?” Ryan asked Cedric.

“After you,” the little man grinned.

“Fine… you get the next one though.”

“What is that smell?” Lenore asked, looking down into the room.

“I told you, it’s a walking dead. Be careful,” Ryan said, covering his mouth and nose with the back of one hand.

The stairs opened down the side of the chamber without a banister. Urns and pots were stacked in one corner and one wall had a wooden shelving that had collapsed under its own rot and dumped hundreds of small clay pots into a mound of broken shards. They got about halfway down, the firewhip and wand revealing the dim corners of the room, when a figure came into the light. It made a squeaking, clanking sound as it came and was revealed as a figure in rusted plate mail. It staggered forward to block the bottom of the stairs.

The Rot Knight.

It swivelled to face them, raised its rusty sword in one hand and waited.

“Kiya? You want a swing at this?” Lenore asked from the front line.

The trull closed her eyes and tapped into her Icon power. A shimmering doorway formed and just for a moment the white light spat out the ghostly shapes of three small kobolds. The summoned spirits charged the figure in rusted armor and the four of them started fighting. A silent battle except for the clang of the knight’s sword or the kobold spears slamming into its armor.

“Go,” Ryan told Lenore.

While the thing was distracted, the undine jumped off the side of the stairs and slipped behind the fight. But a moment later the rot knight slammed its sword through the three spectral dogmen in one sweep and they exploded in a shower of sparks and vanished.

Then it turned to face Lenore.

“Ah shit,” the undine said, backing up and weaving a light whip in front of herself.

She lashed out, the white-hot whip of light wrapping around the figure. It hissed and left a black mark on the armor, but the rot knight didn’t even notice. Ryan suddenly saw the reason full plate armor made its wearer mostly invincible in the game. Unlike the movies where the good guy’s sword just stabbed right through the armor, in a real fight it covered ninety percent of the body perfectly and the last 10 percent only partly – mostly at the joints.

Lenore had to duck and dodge the rusted sword blade. The undead was slow, but it never got tired. It stomped at Lenore as she backed up. Then with a sinister creaking sound the rot knight’s visor opened by itself and there was a juicy ‘sqwik!’ sound as it spat a missile at her.

She blocked it with the light shield, and the living missile hit the shield and squirmed there a moment before burning up. It was a worm. A horrible, bloated worm six inches long and a pustulent green in color.

“Uhhh… little help here!” Lenore shouted.

That snapped Ellsbat out of her shock and as the circle of her gravity magic appeared over the rot knight it slammed down against the floor like a giant invisible boot was crushing it flat. Armor bent and flattened with a crushed beer-can sound and a gory mass of rotted flesh gushed out onto the floor like squeezing a tube of toothpaste. Including a dozen more worms that started writhing and inching across the floor.

Fuck that.

Ryan blasted the worms and the pulped armor with demonfyre, then once more for good measure, until it was all ashes. The room was quiet a moment until the one-armed undine shook her head ay Kiya.

“Kobolds? You summoned kobolds?” Lenore snapped.

“It was the first thing I could think of,” the short girl looked sheepish.

“Next time find something that will last longer than five seconds. That thing almost got me,” Lenore yelled up at her.

“What manner of man was that?” Cedric asked, looking down at the thing.

“It’s a centipede rotter,” Ryan said, joining Lenore at the bottom of the stairs. “It gets close and spits these plague centipedes at you, then they burrow into your brain and make you another one of these rotting zombies.”

“I’m going to be sick!” Greta said, the burly mercenary covering her mouth.

The exit from the storage room was a brick archway barred by a heavy iron portcullis across it. The huge lock held it firmly shut. Cedric kept his distance from the creature’s burned remains and produced some thin metal tools from up his sleave to poke them around at the tumblers in the lock.

The key was inside one of the remaining pots on the shelf, but Ryan didn’t mention it; he wanted the mercenaries to put in some work.

There was a minute of fidgeting, and the lock snicked open. It took four of the mercenaries to force the gate open on hinges rusted shut.

***

Cedric ordered one of his squad of mercenaries to scout ahead and the rest of them caught up with him at a side exit from the tunnel.

“Don't bother with that cave,” Ryan advised.

The scout stopped and looked to Cedric.

“And why’s that?” Cedric said.

Ryan bent to pick up a stone and tossed it into the cave mouth, triggering a symphony of tiny screeching.

“Just a hunch.”

Cedric hesitated then angrily motioned the scout forward. The man looked nervous but stepped around the bend in the side tunnel. The group waited, silently listening, and the sudden scream pierced the air. There was another chorus of squeaking and then a moment later only silence.

“Told you,” Ryan said. “He’s dead now.”

“We don’t know that!” Thorne said angrily. “He could still be alive!”

“You go find out then, I’m not,” Ryan said.

“Watch me make you,” the merc said, putting a hand to the hilt of his sword.

“Now, now,” Ellsbat said, stepping forward. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

Thorne crossed his arms, and a sneer crossed his face. “And why should I listen to a ginger tart?” he sneered, jerking his thumb toward Ellsbat.

Ellsbat met Thorne's glare. “Because it's in your best interest.”

The bandaged man let out a harsh laugh. “I don't take orders from the likes of you,” he said. “Hoor!”

Ellsbat's eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Ryan noticed the subtle shift—she'd had enough. She whispered something under her breath, a string of words that sounded like leaves rustling in a breeze.

Thorne was yanked into the air, hard enough to thump painfully into the ceiling and then dropped again, landing with a groan. The rest of the mercenaries hadn’t even had time to move, just stare.

“Maybe now you'll consider the weight of your words,” she said coolly.

“Fuck you!” the man spat.

Ouch! Wrong answer.

A moment later he was dangling off the ground, pinned to the ceiling. “Alright, alright! Let me down!” he shouted, a hint of panic creeping into his voice.

Ellsbat tilted her head slightly. “Are you ready to cooperate?”

“Yes! Just put me down!” Thorne pleaded.

With a gentle motion of her hand, Ellsbat lowered him until his boots touched the ground. He straightened his armored coat, avoiding eye contact.

Ryan stepped forward to address the small mercenary leader. “We good now?” he asked

Cedric cleared his throat. “Yeah... we're good,” he muttered.

“Great,” Ryan said. “Let's all just learn to respect the magic-user, yeah?”

***

Avoiding the side tunnel, they followed the main branch winding around until it climbed to an opening and there was the feeling of air moving past the entrance. Some sort of larger area. Ryan pressed his back against the cold stone wall, the damp seeping through his shirt. The darkness of the cavern was almost absolute, but his all-seeing eye saw through it, showing him the contours of the next chamber. He raised a hand, signaling the group behind him to stay put.

“Hold up,” he whispered. “There's something up ahead.”

“Can't see a damn thing,” Cedric muttered, thrusting a burning torch ahead to shed light in a pool a few feet across.

“Keep it that way,” Ryan snapped quietly. “We don't want to announce ourselves.”

But Cedric was already moving. Before Ryan could stop him, the merc threw his torch end over end into the chamber, bouncing to a stop of a puddle of sparks, casting jagged shadows across the rough-hewn walls.

“Fucksakes, Cedric!” Ryan hissed.

The sudden light flooded the chamber, revealing a wide, flat expanse stretching out before them. On the far side, looming in front of a pair of rusted iron doors, was a creature that looked a lot like how it did in the game.

It sortof looked like an alligator, but grotesquely oversized, with patches of luminescent mushrooms sprouting from its back and sides. Its skin was a mottled gray-green, slick with moisture. Huge, milky eyes swiveled toward them, and it let out a deep, resonant croak that vibrated in Ryan's chest.

Greta grinned, her knuckles whitening as she gripped her sword. “Looks like we've got dinner,” she said.

Thorne chuckled. “Or a new pair of boots.”

“Wait,” Ryan cautioned. “You don't know what that thing can do…”

“Its nothing but an alligator…” Thorne sneered, drawing his sword. “They get thrown into the sewers as babies and grow down here…”

“Not quite—”

But Greta and Thorne were already leading a handful of mercenaries as they charged across the chamber. Their footsteps echoed, the sound bouncing off the high ceiling. Sensing them coming, the creature reared up, its massive jaws snapping. The first mercenary lunged, his blade slicing into its side. A dark, viscous fluid oozed out, and the creature bellowed in pain.

“See? Not so tough!” Thorne shouted, slashing at one of its legs.

“Did you notice its not bleeding actual blood?” Ryan called.

Thorne either didn’t hear or didn’t care. The mercs formed a circle, hacking away, and for a moment it seemed like they had the upper hand. Swords and axes struck flesh, each hit drawing more of the foul-smelling goo. Ryan watched. Any second now they’d figure out something wasn't right.

Then the creature's mouth opened wider than seemed possible. From its gullet, long, whip-like tendrils shot out—fleshy appendages that writhed and snapped through the air. Before anyone could react, one of the tendrils wrapped around a mercenary's waist, yanking him off his feet.

“Help me!” the man screamed; his eyes wide with terror.

The group froze as the tendril reeled the man in like a fish on a line. He clawed at the ground, but the creature's grip was too strong. In a horrifying instant, he was dragged into the gaping maw, his screams cut off abruptly as the jaws snapped shut.

Panic rippled through the mercenaries. “Fall back!” someone yelled. “It's a maneater!”

They stumbled over each other, retreating toward the entrance and didn’t stop until they were safe with the others at the far end of the room.

“Toldja so,” Ryan said. He turned to Ellsbat. “Best to use fire on this one.”

She was already stepping forward, her eyes focused. “Prepare yourselves.” she commanded.

Ryan opened his mouth and breathed out to prevent his ears from popping at the concussion. Ellsbat raised her hands, palms facing the beast, and a bloom of heat made waves the air. Flames erupted from her fingertips—a stream of fire that lit up the chamber like daylight. The blaze engulfed the creature, washing over it in waves.

The monster writhed, a guttural roar escaping its throat. The mushrooms on its back sizzled and popped, releasing clouds of spore-filled smoke. The stench of burning flesh filled the air, acrid and choking.

"Keep it up!" Ryan urged.

Ellsbat's face was strained, sweat beading on her forehead as she maintained the inferno. The creature thrashed wildly, its tendrils flailing before falling limp. Finally, with a shudder, it collapsed onto the stone floor, flames still licking at its charcoal carcass.

Silence except for the crackling of the fire and the heavy breathing of the group. The smoke was so thick it was hard to see.

“Nicely done,” Ryan patted Ellsbat on the shoulder.

She moved his hand to rest on her ass and Lenore swatted it away, making the succubus frown.

“Don’t I get a reward?” she pouted.

“You had a whole bunch of rewards yesterday,” the undine said dryly. “I’d say you’re good for a few weeks.”

The mercenaries had regrouped, their faces pale. Greta's bravado had vanished. “What the hell was that thing?” she asked, coughing.

“It used to be an alligator, until it was infected with mushroom spores that took over the body,” Ryan replied.

“First the worm thing takes over a man and now mushrooms take over an alligator?” Cedric muttered under his breath.

Ryan couldn’t help but agree… it seemed statistically unlikely. But this dungeon area had been built with a theme. Made it stand out to players in the game, but didn’t seem a likely ecology.

Thorne rounded on Ryan, his face twisted. “This is on you, you let that happen!”

Ryan shrugged. “Told you to wait,” he said. “Maybe listen next time.”

Thorne’s face reddened, words faltering as the other mercenaries gave him a glare that said that man might be alive if he had listened.

“You could have warned us,” Thorne insisted.

“Are you brain-damaged? I did warn you.”

“Not hard enough!”

“Fuck you,” Ryan said. “Don’t make me repeat myself next time.”

“Huh,” Thorne snorted. “Next time… agreed."

***

Past the big doors they were in natural caves, and the expedition had to walk in single file to navigate the twists and uneven floors. It was dirty, claustrophobic work. Slow going. While the others were waiting their turn to slide down a narrow drop to the lower level, Ellsbat drew Ryan aside.

“These fools might bolt or worse, stab us in the back,” she cautioned, her eyes flickering red with anger.

“Oh, they are absolutely going to stab us in the back once things go sideways, that’s why you need to take the others and run for it when I say so.”

She stared at him like she was about to object.

“Before you say anything, I’m telling you because you know that I know what I’m doing and can convince the others,” he said, cutting off her protest. She looked a little ashamed and nodded.

“Fine, but you owe me… and I will collect,” she smiled. Then the smile faded. “When will they turn on us?”

“Soon, when we get to the jabberwock cave… that’s where you can split.”

“The jabberwock… surely you jest.”

“You’ll see,” he said.

Sure enough, the winding cavern soon opened up into a broader chamber, with two separate cave adjoining caves.

“This is it,” Ryan announced, his voice echoing slightly. “The entrance should be just past here on the left.”

Thorne was having a whispered conversation with Greta and Cedric, the little bald man frowning but he finally seemed to nod and agree with the other two.

“Our spy told us we need to go right to find the safe passage,” he said to Ryan.

“Wrong way,” Ryan shook his head.

Cedric turned to face him, torch held high, and Thorne and Greta formed up on either side of him.

“Who says?”

“Who do you think? You don’t want to go that way, trust me.”

“That’s just it, isn’t it,” Cedric said. “Who trusts you?”

Ryan looked back and forth between them. Nothing good would happen if he pushed it.

Let’s see where he goes.

The game map in his head had a chamber to the left that would rise directly beneath the sorcerer’s tower. Instead, they were going into a wider cavern, the floors and ceiling a dripping garden of stalagmites. Cedric raised an eyebrow but nodded, signaling his people to fan out, a defensive maneuver that had them bracketing Ryan’s group subtly.

“Rineskull,” Tilly whispered. “Something smells bad… something big.”

“Stick close,” Ryan muttered to Lenore, who nodded, who dropped back to whisper something to Risamun and Azafyn.

One glance at Ellsbat and she nodded, knowing this was where the men would turn on them. Her eyes darting between the mercenaries and the path ahead. Kiya seemed oblivious.

Varu looked ready to throw up.

An unearthly screech ripped through the cavern, echoing off the forest of spiky rock formations. Making it impossible to tell where it was coming from. Outside the ring of torches, darkness pressed in on all sides. Ryan drew his sword as he signaled for his team to close ranks.

“It’s coming…” he muttered, his eyes scanning the shifting shadows.

Every nerve in his body was ragged as a rusty kitchen knife. The dank air of the cavern began to move, and it carried a foul smell, like rotten eggs mixed with Burger King dumpster.

“What’s that stench?” one of the mercenaries cried. “It’s getting worse!”

"Yeah," Ryan replied. “It’s getting closer.”

“What is?” Lenore snapped, eyes searching for an enemy.

“The jabberwock.”

A sudden rustling above caught his attention. Before he could react, a massive shape dropped from the ceiling, crashing into the ground with a bone-jarring thud. Dust and small rocks flew everywhere. The creature stood up, towering over them—a grotesque, ten-foot-tall monstrosity that looked like a zombified chicken with a long tail, feathers missing in patches, flesh decaying, and inside the beak, rows of razor-sharp fangs gleamed in the dim light.

“Not quite sixteen inches… but then guys always exaggerate,” Greta shouted with gallows humor.

“What the hell is that?” someone screamed.

“Fall back!” Ryan yelled to his people.

While the girls and Varu formed behind him, the mercenaries scrambled, weapons drawn but eyes wide with fear. The zombie-chicken shape of the jabberwock had seemed comical in the game… not anymore. It was a horrific feathered dinosaur covered in pustulent, rotting flesh. The toe claws were like sickles. He tightened his grip on the sword, the weight of the blade not at all comforting in the face of this massive nightmare.

The creature let out another ear-splitting screech and lunged forward, stomping a clawed kick of its legs. One of the taxmen wasn't fast enough; the claw caught him, cutting him from throat to balls, tearing his body open like it was tissue paper and spilling his insides everywhere.

Ryan sent a blast of Demonfyre into the neck of the creature, leaving behind a burned patch of flesh and a stinking cloud of burned feathers, and doing nothing to slow it down.

“Dammit,” Ryan hissed. “Aim for the legs!”

The girls darted to the sides, looking for an opening. The stench was overpowering now, a mix of rot and something acidic that burned his nostrils. He could hear his heartbeat pounding in his ears.

“Flank it!” he yelled at the taxmen.

The mercenaries were backing up, retreating from the fight. One look in Cedric’s eyes told him he’d been right: this was where they’d chosen to fuck him over. Thorne and Greta nodded to each other, waving the men back and throwing all their torches at Ryan’s group. The creature's head snapped between them, confused for a moment, then focussed on the bright light around Ryan’s companions.

It came at them, stomping towards Lenore. Ryan charged in, slashing at its leg. The emerald blade bit into decaying flesh, black ooze splashing from the wound then igniting in another blast of demonfyre along the sword’s edge.

The monster screeched in pain, swinging around wildly, it’s tail whooshing through the air with the force of a falling log. He ducked just in time, feeling the rush of air above him. Too close.

“Ellsbat! Magic!” he shouted over his shoulder.

“A moment to prepare,” her voice echoed from somewhere behind him.

Lenore’s firewhip lashed across the creature’s side, leaving a smoking trail but its beak snapped shut on the rope of fire; grabbed the firewhip like a worm, rearing to its full height so the one-armed knight was yanked off her feet dangling in the air.

“You feathery bastard!” she screamed before it flung her into a fence of stalagmites.

The creature reared back, then slammed both its clawed feet into the ground. The cavern shook, knocking Risamun and Azafyn off their feet and raining rocks down from above. There was a tremendous KRACK! from above and Ryan sensed something big moving.

“Watch out!” Ryan warned, dodging falling debris.

A massive chunk of stalactite had broken free. Big as a Christmas tree. It tumbled directly for the girls crouched below until only ten feet above them it hit an invisible wall and shattered. It sent up dust everywhere, but deflected to the side and crashing into the cave floor between them and the bird-thing.

Ryan looked up to see Ellsbat, eyes blazing and horns extended, with her hands above her head. She was bleeding from a head wound and staggered a step; she’d used all that gravity to protect the girls and taken some of the blow instead.

He needed better tactics, fast. This thing was strong and didn't seem to be getting tired.

In the game, fighting the big boss creatures was a matter of study, and timing. They usually switched between one of three types of attacks – in this case the bite, the tail slap and the rending claws. But they always had an extra boss-level special attack – those attacks could one-shot you, and the only real way to survive them was avoid them. You had to study the monster and learn the signals – developers always put in signals to telegraph the attack out of some sense of fair play.

With the jabberwock, it flapped its wings three times then hopped up before landing so hard it caused a stalactite to fall.

So now he had a few moments before the boss-attack recharged. He had to make the most of it.

“Hide in that forest of stalagmites!” he shouted at the others, pointing. “It can’t get in there!”

While Varu led the retreat, shoving Tilly ahead of him, the monster went stomping after Ellsbat and Lenore. It got two steps before a ghostly bat the size of an eagle swooped at its head and drove it back. Two more spirit doombats started to dive bomb the thing – Kiya’s summoned spectres, and it stopped to screech and snap its jaws at the attackers as they swooped past. A moment later its beak clamped shut on one, exploding it into a cloud of mist.

Ryan reached Ellsbat and picked her up, draping one arm over his shoulder before half-carrying the stunned magic-user along. Dropping her behind a stone stalagmite two feet across he paused to make sure she was okay.

“I’m fine,” she winced, swiping blood from her eyes. “Get Lenore.”

“If you can, aim for the neck,” he shouted back at her and ran for the last spot he saw the undine knight.

In the background the jabberwock had killed another bat and was snapping at the last one as it flapped around. Ryan decided he had another few seconds and wove through the patch of stalagmites where Lenore had been thrown.

He found her, coughing up blood.

“Rineskull,” she managed to groan. “Get me off this thing…”

She’d fallen on a patch of small stalagmites, only a yard or so tall and a couple inches around. Two of them had snapped from the impact with the breastplate of the Arnaud armor, but she’d been impaled on one, the bloody stone spear sticking up through her lower back and out her belly just below the rim of the breastplate.

Fuuuuuck…

For a moment he just stared at her in horror. Then grabbing her by the collar of the armor and under her hips she let out a stifled scream.

“Ready?” he asked. “On three…”

“Do it…” she said through gritted teeth.

“One…”

He deadlifted her straight up.

She let out a real scream that time and as he draped her over one shoulder she kept screaming. Blood was gushing everywhere now that the foreign object impaling her was no longer putting pressure on the blood vessels, so he jammed two fingers into the wound, making her howl and pass out.

He emerged from the cover of the stalagmites to see the jabberwock was stomping in his direction and threw the last of the doombats to the cavern floor, stomping on it until it vanished into mist.

The bloodshot, insane eyes of the creature settled on him and the unconscious knight.

There was a flurry of stones pelting off the creature, pitched from the others where they were hiding inside the stone forest, but the jabberwock barely flinched and stayed focussed on Ryan. He froze. It raised its mottled, ragged wings and flapped them. Once… twice… three times…

And only then did Ryan sprint past the birdthing. Just like the game, if you time it just right and dodged at the last second, you could evade the attack.

A cracking from above warned him and then there was a rumble and a moment of silence before the KER-SMASHHH! of falling rock thundered where he’d been standing. The ground shook, his ears ringing and he was blanketed in a dust cloud. But he was past the jabberwock and racing for the forest of stalagmites where the others were hiding.

Tilly was running out of cover to meet him. Godfuckingdammit! She was supposed to stay out of the fight. She grabbed Lenore and lifted her off his shoulders with huge strength.

“Wait!” he shouted.

Slapping his hand on the undine’s wound he took five seconds to pour healing energy into her and stop the bleeding. Only when he heard the horrendous ‘SQUAAAAAAAWK!’ of the jabberwock approaching did he break off and turn to face the creature.

It was stomping towards him.

“Okay Big Bird… just you and me… the old-school way, huh?”

With the others out of the way, he had room to move. Of course, the best attack would have been to use the Ghost World for cover, striking from its blind spot, but if he vanished the jabberwock would go after the others. He had to keep its attention.

So just like in the game he went at it with his sword, whittling it down one wound at a time. He had to keep his distance, backing up and circling, always out of range of the claws. It arched its neck every time before it went for a beak attack, and when he saw it, he darted away. Did a little shimmy sidestep every time it was about to spin round and swing its tail at him, so he knew to drop flat. It did this chicken-like scratching at the ground with its clawed feet every time it prepared to stomp at him though, and that’s what Ryan waited for. The moment it scratched the cavern floor he ran in, slashed for the neck and sliced deep in the rubbery flesh with the sword of Xerxia’s Tier 5 enchanted blade. Then he shot his demonfyre along the sword and ran behind the creature, avoiding the claws before it knew what happened.

Emerging unhurt, he laughed like a maniac. It actually worked in the real world.

After that it was just a matter of stamina. His he could restore with the healing energy, making sure he never got tired so long as he has green spark reserves. The bird… wasn’t so lucky. It took him a minute of dodging a half-dozen attacks just to get each blow in, but the bird was starting to weaken over time, its steps staggering, its bellows quieter, its attacks slower. He’d concentrated all his attacks on the neck, and it was bleeding big purple-black drops of blood, looking mangled. And when it made its next boss-special attack, bringing down another section of the ceiling, Ryan didn’t run this time.

He stepped into the Ghost World.

The rockfall passed harmlessly through him and so did the tail sweep the jabberwock put in a sweeping arc where he’d been standing. Ryan flew up overtop of the birdthing, drifting down through the Ghost  World until he was standing on the creature’s back. He put his sword through the same space the jabberwock’s neck was.

He reappeared with the blade through one side of the neck and out the other. A blast of demonfyre exploded off the sword in the wound, burning a hole, and then Ryan levered the blade against the backbone, slicing forward to tear the sword sideways through the jabberwock’s neck.

Blood exploded everywhere and the bird shuddered, staggering sideways and nearly knocking him flailing to the ground.

“Critical hit, motherfucker!” Ryan yelled.

And as the bird still reeled from the surprise attack, he took the Xerxia’s hilt in both hands and brought the flaming sword down overhead as hard as he could, pouring all his strength into it.

Five-times multiplier for the Tier 5 sword… five-times multiplier for the Legendary tier strength boost from the belt… bonus fire damage… bonus sneak attack damage…

The sword came down on the already weakened neck and hacked clean through. Chopping neatly between the vertebrae, barely slowing on the sinew and muscle, until it struck sparks clanging against the stone floor. The impact jolted back up into his arms and he staggered back splashed in dark blood as the head thudded to the ground and bounced away.

He wasn’t safe yet…

He slipped back into the safety of the Ghost World not a moment too soon. Just like a chicken with its head cut off, the jabberwock trotted back and forth, clawed feet scratching blindly, tail swinging into stalagmites sending up showers of broken rock, and, finally, flapped its wings three times and thudded to the ground, bringing down a final shower of boulders to smash into the floor, shattering. And only then did it die, rotting body going still. A few drifting feathers still falling to the ground.

He returned to the normal dimension standing over the severed head. Stabbed downward with the sword to pierce the skull. Just to make sure. The cloud of mana from the dead creature filled him. Not bad.

“Winner, winner,” he spat. “Chicken dinner.”

“Rineskull…” Azafyn was the first to emerge from the forest of stone pillars. “How?”

Risamun peeked from behind her, looking at the creature with disgust. And pushing both girls aside, Tilly carried Lenore out to him, gently laying her of a flat patch of the stone floor.

Ryan knelt down next to the undine, a rough bandage stuffed in her wound. She tried to hide her wince of pain as Tilly lay her down and the bear-girl looked at him, obviously worried for her. Lenore forced a grin.

“Damn, Rineskull, you sure know how to hog the glory, don't you?” she said through her teeth. “Couldn't let me get even a swing in, huh? Makes a girl feel useless, you know.”

“Shut up and let me heal you some more,” he said and gently put his hand over the wound.

Lenore was joking, but obviously he had genuinely stung her pride. “Next time, try not to do everything yourself, yeah? Some of us like a bit of action too.”

“Next one is all yours,” he said.

He glanced at Tilly. “Go check on Ellsbat. Now.”

He shouldn’t have been worried. Only slightly woozy on her feet, the succubus was fine as she leaned on Tilly for support. By the time he’d poured enough healing energy into Lenore to end the pain and leave the wound looking like it had been healing for a month, the redhead sat down on a broken stalagmite arms crossed tightly over her chest. She was flushing bright pink except where she’d been scraped and grazed by falling rocks. Tilly crouched beside her.

“That thing was awful!” Tilly said. “Of course, I probably could have taken it… or the bear could have.” She turned to Ellsbat. “I mean, that big ugly beast really got you quick, didn't it?” she said innocently. “One cave-in, and bang! You were out.”

Ellsbat's eyes narrowed, her cheeks flushing deeper. She shot Tilly a glare. “Thank you, Tylene, for the vivid and poetic retelling,” she said through gritted teeth. “I hadn't realized just how quickly I was defeated until you decided to paint me a picture.”

Tilly blinked, looking hurt. “Oh, sorry, 'Bat. I didn’t mean it like that,” she murmured. “Look, Lenore got wasted too! I'm just glad you're both okay now. We all are.”

Ellsbat glanced at Tilly, her irritation draining. She couldn’t stay mad at the sweet bear-girl either. “I know. I just… hate feeling useless…”

As a reply Tilly smiled and lifted her arm where it was scraped raw and began licking it. Surprisingly gentle for someone so strong.

“What are you doing!” Ellsbat yelped, turning a shade of red she usually reserved for Ryan.

“Cleaning your wounds,” Tilly said casually.

“Well… stop it!”

“Don’t be silly,” Tilly said, and kept licking.

Ryan decided to step in. “You’re not useless, Ellsbat. We’d be nowhere without you.”

Ellsbat gave him a sideways glance. “Well… thank you, I suppose. Not every day the big hero has to do all the heavy lifting while the brilliant user of magic takes a nap.” She paused, her gaze lowering. “But… really, thanks for getting us through that mess, Ryan.”

Azafyn and Risamun had arrived, followed by Kiya with the imp and Varu. Both girls looked amazed at the fight they’d just watched.

“Rineskull, that… that wasn't just speed, was it?” Azafyn said. “One moment you were there, and the next you were gone, like a shadow in the wind.” She hesitated, then added, “You used the Ghost World, didn’t you? The legends always made it sound like some mythical nonsense—yet, here you are. It’s hard to tell if I should be wary or unnerved by you.”

“Why don’t you try ‘impressed’,” Ellsbat said dryly.

Risamun, who had stood back, her golden eyes wide, gave a sharp nod in agreement. She looked at Ryan with an expression of new-found respect.

“I've never seen anything like it,” she said. “I’ll admit, I had doubted you… but it appears you are far more than just a ruffian with arrogant delusions.”

“I think I almost heard a compliment in there,” Ryan said.

He would have been happy to let the girls pay him back for all his bravery, but they were in the middle of a mission, and the taxmen were still ahead of them after leaving them behind for bait.

“Listen up… from here on I go alone. I want you all to head back to the Blackthistle lair and wait for me there,” he said quietly. “I'll handle the rest of this and join you soon.”

Immediate protests erupted. All the girls talking at once until Ellsbat stood up.

“Enough… He knows what he's doing,” she told the others. “We have to trust his… instincts. Some of us should know he sees things others can’t, by now.”

Kiya nodded. “That’s true. We should let him choose the best course of action.”

Azafyn crossed her arms, skepticism clear. “This is madness,” she muttered. “You're walking straight into a trap.”

Ryan smiled and moved to yank his sword out of the birdbrain. Using the feathers to wipe off the blood. “You’ll just have to trust me. I've played this game before—literally. I know how it goes.”

They exchanged uneasy glances. After more assurances and some coaxing from Ellsbat and Kiya, they reluctantly agreed. One by one, they turned and began retracing their steps toward the relative safety of the Blackthistle lair. Ellsbat was the last to go.

“Be careful,” she said, and kissed him long and hard.

“If you say so,” he smiled.

Once they were out of sight, Ryan exhaled slowly, allowing himself a brief moment to gather his thoughts. He knew Cedric planned to use him as a pawn, a distraction while securing the Icon for himself. But the mercenary was outmatched, and he was about to figure out just how badly.

***

Ryan knew the path by memory and emerged from the narrow stairwell carved out of the cavern rock into the sublevel of Hellhound Keep. The chamber above was comfortable compared to the cold air of the subterranean passages. He’d arrived so quietly that the mercenaries gathered around Cedric’s lantern didn’t even notice him. They were talking in low voices and Ryan scraped a boot on purpose as he entered the chamber.

The group of taxmen mercenaries whipped their heads around, startled. Cedric’s eyes went wide, and then narrowed just as fast. Thorne’s mouth dropped open slightly, while Greta took half a step back, her hand hovering near the hilt of her blade. Ryan gave them a lazy grin, leaning one shoulder against the doorjamb like he was joining them for lunch.

“Surprised to see me?” he asked.

“Rineskull… you don’t die easy…” Cedric said grudgingly.

“Yeah, the rest of my group decided to make a run for it, but not me,” he shrugged. “Managed to get past that ugly beast by the skin of my teeth.”

There was a tense silence. Ryan could see the wheels turning behind their eyes—each mercenary sizing him up, recalculating. Thorne shot Cedric a quick sidelong glance, his lips curling as if about to say something before thinking better of it. Cedric’s nervous smirk widened as he tried to appear casual, extending his arms in a gesture of welcome.

“Well, well, Rineskull,” he said, taking a step forward. “Ain't you full of surprises? Good to have you back. Really. We were just figuring out the next steps.”

Ryan pushed off the wall and walked over, folding his arms. “Right, so... what's the next part of this brilliant plan of yours?” He let his gaze drift to the crude map laid across the floor in the center of the room.

Greta and Thorne exchanged quick looks, and Ryan caught the flash of worry in their eyes. They were expecting him to hold a grudge. Cedric cleared his throat, the tip of his knife tapping against the paper map. “Right here,” he said, circling a point on what appeared to be a simplified layout of Hellhound Keep. “These secret passages lead directly into the Baroness’ chambers. Our plan’s simple—we sneak in, get the Icon, and we’re out before anyone knows we’re there.”

Ryan leaned closer, scanning the rough sketch. “And the guards?” he asked.

Thorne spoke up. “Ain't nothing we can’t handle. Once we’re through this passage, it’s only a matter of getting past the locked doors. She won’t even be there this time of night.”

That’s what you think… the baroness was always there. Ryan glanced up, meeting Cedric’s eyes, then drifting to Thorne and Greta, who still seemed unsure about him. He gave a nod, his voice calm. “Alright, sounds like a plan.”

For a moment, they all just stared at him. Cedric finally gave a shaky laugh. “Well then, let’s get moving. I reckon we've got some treasure to pilfer.”

The others shifted, visibly relaxing as they took his lead.

Ryan grinned to himself. Let them think he was on board.

Cedric’s voice was smooth as he laid out the plan. “We’ll split up here. My team will head through this passage,” he gestured to a narrow, offshoot of the main tunnel, “And create a diversion. You go straight to the sanctum, grab the Icon. We’ll meet back at the here.”

***


Chapter 7   : Coming Out on Top

He waited a count of one hundred after the taxmen left. It would be important to give them time to get the job done… even if they were about to fuck him over, he needed them to think they had succeeded. While he waited, he felt his mind wander. Palms getting sweaty. Heart rate creeping up.

Shit… he was actually nervous about what happened next.

Well, walking into a trap – especially this mantrap – wasn’t easy.

He reached a hundred then started to give them an extra count of one-hundred just to be sure. That’s when he knew he was stalling and took a deep breath and forced himself to just open the secret door.

The corridors of Hellhound Keep were dim, lit by small stone spheres glowing yellow with magic, set in small openings at regular intervals. Half of them were closed this late at night and he moved through the shadows until the heavy door to the baroness's sanctum was in front of him. It was carved with what was supposed to be a rose and vines but, in the half-light, looked more like the wriggling arms of the chaos god.

Fast band-aid, Scully. Just rip it off…

He pushed open the door. Pitch black inside, except he saw it bright as day looking through his artificial eye. It also outlined the waiting ward – normally invisible but the lines of the magic circle glowed with a pale fire to his eye – but it would be suspicious if he avoided it so…

It detonated under his feet and unleashed the wracking spell. Pain like his body was on fire lanced all through him. He made it another two steps before it was too much and he dropped to the carpeted floor, grateful when his consciousness slipped away, and the pain ended.

He woke up again to cold water in the face, splashing everywhere.

It jump-started him. Ryan's entire body felt like it was jammed with needles as he was hauled back to consciousness, the spell effect still lingering. He blinked against the light… still in the inner sanctum… good… that much was like the game. He was tied up – ropes biting into his wrists and ankles, confined to a sturdy chair.

And he wasn’t alone. It was a regular meet-and-greet with Hellhound’s top henchmen.

The woman standing in front of him with the empty pitcher of water was young and pretty and gaunt as a half-starved supermodel. Draped in a pale saffron robe, her skin was almost translucent, and her eyes were sunken. One of the proxies… walking bags of mana for the baroness to snack on. By the way she looked she’d be drained dry soon and then one of the others would get a promotion and meet the same end.

He looked left and right, saw the two guys flanking him were the snake and the Loyal Dog. To his left, a completely hairless man, his scalp gleaming under the lights, eyes cold. On his right, a grizzled wolfen in full battle harness, fur matted and eyes feral.

Crouched off to the side was a woman in the mustard-colored robe of a priestess, but any semblance of holiness ended there; for one her teeth were filed to sharp points. They called her the Heart-Eater, and in the game, she was about as pleasant as rabies.

But that took him three quick glances, then his eyes settled on the real problem. Sitting across from him in a padded chair, wearing nothing but her gauzy night robe and the necklace of Gahmen-nin. She was relaxed, staring at him and had her feet up on the back of a man on all fours kneeling in front of her – a human footstool. The Baroness Mirellia of Gullovidan held out one hand in the air without looking and without a word the proxy filled a delicate silver cup with wine and placed it carefully in her fingers.

She didn’t say a word as the henchmen started bickering among themselves.

“We need the castrated steer to answer,” the wolfen growled, his yellow eyes fixed on Ryan. “How did he get past the guards? No one should be able to reach this far without setting off a single alarm.”

“Who cares how?” snapped the hairless man. “I say we carve him up and be done with it.”

The Heart-Eater licked her lips. “Perhaps I could extract the information... piece by piece.”

Another henchman out of his line of sight chimed in from the back. “If he got in, others might follow. We need to reinforce the perimeter.”

In the game you could take out each of her henchmen one at a time because they all hated each other so much none of them would help any of the others. Getting a front-row seat to their squabbling felt like he was peeking into their bedroom window.

“Sounds like you guys have a lot to talk about,” Ryan said. “I could just come back later.”

The baroness gave a faint smile, letting them squabble as she reclined in her chair. His eyes were fixed on her.

“Let me deal with him,” the hairless man growled, fingers twitching around the hilt of his dagger. “A quick cut, and we're done.”

The wolfen growled. “Like you 'handled' the Guild of Alchemists in Abvelder forest? Remind me how that went.”

The hairless man's eyes narrowed. “At least I didn't lose an entire shipment to bandits because I was too busy chasing tail.”

The Heart-Eater laughed softly, her sharpened teeth gleaming. “Both of you are incompetent. If you'd followed my advice and secured the eastern routes, we'd control the entire dark market in Eldwick by now.”

“Your rituals scare off more allies than they gain,” the wolfen shot back. “Not everyone is so keen on blood magic as your kind, witch.”

She leaned forward, sharp teeth bared. “Power requires sacrifice. Something you and your half-measures wouldn't understand.”

The young proxy stepped spoke up. Hands clasped. Timid. “Perhaps we should focus on how he got in. If one man can breach our defenses—”

“Shut your mouth! No one is talking to you, blood-bag.” the hairless man snapped.

The wolfen tilted his head toward the baroness. “Mistress, allow me to question him. I can extract the truth.”

Mirellia took a sip and handed the cup back to the proxy. “I've heard enough.”

The hairless man seized the moment. “Then let me end this.”

He pulled out his dagger, hovering the point over Ryan’s neck. It took every ounce of his willpower not to vanish into the Ghost World.

“Fine,” the baroness said with a dismissive wave. “Do as you wish.”

“Thank you, my lady!” he grinned, stepping toward Ryan.

But just as he raised the blade, she added coldly, “On second thought, your penchant for unnecessary violence bores me.”

He froze, confusion flickering across his face. “But you just said—”

She arched an eyebrow. “Must I repeat myself?”

He stepped back and put the blade away, bowing his head. “N-no my lady Baroness.”

“All of you, leave us,” Mirellia commanded.

“But…” the snake protested.

“I said,” she spoke dangerously softly. “Leave us. I wish to speak with our guest alone.”

They practically ran for the exit, shooting daggers at one another as they exited. With a kick from her heel the footstool gave a squeal of pain and shuffled out on all fours. The door closed behind them, leaving Ryan alone with the baroness and the silent proxy.

“There, that's better,” the Mirellia purred and climbed out of her chair. She walked closer. “Now we can have a proper chat without all that noise.”

The proxy stood motionless beside her, eyes on the floor.

Ryan tested the ropes; still tight. “You roll out the red carpet for all your guests?” he asked.

She chuckled softly. “Only the special ones. You did go through so much trouble to see me again, after all.”

“Can't say the hospitality is the best I’ve ever had.”

She tilted her head. “That depends on what you consider hospitable. Some might find our accommodations... stimulating.”

The words hung in the air. She walked behind him, and one finger gently traced his neck. Yeesh… straight out of the game’s dialogue tree. Well at least he knew how to navigate the conversation to get the end he wanted… even if that end was a bit much.

“An intruder in my private sanctum, and yet, somehow, not just any intruder,” the baroness said, uncomfortable with the silence. “This is a surprise seeing you again. First you try to kill me, then you interrupt my personal – and private – religious observations. I should be very angry.”

Ryan met her eyes. Forced calm. “You tried to kill me first. And I didn’t just show up here… I’ve come to warn you. And I think you’re going to want to hear what I have to say.”

Her interest piqued; the baroness circled him again. “A warning, you say. And yet here you are, captured rather easily. What makes you think I should trust a word from your lips?”

As if on cue, the door burst open and the wolfen stormed in. “My lady! We are deceived!”

“Did I tell you that you could enter?” the baroness screamed at the creature and the wolfen quivered. Terrified. “Kneel!” she commanded, and the word carried a wave of magical force. The wolfen sank to his knees and grovelled.

“My lady baroness… it’s gone! Stolen!”

“What is?”

“The Icon of the Manticore!” the wolfen grovelled.

For once he saw the baroness’ confidence crumble. Her face showing how shocked she was.

“That,” Ryan said. “I was trying to warn you about that. If you’d asked me first instead or arguing about how to kill me, you might have stopped her.”

“Her? Stopped her?”

“Yeah… it’s your cousin,” Ryan said. “The Sheriff of Gullovidan was in here to steal it tonight.”

For a moment Mirellia seemed at a complete loss. Face blank. Unable to imagine a world where her own cousin could do this to her. Then fury creased her face, bending it from pretty into something horrific.

“Dorottya!” she screamed, and the wolfen soldier peed on the carpet. Then her eyes settled on Ryan. “You! You were an accomplice! A distraction!”

“If I was a distraction, why would I let myself be captured and suffer your revenge when you found the Icon was gone?” Ryan said simply. “Have you met your cousin? She doesn’t exactly inspire anyone to sacrifice their life for her.”

The baroness’s hands curled into magic symbols but hesitated, a flicker of conflict crossing her face. “No,” she said finally. “She’s more of a snake than Bartlet.”

The slender, raven-haired noblewoman paced back and forth, fury like an aura around her. Her flimsy robe revealed a bit much with each angry turn and he got more than an eye-level glimpse of the slim curvy backside and neat bush underneath.

“The Manticore's Prayer Wheel Icon, stolen from under my very nose!” she seethed. “My cousin will rue the day she crossed me.”

Did anyone actually say ‘rue the day’?

Gathering her calm, Mirellia dismissed the wolfen with a flick of her hand Once alone, she stood over Ryan. “Speak then, charmer. Convince me of your worth.”

Ryan chose his words carefully, remembering the dialogue tree for this conversation. “If I may,” he began, and was surprised by how calm he felt even tied up at the mercy of a psychopath. “Direct revenge could be satisfying but might also direct too much scrutiny your way. There’s a subtler path that could ensure your cousin’s downfall and keep your hands clean.”

She paused, her icy eyes locking onto him. “Go on,” she commanded.

Ryan outlined a scheme involving misdirection and the planting of evidence to implicate her cousin in a scandal so deep it would tarnish her beyond recovery—all without a trace leading back to the Baroness. “It’s a plan that plays on shadows, not swords. Leaves her to be undone by her own ambition.”

The Baroness considered this, her expression softening ever so slightly as she regarded him. “Brilliant,” she murmured, a flicker of admiration crossing her stern features. “But why help me? What’s in it for you?”

Ryan chose his words carefully. “Survival, my lady. And perhaps the chance to ensure stability in these lands under your rule… perhaps as a knight.”

Her eyes narrowed as she weighed his words. Looking for the lie. She was cruel as a cat, but she was used to getting anything she wanted, and nobody ever said no to her. Her ego had no defense against flattery. Slowly, she began to nod, her posture relaxing. “Perhaps you are more than just a simple charmer.”

And just like that she sat in his lap. Nothing between him and her soft, slender body but a thin silk robe.

“Perhaps there is use for you yet,” she thought out loud.

You knew this was coming, Scully…

“Let me go, and maybe you can find out what other special skills I have,” he tried.

She laughed again. “Bold of you to assume you're in a position to negotiate.”

“Can't blame a guy for trying. We both seem to have a common enemy. I don’t see why we shouldn’t… get together… and share our… resources.”

“You're testing my patience,” she said softly, reaching out to trace a finger along his jawline.

“Maybe I’ve just never seen a woman like you before. Your cousin pretends to be smart and sophisticated and powerful while looking as pretty as a picture… but she’s not even a pale shadow of you.”

She leaned forward, eyes piercing into his. “You intrigue me. Few do.”

“Glad to be of service.”

She felt the hard muscles of his chest and then across his six pack abs and lower. Her eyes lit up feeling the size of his cock. “Perhaps there's another arrangement we can come to.”

“I'm all ears.”

“You’ve roused… a hunger… in me,” she licked her lips. “And if you can satisfy it, I will consider what you have said.”

Bingo! Almost too easy. In the game if you got to this point seducing the baroness and thought it was all over, you were fucked if you called victory too soon. The trick was making her feel like she was holding all the power over you. So instead of agreeing with her he shook his head.

“And if I don't?”

“Then we'll explore other methods of persuasion.” Her pale fingers glowing faintly with a magic light.

Double Bingo! “Alright, maybe we can make a deal.”

She laughed—a genuine, melodic sound that caught him off guard. “Oh, I do like you. Such spirit.” She got off his lap and snapped her fingers at the proxy. The girl’s eyes snapped up. “ Get him loose, bring him to my chamber – now – and don’t forget to have servants clean the wolf piss from my rug.”

***

Ryan followed her and the maidservant into the dimly lit bedroom dominated by a big four-poster bed. His heart was hammering in his chest, adrenalin filling his limbs. Beating her in a fair fight was impossible. She was seven Tiers above him… unkillable with his current powers. But there was more than one was to skin a cat… or tame a pussy for that matter.

To Ryan’s surprise, Mirellia draped herself comfortably in a big leather chair and gestured towards the bed.

“Prepare him,” she commanded.

The proxy stripped off her yellow robe and was naked underneath. She was pale and a little underfed, but just like it described in the game the baroness chose the proxies from among the prettiest healthiest girls in the barony. Her face was blank as she nodded to Mirellia and began to undress Ryan, but he caught a single glance – a plea maybe – as she pulled off his tunic and undid his trousers. A moment after that she looked in astonishment at the size of his cock and froze.

Thanks again, Dagonestra… the slutty demon goddess had given him a formidable tool to take on the task of replacing the demon population.

The girl stared for so long that the baroness snapped angrily at her. “What is your problem? Hurry up and get him hard for me!”

The proxy moved aside and made a helpless gesture showing it to her. Mirellia choked on her words, and she stared too. “Get it hard!’ she whispered urgently. “Quickly! I want to see it!”

When his dick was fully hard, but not quite at attention, the proxy sat back and revealed it. Mireillia’s eyes drank it in, and she licked her lips.

“Very good!”

“Thank you, mistress,” the proxy said robotically.

“I wasn’t talking to you! Go on then…”

And sinking slowly to her knees the proxy took his cock and lifted it to her mouth, hesitantly opening up and working the head between her lips.

“Faster!” Mirellia snapped.

The proxy doubled her efforts, sucking him harder and faster, making soft noises as he slipped in and out of her lips.

“Good girl… Yesss,” Mirellia hissed, squeezing her own tits. “Take it like that…” almost as if the proxy was blowing her instead of Ryan.

Unable to stay a spectator anymore, the baroness jumped out of the chair and approached them. She eyed the proxy’s efforts from close up and then turned to Ryan, circling to stand beside him, leaning against one of the bedposts seductively.

“How many times must I teach you how to suck a cock?” the baroness asked, and she put one hand on the back of the proxy’s head and began to guide her at the speed she thought Ryan would like. A moment later she stood on her toes and leaned in to kiss him.

Her mouth tasted like sweet wine and cloves. Ryan’s body didn’t quite know how to react to the baroness using her handmaid as an extension of herself and kissed her slowly. Holding back.

“Deeper,” she told the woman on her knees and shoved her so she choked on his cock. “That’s better.”

“Thank you mistress,” the girl gasped, catching her breath.

“I thought this was between us,” Ryan told the baroness softly.

“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” she asked with an evil smile. “Show me you deserve to touch my body and can serve me well, then we’ll see…”

“If you say so…” Ryan said.

He turned to the proxy and gently directed her to the bed. “It’s okay… lie on your back.”

The girl lay back and squeezed her eyes shut, stiff as a board. When Ryan touched her thigh, she jumped but obediently opened her legs. But when he gently traced his fingers over her pussy, she let out a small squeak of surprise. As he circled and fingered her, she tensed but at the gentle touch of his thumb on her clit she let out a sigh and relaxed. When he spread her legs wide and slid his tongue into her pussy, she seemed stunned for a moment then let out a long, loud moan so shocking that a noise came from outside the room and a man’s voice came from the other side of the door.

“My lady baroness! Are you safe?”

Mirellia snarled in fury. “Go away!”

“Is everything well my lady baroness?”

“Leave now or I’m sending you’ll be on goblin patrol by morning!” she yelled.

By then Ryan had felt the proxy release a flood of wetness. Poor thing had never had her pussy licked before… Well, he wasn’t about to play the baroness’ game. If she was going to force this girl to play with them Ryan was going to treat her well.

He lay on top of her and kissed her. Sliding one hand between her legs. She started uncertainly and in moments was energetically moaning past his lips as she kissed him back. His fingers stroked her sopping clit and in a moment her legs began to shake. She gave a series of muffled yells as she came.

“Enough!” the baroness said angrily, face flushed. “Bend over!” she ordered the girl.

“Yes, mistress baroness,” the girl said as her voice caught. It took her a moment to recover and slowly got on her hands and knees.

“Take this cock for me and let me see it in action!”

Ryan got behind the girl, her tight backside wiggling towards him. Carefully, making sure she could take it, he slowly fed his cock into her.

“Ohhhhoho-yesss!” the proxy sighed in pleasure and Ryan saw the baroness glare.

“Take it! Faster!” the noblewoman demanded.

Ryan gave her a forceful dicking, but never so hard to hut her. Holding her hips and making her pussy sing with pleasure. Every time he reached her depths her back arched and in a moment, they had a rhythm. Building up and up until the proxy’s orgasm came on slowly then seemed to last forever. She let out a cry of pleasure then began singing a long high-pitched note like an opera singer that went on and on. “Ohh-ho-hoho-ho-haaaaah!”

Her body shook, flexing and giving involuntary shudders at each aftershock.

“Do you think I’m going to let you steal all my pleasure from this?” the baroness spat at the handmaid jealously. She grabbed her by the hair and dragged her out of the bed, sending her stumbling across the carpet with a shove. “Into your box, you weak-blooded slut!”

The proxy practically fled the room, closing the door behind them so Ryan was alone with the crazy noblewoman.

“What’s your problem, baroness?” he asked. “Losing control is a sign of a weak character.”

“How dare you ask me this!” Mireallia’s eyes flashed. “How dare that slut think she can enjoy the man I brought to my bed chamber!”

“Well… you told her to do those things…”

“No!” she yelled. “She doesn’t get to enjoy my man!”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous,” Ryan said.

The slender little woman climbed onto bed and her eyes blazed. “I don’t need to be jealous… I’m the lord and master of these lands. Everything is mine. I… I just don’t… enjoy her taking what I should have.”

“Well… you know what the solution is… are you saying you want to do it instead?”

Raw hunger shone in her crazy-hot eyes. “I’m going to eat you alive, take you all the way inside me, so you’re going to remember this night forever,” she growled, straddling him. And with that she tore her flimsy robe off, revealing her naked body. Small, pert tits. Flat stomach, trimmed bush with narrow hips and not much of a caboose.

But still… the dark hair against the pale skin and aristocratic prettiness had a value all its own.

And gripping his cock she crouched above it, calves straining as she wobbled in the air and finally teased the fat head of his cock against her slippery folds. Then with a sigh she sank down on it.

Very. Slowly.

He wasn’t expecting her to be able to take much of it in her tight little box but she was no quitter and made it most of the way. “Oh yes like that, I can feel every single inch of you in my tight pussy…”

Then reaching her limit she began to rock up and down on it, back and forth.

“Ohhhh, that feels good,” she gasped in wonder and rode him harder, groans getting more and more desperate with each stroke. “Slowly, slowly! I want to feel every inch. Oh, by the yellow god! You’re stretching me to my limit!”

And finally, not able to take it anymore, she threw herself forward and slid off him. Rolling over to lay on the bed.

“That was satisfactory, but I’ve had better,” she lied. “Now you do the work and find out the way I will own your cock, squeezed dry by my body.”

He knelt between her legs and grinned inwardly.

We’ll see about that…

She rolled her eyes up and bit her lip as he stretched her out again. He gripped her thighs together, ankles resting on his shoulder, and took control of her. Lifting her body up to meet him so only her shoulders were touching the bed and she had to grab handful of the sheets to hang on. Every thrust into her Mirellia’s entire body shook and he felt her tensing up. Inside and out. Hands making claws in the air, mouth open in a silent scream and eyes squeezed shut until she gave a gasping, pussy-drenching yell and came so hard she shook.

“My lady?” the guard was at the door again. “Are you being attacked?”

Her eyes flared open in anger and she clapped her hands over Ryan’s ears. “Go to the nearest window,” she growled and Ryan felt the edges of the enchantment spell trying to worm into his brain. “Then jump to your death!”

“Yes, my lady baroness,” the guard answered happily. There was a moment of silence and then from the other side of the door he heard shattering glass followed by the screaming terror of the man falling into the distance.

“You have amused me…” the baroness said to Ryan, purring. She thought they were done.

“Oh you’ll be more than just amused,” Ryan said and started hammering into her again.

In a moment he fucked to her orgasm. Eyes popping open as it washed over her, she looked up at him in shock and amazement, as he kept fucking her, dragging the orgasm out longer and longer, wave after wave of it until she couldn’t take it anymore.

And then he did it to her again. Only this time he spread her thighs wide and put his weight on them, pinning her open like a butterfly and she drenched his cock coming a second time. This time her eyes rolled up in her head and all she could do was make the same sound over and over again

“Oh-oh-oh-oh-ohhhh!”

He rolled her onto her hands and knees and halfway to realizing he had her bent over and she was taking it like a bitch in heat her mind unclouded long enough to protest. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t treat me this wa—”

He slid his cock into her from behind and her words were cut off. She hissed taking in a breath as he stroked inside her – half pain half pleasure

“You… you can’t do this…” she gasped, unable to do anything but accept his cock inside her.

He slapped his palm against her small backside and she let out a moan of pleasure.

“Mmm-hmmmm,” she gasped, eyes rolling up.

He slowly drove in and out of her, playing with her pleasure like bowing a violin. Making her moan when he wanted and groan for more as he stopped to tease her

“You like it don’t you?” he growled at her.

“Mmm-hm,” she bit off, unable to make eye contact.

Just to teach her a lesson he pulled nearly all the way out and waited there as she wriggled for more. And in a moment, she was the one pushing back against him, shoving it in and out of her tight opening as she groaned in pleasure. Pounding herself onto him with more force than he imagined her slender little body was capable of.

That’s when he grabbed her buy the hips and started pounding her hard. Her arms gave out and her fingers scratched parallel rows in the sheets as she ate the pillow. Her entire body shook and pivoted helplessly on her knees as he used her pussy like a fucktoy. The sound of her ass slapping against him drowned out by the continual cries of ‘Ohhh yes!’

He made her come nine times… one for each Tier… just to be sure he’d exhausted her physically and mentally. By the end she had no control over her limbs, her body shaking uncontrollably as he took her by the hips to hold in her place while he mined the deepest g-spot in her cunt.

As she lay quivering in the bed, barely able to keep her eyes open, he slid out of her and she heaved a sigh of relief it was over. Something about that noise set off a spike of resentment in him. Drove him to finish it in his own terms.

Taking her by the hair he forced her onto hands and knees again and thrust his slippery dripping cock in her face.

“You want to find out what your handmaid experienced? Open up.”

And like a submissive slut she opened wide, tongue rolling out over her lower lip.

She tried to take it all and made a shocked sound as she discovered how much that would be. When she choked, she gave up but he took her by the back of the head and started fucking her mouth. He wasn’t gentle.

But her come-addled brain wanted more. She gobbled every inch, choking and dripping off her chin. She tried to grip his legs with her nails and regain some sort of control, but he slapped her hands away and forced her to take what he gave her.

“Don’t tell me that’s all you have, baroness; can’t you take it?”

And that taunt seemed to ignite some final well of resolve. In her addled state she took up the challenge and gave out muffled moans for more around the dick in her mouth. Until with a yell somewhere between a victory cry and a shout of perfect release, Ryan emptied into her mouth. The amount was shocking and she struggled with it all. Moaning and trembling in satisfaction as she sucked every last drop out of him.

And, grinning like she’d just won the lottery, she collapsed on the bed sighing in content and licking her lips like she was savoring every drop.

And in that moment Ryan felt as spent as if he’d just run a marathon. Like he’d just gone ten rounds with Tyson. Exhausted, he dropped to the bed and felt the soft feather mattress swallow him. A moment later the baroness climbed up his body to lay next to him, like some sort of Komodo lizard driven by instinct. She gripped his chest and lay her cheek on his stomach.

Well… the baroness might have come out on top the first two times they’d fought, but he was definitely the winner this go around.

The bedroom air was warm, stuffy, and reeked of sex. The overly-soft feather mattress started to feel a bit suffocating. But the baroness seemed to love it. She reclined beside Ryan, all the crazy psycho temporarily banged out of her and mellowed to a purring kitten in a trance.

“You are an enigma,” Mirellia murmured, tracing a finger down his chest. “There's something... different about you. Not like any man I've met.” Her voice was low, vulnerable, as she nestled closer to him. “You've brought a diversion to my tedium, a relief to my soul.”

One hand drew a magic shape in the air and a shapeless spirit appeared beside the door. It crossed the room and opened the windows, letting cool night air into the room and tracing them both in moonlight.

Mirellia shifted, her sweat-soaked skin catching the dim light. “The forces above us are changing,” she whispered, almost to herself. “Soon, I will be a queen, not merely a baroness. And a queen requires a king.”

This was her plan all along for siding with the Chaos god and conspiring to summon him into the Weeping Valley. As if Tsothtak gave a shit about her and the struggles to become queen. It was a foolish alliance, the plan doomed to failure, but she didn’t know that.

Her gaze locked onto his. “Join me, Rineskull. Together, we could bring order to these war-torn lands. Imagine the peace we could forge.”

Ryan covered his true feeling behind a smile. The smile that had fooled his competitors in boardrooms and backstabbed his way to CEO. He nodded along, as if considering her proposal deeply. Playing along was part of the game.

“I must confess, I’m in a bit of a bind, because of you and my cousin,” she said casually, as if discussing the weather. “You ruined my first ritual, and now she’s stolen the icon – a situation that will be swiftly corrected and she will pay… But then the ritual must be redone, and with the Blackthistle brothers missing, I was forced to procure scringe stone via aether shipment with the ifrit smugglers directly. It has cost a king’s ransom, but it’s necessary.”

And suddenly the Mother of Demon’s hint started to make sense. She’d tried to tell him to take the Aether Spectre quest, and he hadn’t understood why… But now he did. The Aether Spectre was the only quest that took place inside the aether – Eldwick’s fast-travel system. Except apparently not a game mechanic but a real thing. And during the adventure they smugglers had been shipping a treasure trove of scringe rock worth thousands. The thing about scringe rock, though, was that it wasn’t just gems or treasure, it had mana. Lots and lots of mana.

Enough to catapult someone from Tier 2 back to Tier 6 where he belonged.

And now he had a clear path to it, courtesy of the baroness sending the smugglers to retrieve more scringe to redo her ritual.

Mirellia shifted slightly caressing him while she started pillow talk again. “Three moons,” she said. “On the fall equinox… that is when I can next try to make my sacrifice. And since you so rudely interrupted my last one, I expect you to help fulfill the next. Is that understood?”

Ryan felt a surge of adrenaline at her words, but kept the happy smile on his face. Dagonestra had hinted at this, the convergence of his lost mana and the Aether Spectre quest. This was the information he needed, the piece that could shift the balance back in his favor. He hid his excitement and just nodded.

“Of course, my lady baroness.”

***


Chapter 8   : Lump

It didn’t take him long to find others inside the Blackthistle’s lair while he was in the Ghost World. He slid bodiless and weightless through stone and into the tunnels below the keep. The baroness had let him go, even given him all his gear back, including the sword of Xerxia. He arrived back at the guard chamber where he found the faint glow of a magical fire. His companions were huddled around it, their faces lit by the flickering blue flames Ellsbat had conjured.

Two figures were huddled near the door to the room, far enough from the others they could talk freely. Getting closer Ryan saw it was the little priestess and Risamun.

“I hadn't heard about your father until now,” Azafyn said softly. “I'm sorry to learn he's been arrested.”

Risamun's jaw tightened. “His freedom will be my first priority,” she replied bitterly.

Azafyn nodded. “The baroness has been... aggressive in her pursuits lately. Many good people have been caught in her net.”

“You seem to much about it,” Risamun said, casting a sidelong glance. “Has the temple of Crom’s Inquisitor taken an interest?”

“I hear things,” Azafyn admitted. “Though admitting such doubts publicly isn't exactly encouraged.”

A moment of silence stretched between them. The distant drip of water echoed, filling the space.

Azafyn tried to change the subject. “Your eyes,” she began tentatively. “They're quite striking. A rare color.”

Risamun stiffened. “They're not the ones I was born with,” she said quietly. “I lost mine during... a ritual sacrifice. These were acquired through magic.”

Azafyn hesitated. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to…"

“It's fine,” Risamun interrupted, forcing a tight smile.

“That's... unimaginable. I'm sorry you had to endure that,” the priestess said. “They suit you,” she offered gently.

An awkward silence settled in.

“How did you…”

“Survive?” Risamun asked. “Rineskull saved me. If he hadn't shown up to the ritual when he did...” she trailed off.

Azafyn managed a small smile. “He rescued me as well. From a fate I'd rather not dwell on.”

“Seems he has a habit of appearing at the right moment,” Risamun mused.

“Even if he does act more like a lowborn rogue than a hero,” Azafyn added wryly.

“My point exactly! Is it so much to ask to act with a bit more... decorum.”

“I tire of hoping we will ever do so,” Azafyn agreed. “But perhaps we shouldn't be too hard on him.”

“What could he be thinking?” Risamun asked suddenly. But she didn’t sound accusing… more like… intrigued.

“Rineskull? Yes. He seems... burdened. As if he's carrying more than he lets on.”

Risamun considered this. “I've noticed that too. There's depth to him, beneath the bravado.”

“Not that it excuses his behavior,” Azafyn blurted.

“Of course not,” Risamun quickly added.

“Still, we owe him our lives.”

Risamun raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting we thank him?”

“And make him more insufferable than he is?”

They both laughed quietly, the sound echoing softly against the stone.

“Funny,” Risamun said. “I never thought I'd be trekking through dungeons, discussing gratitude toward a man who infuriates me as much as he… never mind.”

Azafyn nodded. “I know the feeling. This isn't exactly where I pictured myself either… taking orders from such a man...”

“Dragged into an adventure we didn't ask for,” Risamun remarked.

“Surrounded by traps and monsters,” Azafyn added. “Constantly belittled… I mean… first he scolds you for doing something then he acts like you aren’t even there!”

They shared a knowing glance.

He’d heard enough. He didn’t have time for girls trying to figure out their crushes… as amusing as it was. Drifting past them he placed himself in the center of the room and stepped out of the shadows, the cold air of the tunnel hitting him like a splash of water, back in the damp, earthy reality beneath Hellhound Keep.

Varu was mid-sentence, talking in a loud voice to the others. “Face it, he's lost his edge. Probably captured or worse by now. We're on our own.”

Ryan cleared his throat. “Miss me that much Varu?”

Varu spun around, eyes wide. “Rineskull! You're back!” He forced a nervous laugh. “I was just telling everyone how I knew you'd make it.”

Ellsbat raised a pale red eyebrow. “Is that so?”

The rest of the group was up from the fire and crowding around him for answers, questions spilling out all at once.

“Where have you been?”

“Are you hurt?”

“What happened with the taxmen?”

Ellsbat held up a hand, silencing them. “Let him breathe.” She looked at Ryan. “Tell us what happened.”

He took a moment, choosing his words carefully. “As expected, the taxmen fucked me over. They handed me over to the baroness. But I managed to outsmart her and escape.”

Kiya tilted her head. “Outsmart her how?”

Lenore leaned forward. “Did you use your ghost walk to sneak up and take her out?”

Ryan warmed his hands by the fire. “Not exactly... Let's just say I found a way to... negotiate my release.”

Ellsbat's eyes narrowed slightly. She'd always been quick on the uptake. “You seduced her, didn't you?”

A silence fell over the group. Ryan sighed. “It's a bit more complicated than that. But if you want to put it simply, then yes.”

Risamun's face flushed with anger. “You slept with the enemy? The creature holding my father captive?”

Pimms chuckled. “What's it like cozying up to a snake?”

Azafyn crossed her arms, glaring. “Unbelievable! How could you?” the djinn priestess demanded, like he’d just pushed her granny down the stairs.

Lenore placed a hand on Risamun's shoulder. “Relax. It's not like he wanted to. It was just part of a ruse.”

“A ruse?” Risamun shot back.

“Yeah,” Lenore said. “You know—a plan, a grift, a trick.”

“I know what a ruse is! How is… fornicating… with that baby-eating vicious she-devil a ‘ruse’?”

Tilly grinned, giving Ryan a hearty slap on the back. “Gotta hand it to you. Scoring that high above your station takes skill.”

Ellsbat sighed, shaking her head with a hint of smile tugging her mouth. “You certainly are blessed by the Mother of Demons. Half incubus, perhaps.”

Ryan held up his hands. “Alright, enough. We can talk about my glorious domination of our enemy later. We've got bigger problems. The alchemist's lair isn't going to explore itself.”

The group fell silent.

“He's right; we need to keep moving.” Kiya said. “Rineskull will tell us all about his fornication later, and how he absolutely did not impregnate anyone else before me, right?”

Ryan winced a bit and shook his head. “Thanks for being so delicate about it, yes Kiya. I didn’t impregnate anybody.”

“Agreed,” Ellsbat said, levitating the magical fire with a wave of her hand so it followed her. “Let us venture forward.”

The others quickly gathered their gear, the sounds of preparation echoing softly in the tunnel. Ryan took the lead, casting a quick glare at Varu. The man avoided his eyes, busying himself with his pack.

Trust was a rare commodity in this world – or any world – but despite the teasing, he knew the girls had his back.

“Hey, Rineskull,” Pimms whispered catching up to him.

“Yeah?”

“For what it's worth, glad you're not dead.”

“Uh, thanks Pimms…”

“You still owe me a lot of back pay.”

***

In the game version of the Aether Spectre quest you investigated the disappearance of a little girl in Verbinnec who was playing near the old abandoned Istvan mansion in town. After poking around in the upper floors and figuring out things weren’t quite what they seemed you discovered the secret doors to a long-dead alchemist’s lair in the basement below, which in turn was connected to a group of ifrit smugglers who had taken over part of the underground chambers and made an illegal portal to Verbinnec’s one and only fast-travel point: the smuggler’s cove aetherdock. It was all part of a complex plot to get scringe stone and greenblood by the Blackthistle brothers and – big reveal – the Baroness had her hand in it as a silent partner.

What the game assumed was that you entered through a gauntlet of traps and monsters from the mansion. What Ryan already knew was that there was a secret exit tunnel from the smuggler lair that they used to reach the network of underground roads the Blackthistle’s had set up to move around under the town through the sewers. And since he already knew where the tunnel was and was now more or less in control of the Blackthistle’s old underground warren, Ryan decided to just use the back-door and avoid most of the hassle. The tunnel they crouched in was around the corner from the guarded entrance to the ifrit’s smuggler cove.

“I still say we should return to the Inn. Allow Tilly some time to rest… perhaps get a bath… and a clean bed…” Ellsbat said.

“And I said no,” Ryan said quietly. “The moment we show up in town Dorottya is going to start fucking with us.”

The Death and Taxes quest had kicked in, and the baroness’s cousin story events would happen as soon as he returned to town. And before that happened, he needed his mojo back.

He’d glossed over most of the details with Mirellia, and just sketched in the rough details of how he was pitting the two cousins against each other so the baroness and the sheriff would be after each other and ignore them for the time being. Then he’d told them about the potential treasures in the alchemist lair they could use.

Varu returned from scouting ahead.

“You were right… guards!” he hissed. The mercenary shrunk back against the wall. His eyes went to Ryan. “Rineskull… can you…” he made a motion with his hand.

“Can I what? Wiggle my fingers?”

“Walk through the wall and kill them from behind!”

“I want them alive,” he said. “Except for the leader. If we take out the leader, they’ll switch sides.”

All the brigands he’d recruited were dead except for Varu. He needed replacements.

Ryan eyed the rusted iron gate marking the entrance to what used to be a secret assassin’s lair. The guards, looking about as sharp as a drawer full of spoons, lounged on the other side of a rusted iron portcullis door. They were chatting like they were at a Sunday barbeque, not guarding one of Verbinnec’s best-kept secrets.

Ryan stepped out of the shadows and walked up to the gate like he owned the place. A fixed smile that he hoped looked friendly enough. “Evening, fellas. I'm the new rep for the Blackthistles. Need to take a look inside, make sure everything's up to standard.”

They were ifrits. Red-skinned demons with yellow eyes and small horns. The guards exchanged a look. One of them, scratching his stubble under his turban, nodded slowly. “Why not. Go right ahead," he said. “And while you’re at it why don’t you fuck my sister… and my goat.”

The other man laughed, and they put hands to sword hilts.

“Don’t say I didn’t try to go easy on you,” Ryan shrugged and gave the signal to Ellsbat.

A cloud of glittery dust seemed to expand around the two men. They each took a full slumbercloud spell to the puss and collapsed. Stepping halfway into the Ghost World, Ryan passed the gate and lifted the keys to unlock it.

The others followed and slipped through the gate

Ellsbat glanced at the unconscious men. “These fools are hardly worth my spells.”

It was true. Ellsbat was a Tier 6 wizard, or thereabouts; the real world didn’t measure things quite as neatly as they did in the game, and he was constantly doing manual calculations in his head, adding up the approximate mana points in the game for the monsters they killed and magic they possessed, using it to get a rough guess of the power levels they’d reached. Either way, this was a quest designed for Tier 2 or 3, and nothing much they’d face would be a real challenge.

He couldn’t hold back a tiny jolt of excitement now that the team was back together, and he was in familiar territory. He’d played this quest too many times to count in the game. Now here he was, stepping inside, and this one wasn’t made from pixels.

“How?” Azafyn asked, dumbfounded. “How could you know they would be there?”

“Rineskull knows many things,” the redhead said. The succubus didn’t like the gorgeous djinn very much.

Too alike.

“I used to love this part,” he said. “Never knowing how far you can manage to sneak into the place before they spot you and all hell breaks loose.”

Lenore and Varu looked at him funny.

“What happens if they spot us? What do we do?” the undine knight asked.

He grinned. “That’s even better, we start kicking their asses.”

Varu grunted in agreement, his eyes scanning the room for a fight, as if more ifrit smugglers were hiding in the corners, ready to jump out.

“Too easy with her around,” he muttered, nodding towards Ellsbat, who simply raised an eyebrow.

“No such thing as too easy,” Pimms said from where she perched on Tilly’s shoulder. Ellsbat had given the imp strict orders to keep Tilly out of any fighting.

He’d noticed that Risamun and Azafyn had started keeping close, and hadn’t said much lately. He figured they were intimidated by the easy way he and his other companions worked together, feeling excluded.

“This way,” Ryan gestured to the far end of the long room; it was part of the brick-arched original basement of the mansion and had been taken over by the smugglers as their home base – cots and tables and a low fire in the fireplace. From there they could reach the entrance to the alchemist’s lair.

Next stop was the grand laboratory. But it wouldn’t be deserted. The big doors had been crudely barricaded by logs braced to keep the doors shut and a pair of turbaned ifrit men were standing nearby - as he’d expected – lit by the single oil lamp one carried. Motioning the others to be quiet they crept close in the dark while the two men talked.

“You think this is my first go-round, Jarek? We’ve done tighter runs than this.”

“Yeah, and we've lost good men on those 'tighter runs.' I'm not about to risk it all because you've got a hunch, Shula. We need more time to plan.”

“More time?” the bearded Shula raised his voice. “There’s no more time! The buyer wants it in a month, or the deal’s off. Do you want to explain to Puhk-Nat why we bailed because you got cold feet?”

Ryan motioned for silence and pulled Ellsbat close. The girl blushed as he whispered into her ear and her ears started to grow long and pointed as she lost a bit of control over her disguise of a human form.

“Take them down.”

She started to bleed a little bit of her succubus aura and Ryan felt himself flushing a little, eying the soft skin of her neck, wanting to kiss it.

He shook off the lusty demon’s magic.

Her hands began to weave the air, tracing sigils that shimmered with magic. A moment later the smugglers hit the floor, out cold from another cloud of slumber. With the smugglers down, they stepped over the slumbering bodies and began to pry the heavy logs loose from the doors. Once the barricade was taken down Ryan caught their attention.

“So… some of things in here are actually dangerous,” he said. “Don’t freak out… or get separated. Okay?”

“Of course, Rineskull,” Tilly said. “Perhaps I should stay next to you… just to be safe.”

“An excellent idea,” Ellsbat said, wrapping an arm around his. “And I’ll stay near you both, to ensure you’re protected.”

The succubus and shapeshifting-bear demon shared a look that said they both knew what the other was up to. “Uh, the alchemist’s chambers should be at the end of the hall,” he said, gently untangling himself from the succubus.

Pulling open the doors the underground antechamber had a vibe that was part Indiana Jones, part steampunk fever dream. Complex alchemical symbols that reminded him of algebra were carved into the stone of the walls, shimmering with their own glow even without the flicker of torchlight.

“What’s this?” Varu grumbled.

“A puzzle trap,” Ryan said.

“A what?” the ex-brigand said loudly.

Ryan stepped up, squinting at the elaborate design. Fuuuuck… this was way more confusing in reality than any game interface he'd remembered from his childhood adventures. Back then, a simple skill check moved things along. Not this time.

“Uhhh, puzzles aren’t exactly my thing,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly as he turned to Ellsbat. She was eyeing the setup with an expectant look. “Ellsbat, you want to try an—”

“Let me!” Kiya exclaimed, the little trull moved forward, her fingers tracing the runes without touching them. But after a long minute or two had passed and the girl hadn’t solved it, Ryan cleared his throat.

“Kiya?”

“Hmmm?”

“You gonna, you know, solve the puzzle?”

“I can’t figure it out…” she admitted softly.

“Aren’t you the one with all the rune-magic?” Varu snapped.

“I am, but the formulae elude me. Let’s see you try it, illiterate sheep-farmer,” Kiya grumbled. That was a s close to losing her temper he’d ever seen. “Besides, Rineskull is supposed to be the one with all the answers.”

Seeing his discomfort, Ellsbat stepped forward. She studied the door for a moment before her fingers danced across the symbols.

“The trick is to rearrange them in the order of Zephyra Nightshade’s principals of Spectral Synthesis and Essence Extraction,” she murmured, almost to herself. The sounds of clicking and whirring filled the air as the mechanism inside the door responded to her touch. “Something any basic alchemy student would know.”

The heavy door gave a creak, swinging open to reveal the darkened corridor beyond. Ryan gave her a grateful pat on the shoulder. “Thanks, Ellsbat. Good thinking.”

As they passed through the doorway, Varu muttered under his breath, “I coulda figured it out if anybody asked me.”

“Shut up!” Ellsbat smacked him in the back of the head.

“Oi… I put up with it from Lenore… not you!”

“Shut up,” Lenore said and smacked him in the head. “I hereby give Ellsbat permission to punish you for being stupid.”

Varu grumbled.

***

The door to the laboratory was unguarded but the secondary lab wouldn’t be. Ryan motioned for them to draw their weapons. As they quietly pushed the door open and slipped inside, the group was confronted by the burned and broken wreckage of the lab tables and equipment. The air stank with the reek burnt metal and acid. Lenore’s glowing light ball lit the place up and something scurried in the dark, hiding from the light.

“What the fuck is that?” Varu asked, backing up.

“Homunculi,” Ryan said.

“Hom-what?”

“Manikin,” he clarified. “Magically created life.”

And as their eyes adjusted, the group saw them—homunculi of all sizes, from tiny six-inch aberrations to a hulking six-foot monstrosity. Some of them dragged themselves along with tentacle limbs and a single eyeball, others on all fours, headless and with a mouth where the neck would be. But most were humanoid… mostly. They walked on two legs and had two upper limbs, anyway. A grotesque patchwork of flesh and alchemy, with limbs twisted into hooks, pincers, claws, and tentacles.

“Oh no… no fuck this,” Varu said.

“Oh, what’s wrong Varu?” Lenore smiled, hip-checking him. “Weren’t you the one asking for some real action?”

Ryan decided conserving mana would be smarter and drew his emerald-bladed sword. “Looks like we can clean this up the old-fashioned way.”

As the homunculi began to close in with jerky movements like they had too many joints – or too few – Ellsbat stepped forward raising her hand. Flames gathered at her fingertips and stretched into a lance of fire that she hurled forward, cutting through the nearest homunculus leaving only a bubbling goo behind.

Or just go with overkill… he sighed.

Lenore, not to be outdone, turned her ball of light into a firewhip and went after the biggest one – nearly the size of an ogrillion – and started hacking at the poor creature’s meaty body. Two smaller goblin-sized manikin attacked her from behind but as the jumped on her back the undine’s buttery yellow hair glowed with yellow light and seemed to come alive, wrapping around the homunculi and squeezing until they burst into smoking ashes.

After that everyone but Pimms and Tilly piled in; even sister Azafyn stomped on a mouse-sized creature that tried to crawl up her leg. It was a free-for all, flashing metal, screeching creatures and the hiss of burning flesh filling the air. They finished most of them off – nothing but squashed bodies, bubbling piles of smoking goo and splashes of alchemically formed flesh dripping on the walls.

All except Varu. The ex-brigand was hung up fighting one nearly as big as he was with four arms, and four mouths at the end of each limb snapping at him. As it grappled him, Varu had to drop his sword and pull a long rondel dagger, gripping it point-down to stab the creature a half dozen times. Wiping goo and guts from his face he turned to see everyone waiting for him.

“Thanks for the help," he said, panting.

“Got it done, didn’t you?” Lenore grunted.

Varu massaged his arm covered in bite marks. “Damn near ate me alive.”

“What were they even protecting?” Tilly asked. “Poor things.”

“Poor things? D’you see them gnawing on me?” Varu cried.

“Potion storage,” Ryan said and moved to the slightly ajar door at the back of the room. He pulled it open, sweeping a path in the monster goo.

The shelves inside were stocked. Some had fallen on the floor and shattered but racks of a couple dozen glass bottles lined the walls of the little vault. Some were test-tube sized plain glass bottles with corks sealed in wax, others in fancy crystal or silver vials. The liquid contents ranged from pale green to pink to bright orange. Some bubbled like a soft-drink, some thick as syrup.

“I need something from here, there’s a container of Alkahest of Vitriolic Shadows, somewhere,” Ryan told them.

“Which one is it?” Tilly asked.

He shrugged. “Dunno, that’s the problem.”

Kiya stepped up confidently. “Let me handle this,” she declared, reaching out towards a cluster of brightly colored flasks.

Ellsbat, her expression suddenly alarmed, caught the trull’s wrist just in time. “Don’t!” she said.

“I think I know my magical substances,” Kiya said.

“Then why were you about to pick up Fulgurite Ash of Storm-Welcoming?”

“I… I wasn’t…” Kiya said, face going pale. She turned to the shelf beside it. “I.. was going to test these jars…”

“You mean the Seraphic Fire Salts?”

“No!”

“What then?”

“Ellsbat… why don’t you take this one,” Ryan suggested diplomatically.

The succubus paced up and down until she pointed to a tall shelf and handed Ryan the flask.

“Can we take any of these other potions?” Lenore asked.

“Only take what you can carry,” Ryan said. “We’ll come back for the rest. I’d suggest healing draughts.”

Tilly hesitated, hand hovering over the bottles. “I can't tell which is which,” she said, peering at the faded labels. The girl couldn’t read.

Ellsbat was by her side in a moment. “Let me assist you,” she said softly.

While the others were shopping through the collection of tiny bottles, Ryan heard a plop and thump behind them in the workroom. He traced the noise to a table that had been shoved in a corner and kicking it over he found another of the deformed creatures stuck between it and the wall.

…no… wait… it wasn’t stuck against the wall, it was stuck in the wall…

No fucking way. The game’s shoddy programming had meant that in early v2 releases there were a bunch of new mobs to fight and fully half of them didn’t have static collision masking… in other words they got stuck in the walls all the damn time until the developer rolled out a patch. Ryan stared in disbelief at what looked like a homunculus that just no-clipped halfway through the wall.

The misshapen face and humpback of the creature would have made Quasimodo look handsome. But it had two stubby legs and two long arms that ended in fingers and toes at least – although only four instead of the standard five. Ryan raised his hand to burn it with demonfyre until he saw it was desperately trying to cram itself into a crack in the wall to escape and looked stuck.

“Please, kind sir, spare me! Me do no harm, no harm!” Its voice was high-pitched and desperate, each sentence ending in a sob.

This was something new. The creatures never talked in the game. Ryan felt bad scaring the pitiful thing. “Are you gonna attack me?”

“No do harm!”

He lowered his hand. “Relax. I won’t hurt you if you’re not going to give me any trouble.”

It eyed him with one yellowy eye. “True? You no come to take me apart?”

“Take you apart?”

“Melt down… make new servant.”

“No… no plans to melt you down. You used to serve the guy who ran this place?”

“Yes, yes! Me... me useful! Me fetch things, mix potions, clean floors, rub feet.”

“What’s your story?” he asked it, settling down on an overturned crate.

The creature relaxed a bit, arm still stuck in the wall. It was only as big as a goblin. “Hid... when others fought. Scared,” it admitted

“Smart,” Ryan chuckled. The intelligence level of a garden-variety homunculus was supposed to be like a dog or a three-year old. They followed basic instructions. To have one see it was outmatched and hide instead of fight… that was unusual. “Maybe you can help us? Show us around?”

Suddenly it brightened. “You be master?”

“Me? I don’t think so…”

“But me want a master to serve, me do good job, me polish boots!” and with that it crouched down and licked his boot.

“EW! Hey! Stop that!” It shrank back and Ryan shifted his tone. “No more boot licking, okay? You want to be treated like a person you gotta act like one.”

“A… a person?”

Ryan watched the wheels turning in the little creature’s head. Uh-oh. Might’ve started a real ‘are we not men’ moment here.

He was startled by a yelp. “Rineskull look out! There’s one by your foot!” Ellsbat called and he had to step in front of the creature to stop her from melting it with magical flames.

“Don’t shoot! This one’s friendly. If we ask nice it’ll show us around.”

“This hideous thing?” Lenore asked, gathering behind Ellsbat.

“Hey, cut it out!” Ryan scolded. “Some of these monsters have sensitive feelings.”

“I suppose so…” Ellsbat made a face as the homunculus licked its eyebrows clean with a long tongue.

Ryan snapped his fingers at Varu. “Get over here; help pull this thing loose from the wall, its stuck.”

“Me?”

Ryan glared and the ex-brigand ducked his eyes and hurried over. After a long, groaning tug of war he yanked it loose and when it suddenly popped loose, they fell down together, the homunculus sitting on his chest.

“I think it's taken a shine to you, Varu. You make a cute couple,” Lenore smiled.

Varu rolled his eyes, his face twisting into a grimace. “Oh, absolutely. We’re best mates, me and this lump. I’m just over the moon about it.”

Nearby, the homunculus in question—its patchwork body of leathery flesh perked up at hearing Varu’s voice. “Best mates! Varu and Lump, best mates!” it chirped in a cheerful voice as it scuttled closer to Varu, its small, clawed hands reaching out to stroke his leg.

“Look at that, Varu! You’ve got yourself a sidekick. Every fuckstick ex-brigand should have one."

“Varu and Lump, best mates,” the creature repeated.

“Ughhh… keep away from me,” Varu muttered under his breath. But the homunculus didn’t budge.

Ryan chuckled, clapping Varu on the shoulder. “Give it a chance, Varu. You and Lump might have a lot in common.”

***


Chapter 9   : No Time for a Sandwich

After the potions vault Azafyn pulled Ryan aside, the curvy little djinn trying to be subtle and whispering to him out of sight from the others.

“We must take our rest now, and gather our strength,” she said.

“Now? We’re kindof in the middle of a dungeon crawl.”

“Have you seen Tilly? She’s exhausted.”

Ryan felt a guilty start. Was she? He hadn’t been paying much attention since they’d entered the Istvan mansion catacombs… he was having too much fun. “She seems fine…” he said slightly defensively.

“Of course she does!” Azafyn glared. “She’d crawl on broken glass if she thought it would make you happy. Honestly Rineskull… I’m beginning to wonder if you care about your women at all. If you’re determined to take so many wives, you must provide for them.”

Ryan thought it over, did a quick inventory of where they were on his mental map. The old alchemist lair had a study that was quite cozy just up the hall. Dusty and old, but nicer than anything else in the dungeon, including the improvised quarters where the smugglers lived.

Returning to the others who were still picking through the potion bottles he spoke up. “We’re going to take a rest before we press on. I want everyone at the top of their game when we get to the end.”

In a few minutes he’d directed them to the alchemist’s study; it had a thick rug on the floor, a pair of upholstered couches, armchairs and a daybed alongside a desk with a primitive chair on wheels and some tables with reading lamps. There was even a side table set up with some bottles of wine and pewter cups. Ellsbat fussed over Tilly a bit, insisting she lay down on the bed and the rest of them grabbed a spot on the floor as best they could and shared some bread and cheese they’d brought from the Black Dog’s camp. Azafyn even uncorked a bottle of the wine and shared it around in the cups after a quick wipe.

“Anything valuable in here?” Varu asked, poking his nose in the room.

“Knowledge forgotten by time... perhaps,” Ellsbat said.

“Anything actually valuable?” Varu asked dismissively. He had a bandit’s simple outlook on life.

Ryan scanned the shelves. Shit. In the game all you had to do was select an area to search and it automatically gave you the item. He knew there was a spell scroll – the Waiting Ward spell – stuffed among a pile of accounting papers. But which one?

Focussing his sight through the All-seeing Eye he scanned for magical aura and found the faint glow from one of the cubbies. Pulling out a bundle of scrolls he unravelled and tossed them aside until he found the hidden spell.

“Here you go,” Ryan said, handing it to Ellsbat as she watched him with her mouth open.

She took the sheeves of paper and flipped through them, her eyes quickly growing round. “But these are… this is…”

“Yeah, the Waiting Ward. I thought you might like it.”

The Waiting Ward was an incantation that acted like a container for other spells, holding them in readiness until specific conditions were met. At its’s basic level it was like a tripwire alarm, making a loud noise if anyone passed a spot you placed it, but if you filled it with higher tier magic it was basically a claymore mine.

The succubus clutched the spell tightly and threw her arms around him. Hugging him and planting a big old kiss on his lips that just kept going. Ryan felt the heat pouring off her as she sent her tongue into his mouth and wrapped her thigh around his leg. Practically climbing him.

“Is now the time for such displays?”

It was the djinn priestess who had spoken up, but Kiya and Lenore didn’t look very happy about it either. Ah well… can’t please everybody.

“Eat, Rineskull, if this succubus is done keeping you from your rest,” and Azafyn handed him a cup and some food.

Ellsbat gave the priestess a sour face. When she glanced at Ryan, her eyes gave him a hint that she could wait for it, but she was going to fuck his brains out later tonight.

Ryan was washing the last of his cold meal down with the wine when he started to feel odd. His toes were going numb and his hands were tingling. Had he drunk too much on an empty stomach? The wine was fine – in the game there was no indication it was poisoned – and he quickly glanced around at the others.

Ryan opened his mouth to ask, “Does anyone else feel weird?” but suddenly his lips were numb, and instead it came out as “Dub neeb-dee fff wir?”

Kiya glanced at him. “Are you well, husband?”

“Nrrrrff,” he said and slumped in his chair.

Suddenly his limbs weren’t responding. He wasn’t able to move, and worse, he was going stiff. Like lockjaw. His limbs rigid.

Ellsbat suddenly slapped the spell pages down on the desk and looked up, eyes blazing orange. “How am I supposed to concentrate with all this noise!” she blurted. And Ryan watched her horns begin to sprout. Her ears got longer too. And a moment later her face was flushed with anger.

“Is it me?” Lenore said slightly dreamily. “Or is it warm in here?”

“It’s like I’m being boiled alive!” Tilly answered and sitting up she tossed aside the cloak she’d been using for a blanket. With a quick tug she opened up her tunic top, exposing the curve of her big tits sheened with sweat.

From where he was paralyzed, Ryan stared at the girls.

“What’s wrong with you?” Azafyn suddenly said, standing in the middle of the room. She glanced at Ryan, worried, then around at everyone else. “This isn’t right…”

Suddenly Ellsbat stood up and used both hands to massage her loins. “No… this isn’t right,” she said breathing heavily. “Why do I feel so… unsatisfied?”

What. The. Fuck?

The succubus began to change. Her human form slowly replaced by the dark-skinned demon. Her horns a full six inches, fangs out, wings sprouting from her back and nipples stretching the fabric of her robe like tiny mountains. She looked around the room, practically panting until her eyes settled on him. Then went from orange to red.

“Rineskull,” she gasped and massaged her own tits. “You’re looking like a fine tall glass of water.”

Tilly was rolling off the daybed and landed on the floor on all fours. She took a deep breath. “And you smell so… delicious.”

Ryan might have been paralyzed, but his cock was suddenly rock hard. Painfully trapped inside his trousers. Shit! The succubus’ aura of lust was filling the entire room.

“Oh no! No-no-no!” Azafyn said. “Back, all of you!”

The priestess was standing between him and the rest of the room. Lenore suddenly unlatched her armor and tossed it aside, followed by her padded undercoat and then her blouse, slender body naked from the waist up. Risamun was backed into a corner, one hand clamped between her legs with eyes closed. Kiya seemed confused but flushed and sweating. She was straddling one of the padded armchairs, sliding her cunt up and down on it.

“Kiya! What are you doing?” the priestess shouted.

“Huh?” she looked down and saw the wetness on the leather armrest. “I’m not sure…”

Then Pimms sprang up from her chair, tiny body entirely naked and her curvaceous imp thighs dripping wet. “If this bun don’t get buttered this damn minute… I’m gonna kill someone!” she screamed.

But before Ryan could answer that Varu let out a howl like a dog, shirt-cocking an erection with trousers around her ankles and grabbed Azafyn, feeling her tits and trying to kiss her.

“No! Stop! Geddof!” the priestess yelled and gave him an old-fashioned knee to the balls.

The ex-brigand gave a gurgling moan and staggered back, dropping to the floor when his pants tangled up and he yowled clutching his squashed gonads. Pimms immediately threw herself on Varu’s head, grabbing his ears and pressing her generous (for an imp) backside to his face and moaning as she began suffocating him.

Uh-oh… this was bad. Whatever was happening, Ellsbat’s succubus aura was supercharging it.

And while the room was still stunned, watching the little red imp suck-start Varu’s face, Azafyn grabbed the roller-chair Ryan was collapsed in and shoved him for the door in a squeal of ungreased wooden wheels. He could hear the outraged cries from the girls but was still paralyzed and couldn’t even lift his chin to see their reaction. A moment later and he was shoved into the hallway and his legs collided painfully with the opposite wall.

“No stay in there!” he heard Azafyn yell as the door slammed and there was a hammering on wood sound. “Help me!”

“I help!” Lump said cheerfully.

Yanked around in the chair, he saw Azafyn had taken control of the chair again and the misshapen homunculus was jamming wooden shims under the door to wedge it in place. The door boomed as it was hit from the inside and the unmistakeable sound of a bear roaring told him that Tilly had hulked-out and the door wasn’t going to last another two minutes.

“We need someplace to hide,” the priestess grabbed the homunculus.

“Yes, yes, I do! Come follow!” it bowed its neckless head and ran off.

They raced down the hall, Ryan helplessly pushed along, as the door began to splinter. Then the creature waved them into a storage room with a pile of boxes, chests and a wardrobe.

“Here, here!” it pointed, flipping open the lid of a long wooden crate.

With groans of effort the priestess managed the lever one end of Ryan’s body into the crate at a time and with a final shove rolled him inside, so he landed awkwardly on his back. To his surprise the priestess gathered up the skirts of her robe and hopped in after him.

“Now take the chair somewhere else!” she ordered Lump, and the creature nodded, dragging the squeaking furniture out of the storage room.

Ryan tried to argue and nothing but a “Grrrm-mmmrph!” came out of his mouth.

“Shhhhh!” the djinn hissed, clapping a soft hand over his lips.

And with a grunt of effort, she slammed the lid shut on them, leaving them squeezed together in the narrow confines. There was a rattle and banging of boxes being piled on top by the homunculus.

Azafyn was panting so hard her breath was tickling his neck and he was very much aware of the way he still had a raging erection that was being painfully crushed between them. The djinn was petite compared to the either Tilly or Ellsbat, barely topping five feet tall but with a voluptuous figure beneath the shapeless robes. Something he’d discovered when he’d met her naked and bathing inside the Crom temple, a fact he was becoming quickly reminded of as she squirmed and tried to find a position that didn’t leave her limbs tangled with his.

But there was simply no place to go and the more she struggled, the more her tits pressed their soft mounds against his chest and his thigh wedged further and further between her legs. He heard her muttering and realized she was praying to Crom for strength.

“Oh, Mighty Crom, forgive me for not being the pure creature you thought I was,” she whispered in the demonic tongue, incorrectly assuming he couldn’t speak it. “I am indecent and immodest. I cannot stop thinking about k-kissing. Or t-the w-way my plump thighs yearn to wrap around him…”

And in that moment Ryan felt the warm, damp spot of heat where her cunt was pressing against his thigh.

“Please Crom! Spare me these thoughts of w-wondering what his h-hard cock feels like inside me! My pussy is almost overflowing with grief!”

And little by little she began thrusting herself against him. Suddenly the door to the storage room banged open and she startled, then lay trembling against him. Through the wooden lid of the crate the banging of the door and thump of chests and boxes being moved alerted him someone was in the room.

“He’s not in here either…” the succubus yelled; voice muffled through the wood of the box.

“Look in the wardrobe!”

That was Tilly. There was a splintering of wood from outside.

Azafyn was frozen on top of him. Except for her hand. Her hand was stuffed between her legs, squeezing up and down. Ryan felt it too – with Ellsbat so close her succubus aura was seeping into him, making his body slosh back and forth with lust like a wading pool full of jello in the back of a moving truck. Even paralyzed his cock began to move on its own in time to his heartbeat and he felt it nudging against Azafyn’s thigh.

And to his amazement, even while the room was being searched, the djinn pulled the hem of her robe up inch by inch until her bare cunt was against his hard cock. Then pressed her folds to the bulge in his pants.

“He’s not here!” the bear-girl wailed.

“Can’t you smell him?” Ellsbat demanded.

Breath coming raggedly, Azafyn started dragging her wet folds up and down on him.

“There’s so much dust and decay—” the shapeshifter bear sneezed. “It’s impossible!”

“They can’t have gone far… keep looking!”

Oh… the virgin priestess was going a lot further than you might think…

And to Ryan’s pain and pleasure the girl rode his trapped erection, feverish face pressed to his neck as her hips seemed to move all on their own, making her tremble and move faster and faster.

There was a thumping of boxes being moved and for a horrible moment Ryan heard one of the baskets the homunculus had piled on the coffer lid scrape the wood as it was pulled away. They were about to uncover the crate – there was no way they’d ignore the only other hiding spot in the room big enough for a person – they were moments from being discovered.

Some part of Azafyn must have realized the same thing… and came to a very different conclusion. Instead of stopping, she reached for his trousers and undid them. His bare cock pressed to the soft skin of her thighs and inside his frozen body Ryan felt a moan of delight as her dusky thighs touched him. And as her pussy lips wrapped around him like a kiss, she sped up. Never letting him slide inside her but riding his bare cock. Fingers making claws in his shirt, mouth open and tongue licking the sweat on his neck, beating her prim virgin pussy up and down on him in a frenzy. Until a moment later she sank her teeth into his shoulder to keep from crying out and went rigid, body shivering and thighs squeezing him tightly.

In that moment another voice shrilled in the background. “Oi I found the chair! Lemme use some o that muscle and let’s get him for a tussle!” Pimms yelled from a distance.

As the voices of the succubus and bear-demon retreated, chasing the false lead, Ryan felt the warm, wet spot the djinn had made on him dripping down his cock and pubic hair. With a shudder the girl pressed to his body and she raised her head, lips almost touching his.

“Rineskull,” she whispered. “Forgive me.”

And with that she slid up and down on him again, slick as a waterslide, and ground on the head of his cock until Ryan felt an involuntary surge from the base of his cock and his balls emptied. Thick white jizz spurting against her cunt so it was spread out and slippery between their bodies like butter on bread.

***

There’s was a long moment of panting relief as Azafyn lay against him, jizz cooling between their bodies. Then as Ellsbat’s aura retreated further away a bit of the glazed look faded from her face and Azafyn jolted upright, banging her head on the lid of the crate.

Unable to push away from him in the confined space, the girl shoved the lid open and sat up, looking down in horror at the juices that had painted them both. With a guilty look she climbed quietly out of the box, straightened her robes and tiptoed to the door to make sure the other girls were gone.

Satisfied they were alone, she returned to the box, reaching into a hidden pocket of her robe to pull out a small vial containing a shimmering liquid. Leaning over Ryan, she uncorked the vial and gently tipped the potion into his mouth.

As the liquid trickled down his throat, Ryan felt the stiff paralysis that gripped his muscles begin to fade. As soon as he could speak, he asked, “What the hell is happening?”

Azafyn replaced the vial with a flick of her fingers, not meeting his eyes but that look of superiority back on her face. “There’s time for questions later,” she said dismissively. “Right now, we need to move you away from the others. If they find you in their enchanted state, I shudder to think what they’d do to you.”

“Oh, you mean like lock me in a box and grind on me until they come?” he asked.

Instead of shame the djinn reacted with anger. “You… you… take that back!”

His hands were still numb and Ryan fumbled his trousers closed. “Are you insane? Did you just block out what just happened?”

“I did not—” she abruptly lowered her voice to a whisper. “—grind on you.”

He wasn’t getting into a philosophical debate on what had just happened with the little zealot of Crom. Instead, he climbed out of the box and wobbled on his feet a moment.

“Whatever, let’s get out of here. We might be able to lure them into a room and lock them inside until the magic wears off…”

Ryan and Azafyn darted through the dimly lit corridors of the underground alchemist lair. Stopping at each corner to check if the coast was clear, hearing the distant yells of the searching girls.

“Tilly, flank left!” Ellsbat’s voice echoed. “If he's hiding there, smother him with kisses until he surrenders!”

“Got it! If I find him, I’m not letting go until he promises to marry me!”

“First one to find him gets the first ride—worry about marriage later!”

Then from only a few rooms away he heard Lenore calling in frustration. “He’s not with the potions! Watch the shadows; he's sneaky.”

They scuttled from room to room ahead of the girls searching and at one point were back in the alchemists’ study, hiding behind a desk as footsteps approached. From the doorway Kiya shouted down the hall.

“Adjust formation. We cover more ground and increase the likelihood of interception.” Then her feet padded into the room and she was talking to herself. “Imagine, his arms wrapped around—focus, Kiya, focus!”

When she left, they dodged down the corridor, heading for the arcane furnace. Pausing in a long corridor without cover they pressed flat against cold wall, barely breathing as footsteps sounded ahead of them.

“Back!” Ryan hissed and dragged the djinn around the corner to small wardrobe in one of the rooms. Climbing inside they closed the doors and sat in the dark. As they waited his mind drifted to finding some way to solve this.

“You have any more antidote?” he whispered to Azafyn.

“No,” she said. “Shhh!”

Then it occurred to him… “Why did you have that antidote, Azafyn?”

“Is now really the time? Focus on getting us out of here.”

Ryan grabbed a handful of her robe in his fist and pulled her closer. “Why, Azafyn? Where did you get the antidote?”

“Y-you’re being delusional! Let me go!”

“Not until you answer the question,” he growled.

“I should have expected this type of delusion from a warlock… it’s pathetic!”

Ryan’s patience snapped. He growled. “Answer me. How many potions did you take from the vault?”

There was a long moment, and she finally blurted out. “It’s all Ellsbat’s fault—her succubus energy. It was supposed to be my chance to...” She trailed off.

“You didn’t want them to be enchanted… you wanted to enchant me,” Ryan said, realization dawning on him. “You mixed up the potions, didn’t you? You were going to to paralyze them and give me the love potion.”

Azafyn’s face hardened. “It wasn’t my fault,” she almost sobbed.

“Sure… could’ve happened to anyone… who tried to slip someone a roofie… Now look at us, hiding like rats.”

But before Azafyn could respond, the closet door creaked open. Ryan jumped, ready to tackle anyone out of the way and run for it—but it was only Lump. The homunculus, grinned at them, eyes wide with joy. “Found you!” it chirped, seemingly oblivious to the tension. “Lump helps! We go now before they come back!”

Deciding to finish interrogating her later, Ryan gave Azafyn a glare and let it drop. “Lead on, Lump. Take us to the elemental forge.”

They ran down hallways and through rooms, most of them turned upside down by the searching girls. Then Ryan’s hair stood up when a rumbling howl echoed through the rooms.

“I found something!” Tilly yelled. “I found his scent! Man-juices!”

Oh shit. Not good.

“Run,” he said.

They broke into a sprint, their only hope to get to the other end of the lair first. But then out of nowhere Kiya, Lenore and Risamun blindsided them. Not tackling Ryan, but Azafyn. Ryan skidded to a halt as the three girls shoved the djinn to the ground, their faces flushed with anger and potion-induced passion.

Lenore stepped forward, her fist clenched with a halo of light around it. “You think you can just hoard Ryan all to yourself, slut?” Her voice was a growl, laced with jealousy.

Kiya, usually the voice of reason, was sweating… mad-eyed. “We trusted you, and you betray us for a moment alone with him? It’s unacceptable! You’ll need to be punished to learn your place.”

Azafyn looked at them in horror and tried to get up, only to be pushed to the ground roughly.

“He is here! We have succeeded in locating him!” Risamun yelled from behind them.

“Hey! Why are you calling the others, we’re the ones who found him!”

“If we were to keep him solely for ourselves, we would be no better than the djinn,” Risamun said.

Lenore nodded. “You shame me to remembering my honor, thank you Risamun…”

But then Risamun, trembling with a mix of rage and enchantment, grabbed Azafyn by the robes and yanked them up to reveal her sticky thighs. “See there! The evidence of her passionate crime. Oh, sister… this is beneath you. You stoop to trickery and… and sluttiness!”

This was amusing, but it was going too far. “Hey, that’s enough!” Ryan shouted.

Lenore glared at him. “Stay out of this Rineskull! This is between us girls!”

“Companions… ladies… this is a misunderstanding—" Azafyn started, but Lenore cut her off.

“A misunderstanding? We'll show you misunderstanding,” Lenore snapped. “Turn her over!”

While Kiya and Risamin wrestled the djinn onto her stomach the halo of light on Lenore’s hand turned into a firewhip and then formed into the shape of a curse-rune… glowing like a brand. “I’m gonna mark you so you never forget… if you so much as breathe in his direction again, the next one will be on your forehead!”

Kiya nodded, pinning her arms. “Consider this your last warning. Ryan is ours as much as yours—more, even!”

The djinn was screaming in fear, thrashing around. “No! Don’t touch me with that thing!”

Godfuckingdammit…

“Hey!” he shouted.

The girls all looked at him.

“First one who catches me gets to marry me… or get pregnant. Your choice…”

Lenore’s magic brand vanished, her expression changing. “Marriage?”

“Impregnation?” Kiya said dreamily.

“Allow me to point out that I am the only one of noble blood present,” Risamun pushed between them. “Therefore, if anyone is to have the first choice, it is rightfully mine. Prima Nocta!”

He backed up a step. “Azafyn…” he spoke to her without taking his eyes off the three girls approaching him. “Run. Now!”

And like an idiot she took off the wrong direction… straight for the end of the lair with the dungeon boss. Fuck! He’d have to get there before she did. He turned and started sprinting after her, the girls hot on his heels.

“Through here master!” Lump shouted from up ahead.

Ryan charged into the room and threw the door closed. It was a bathing room, and had an exit on the far side he could take. From behind the door the tone of the girl’s shouting had changed now that they knew they had found him.

“Cease this foolish game and present yourself immediately! I assure you, your punishment shall be mild... unless, of course, you prefer otherwise!” Risamun yelled.

“Enough of this! It’s time to face the love you’ve stirred in my heart, like a true warrior!” Lenore shouted. “Face the love!”

But it was Kiya’s calm tone that sent a chill down his spine. “Husband! Statistically speaking, the probability of you avoiding us indefinitely is zero. It’s illogical to delay your inevitable capture… and my insemination!”

Ryan turned to head for the far exit on the other side of the bathing pool and stopped cold. Laid out on tiled floor with clothes tossed to the floor was Varu and Pimms. Buck naked. Both of them smeared in each other’s juices. The imp was heroically trying to fit as much of his cock in her mouth as she could, but the size difference made it nearly impossible. Cheeks bulging, she moaned in heaven. Varu, his mouth greasy, was trying to encourage her to go deeper than just the tip, pushing her head down.

There was a yell of satisfaction from Varu and an alarmed noise from Pimms as she tried to swallow everything that was shooting into her mouth. Then finally, with the juices running down her chin, she sat back, patting her rounded belly with a groan of contentment.

“That’s it, now try some of this lamb, love. It’s tender as a teardrop on a cheek,” Pimms said and sat her little red pussy on his face.

Varu said something, voice muffled so much Ryan couldn’t make it out, but Pimms did.

“Varu, darling, I’m stuffed tighter than a stockin' on Christmas morn. Couldn’t put this anaconda in me without needing a healing potion, I couldn’t.”

She was too busy getting a mustache ride to notice Ryan at first but then gave a little wave. “Oi, there ‘e is. Folks is lookin fer yer face, Rineskull.”

Then the mercenary sat up, the red imp tumbling into his lap. “Back off Rineskull! You can’t have her… We’re in love!”

“Uhhhh, no problem, Varu… I’m happy for you.”

The imp was between Varu’s legs again but lifting up his balls she stuck her face a little lower. “Bet your skinwalker never treated you like this, eh?” she said, licking her fingers with relish.

Varu’s attention was all back on the diminutive imp woman. “That mangy mutt? Couldn’t satisfy me to save her tail.”

“That’s right, Pimm’s is yer mommy now! Soon as you finish eating up this pie, and I’ll treat ya to a cob slathered in butter, just how you like it.”

And with that she punched him in the brown until her fist vanished. Varu moaned in ecstasy.

“Ow!” Ryan winced. “That isn’t right!”

He decided it was better to leave them to it. He didn’t have time to pry them apart and force them into a cold bath and wasn’t sure he cared anyway. Keeping his distance, he crossed the room and slipped through the change rooms and the door on the far side. But as he emerged from the room into another hallway, Ryan turned to see Ellsbat appear at one end of the corridor in front of him.

“Rineskull,” the succubus said, stepping into the open. “I have you.”

Ah shit.

Ellsbat’s long tongue was hanging from her mouth. She’s gone full demon-mode now, and her body was a dusky grey covered with glowing white magical patterns. Her wings unfurled and her tail lashed back and forth.

From the other end of the hall there was another shuffling sound, and he turned to see Tilly filling the doorway. She shapeshifter had taken her feral form. Six feet of muscles and hair a wild mass of chestnut curls. Eyes glowing yellow and canines grown long.

“Rineskull,” she said, almost a whine. “I need you!”

He was trapped. He only had one way out of this, and the homunculus couldn’t come along for the ride.

“What do we do ma—” Lump began to speak and gave a cry of surprise.

Ryan shoved the creature back into the room with Varu and his imp dommy-mommy girlfriend. He began to shift into the Ghost World; there was no way they could touch him there and he could escape easily.

But Ellsbat knew all his tricks. She barked the last word of the gravity spell she’d already been preparing and pinned him in place, gripped by the invisible hand of a giant.

Fuck… gravity magic was one of the few things that could reach into the Ghost World.

“Girls… listen… you’re not yourselves…” he said, trying to bargain.

He wasn’t sure they were even listening. Both of them rushed up to him and bowled him onto his back on the floor. The two lust-addled demon-girls almost salivating as they knelt overtop of him. Then they were kissing him, smothering him in their mouths, licking his neck, pulling apart his clothes and running their hands over him everywhere. Ellsbat found his hard cock with her hand and her eyes went blank with desire as her fingers closed on it and began stroking.

Ryan’s mind raced for a way out of this. They were still in the middle of a dungeon crawl for fucksakes…

“Uhhh, why don’t you let me use my hands,” he suggested.

“Mmmm, I like his hands,” Tilly moaned, dangling her tits against his chest.

Ellsbat sighed and stuck her tongue in his mouth. “I suppose you can’t get anywhere now,” she sighed and with a blink the gravity magic was gone, replaced by the two demon girls laying on top of him, kissing him everywhere. After a moment they bumped noses, both trying to kiss him on the mouth at the same time and he suddenly had an idea.

Well, they sure seemed into each other sometimes…

“I want your mouths on my cock,” he told them.

Both girls happily pulled his trousers open and freed his dick. Ellsbat was faster and had him in her lips, taking him so deep up and down that he almost decided it might not be so bad to give in. Then with a small growl Tilly pushed her aside and his cock popped free of her lips. She greedily replaced her and this time it was Ellsbat’s turn to growl impatiently as Tilly greedily ate up his meat horn, working it with her tongue.

“Now both,” he suggested and for a moment was treated with the sight of the two girls kissing and licking up and down on his cock together.

And with a gentle hand on the back of each girls neck he said, “Now kiss.”

There was a moment of hesitation, then the first, gentle touch of their lips together seemed to take them both by surprise. They met again, more firmly. Then as they were confidently locking lips, they both began to moan and pounced on each other. Hands explored, mouths opened, and thighs were definitely humped. Ryan carefully edged backwards as the girls became absorbed in each other. It didn’t take much guessing from the not-so-subtle clues Ellsbat gave off that she had a girl-crush on Tilly, and the sweet bear-girl obviously felt the same way.

While the two of them groped each other, moaning and gasping in pleasure, Ryan pulled up his pants and quietly crawled away, running the moment he was out of sight.

Was he really walking away from this threeway?

“Get a grip on yourself,” he muttered. “I mean… how good could a Ellsbat-Tilly sandwich be?”

He stopped and looked back.

“No! Stay focussed Ryan,” he scolded himself and kept going. He had to find Azafyn before she got into trouble.

***


Chapter 10   : No Sharp Objects

Ryan moved at a jog through the dimly lit corridors of the abandoned alchemist's lair, his boots kicking up small clouds with each step as he followed the smaller set of sandalled footsteps in the dust. The place stank of old stone and chemicals soaked into the walls. Each room he passed was frozen in time, locked the way it had been left when the old alchemist had died. Mirellia and the Blackthistles had only managed to explore some of the chambers and had been stopped from exploring past the Chamber of Sages.

In good news Ryan had almost reached that chamber, but in bad news it looked like Azafyn had got there first.

He passed the surgical laboratory on his left, with hand-drawn anatomical notes and diagrams on the walls, dust covered skeletons and bones beside a rack of knives and saws. Cobwebs were draped across the doorway and the corridor, and the footprints led to an Azafyn-shaped hole torn through the gossamer curtains.

Past that, he glanced into what must have been a brewing room. Flasks, beakers, and retorts laying scattered across the wooden counters, some still holding the powdery residue of colorful liquids. Part of him wanted to stop and loot the place… from his memory of the game he could list every item he’d find in the rooms…

…ring of poison protection, luckstone of preservation, scroll of whispering breeze…

But he ignored the low-hanging fruit and focussed on catching up to Azafyn before she reached the Chamber of Sages… it was possible her Inquisitor powers over the command of the restless spirits would let her survive the inhabitants but that only meant a worse problem when she got to the far side and reached the elemental forge…

Her footprints stopped at a heavy wooden door, slightly ajar. Shit.

He pushed it open. The heavy door gave a creak, swinging open to reveal the darkened corridor beyond.

“Azafyn?”

It looked a bit like a dining hall, but it was a council chamber with a single big table surrounded by high-backed chairs. Torches flared to life with eerie green flames and a chill hit the room so fast he could see his own breath.

Ghostly whispers began to fill the air. Twisting around like a breeze, like a voice behind one ear, then a moment later from the other side. A green mist rose from the floor and drifted upwards, forming into spectral shapes seated in the chairs. There was no sign of the girl.

He decided to take a direct approach and vanished into the Ghost World. The blue spark put him into the spirit realm, and as soon as he had crossed the veil to their world the misty shapes took on physical forms. The game said they were the murdered alchemist rivals of the former owner, kept here to serve him even after death. In death they looked a lot like they had when they lived – a bunch of old fucks with beards and weird hats straight out of a renfaire wizard costume.

They turned their white eyes towards him, their whispers were now voices that spoke clearly.

“Halt, seeker. Why dost thou intrude upon this sanctum, long forbidden to the living?” the first ghost said.

“Hey,” Ryan said casually. “I'm just here looking for a friend of mine... about this tall, priestess robes, resting bitch face, great ass…”

“Words empty as the void,” another ghost spoke. “Many years have we guarded this threshold. None may enter without the sacred knowledge.”

“Look, I get it. You've got your duty. But I really need to find my friend and get to the other side of the room. I mean no disrespect, it’s cool if I go by, right?”

“Naive art thou to think mere words of negotiation sway guardians of the eternal watch,” one saggy-faced old ghost said.

“How about we make a deal, or maybe you could just tell me if you saw my friend?” Ryan began, trying to sound as diplomatic as possible. “Lips like Ana de Armas… ass like JLo…”

A tall specter with a long, silvery beard floated closer, his voice echoing like a wind through ancient ruins. “Pray, young sojourner, speaketh not in riddles of thy debased tongue. What be this Jae-Lough? A queen of some vast realm we know not?”

Ryan sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "No, she's... you know, never mind. Azafyn is a djinn, very regal, thinks she's better than everyone else. Carries herself like she owns the place."

Another ghost, slightly shorter and with a pointed hat that seemed too big for his incorporeal head, hovered forward. “Ah, thou speakest of a maiden fair, draped in the arrogance of the celestial?”

“Yes, exactly!” Ryan exclaimed, encouraged. “Arrogant! Seen her?”

“Didst thou see the bearing of that one?” the first ghost, a spectral figure with a voluminous robe and a staff, murmured to the others. “Were I flesh and blood again I would have spun her around on my staff like a top!”

“Aye, that I did,” chuckled the second, his voice as creaky as an old wooden door. “Such fire, such spirit! In my time among the living, I would have sat her on my beard until I passed out!”

“Dream on, you old sack of ass-wind!” added the third, smaller ghost. “Such a vision with eyes like twin sapphires of the Lost Emperor’s crown wouldn’t have spit in your mouth for the ransom of Akcerak. I, on the other hand, would have painted her portrait with my love-pump until she captured my essence in every aperture of her curvaceous form.”

Geezus… for undead spirits they were horny as goats.

“Cool… so I can just get past you and go after her then? Thanks for doing me a solid…”

The first ghost frowned, its face contorting in confusion. “What be these arcane symbols thou utterest? Begone, lest thou invite the wrath of those who linger between worlds. Thy presence here is a profanity to the sanctity of our charge.”

Shit… looks like I didn’t make my diplomacy check…

“Sorry guys… I tried to do it the easy way.”

From inside the spirit realm a ghost’s powers to drain the life out of the living didn’t exist. In here these were just a bunch of dusty fucks in moth-eaten robes. Ryan’s hands filled with demonfyre and starting with the closest he started burning them down.

“Foolish mortal! Darest thou unleash destruction upon guardians of ancient wisdom? Thy audacity will be thy undoing!” one ghost said a moment before Ryan blasted him with demonfyre, watching him come apart like a pile of autumn leaves.

They started backing up after that, but there was no place for them to hide and they were bound to the room so they couldn’t run.

“Ignorant child, playing with fire!” the next complained. “Thou canst not comprehend the forces thou meddlest with. We have endured centuries; what makes thee think we will falter before such as thee?”

“This,” Ryan said and torched him next.

As his magic fire began to envelop them, turning their undead forms into a blaze of purple flames, their arrogance started the falter.

“Uhhhh, perhaps we were hasty…. most illustrious and dread warlock, surely there's a way to accommodate one another,” stammered the next ghost. “We possess vast treasures...”

“No you don’t,” Ryan said.

“Well, at least the memory of where some might once have been buried.”

Ryan torched him. The ghost’s voice crackled as it was consumed in flames, his form billowing out like smoke from a snuffed candle. “We can offer secrets of the universe—such as why chickens favor crossing roads, or the sound of a single hand clapping… eeeeuuurrraaaahhhhhh!”

The third ghost, desperate to persevere what was left of his miserable existence, waved his translucent arms dramatically. “Stop! Wait! What if I revealed the ultimate secret of our brotherhood!”

Ryan paused, curious. “Which is?”

“While most men believe the world is a flat disc, surrounded by oceans, we have discovered through the use of triangulating the sun at its zenith that the world you know… is an entirely different shape!” he said smugly. “Kings and wizards hate us for knowing this one secret… spare my life and it will shock you!”

“Oh,” Ryan said. “You mean the world is round? Yeah, I know, asshole…”

The third ghost burned up like a tissue-paper touching a red-hot poker. “Curse thee, interloper!” it gargled on flames. “This… betrayal will not be... forgotten! Gahhh!”

The room filled with the sound of hissing steam and the fading cries of the ghosts, until silence filled the hall again. Stepping back through the veil to the normal world, Ryan's brought a reek of burning ghost flesh with him and coughed and gagged on the sulphur smell.

“Problem solved.”

***

The pair of doors on the far side of the room were also slightly open and as he approached Ryan could hear someone talking from the other side.

“Let me go, right now, and I might consider a quick and painless death!” Azafyn was shouting. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

The other voice was smooth and unruffled. “My dear, judging by the smell of jizz on you, I can only assume you’re a brazen strumpet offering discounts on two opening for one price.”

Stupid priestess had walked right into Puhk-Nat, the ifrit wizard and boss of the smuggler’s operation.

“I… I… how dare you! I am a priestess of Crom! The High Inquisitor of Verbinnec!”

“Hmmmm, even less exciting. The threats of an overprivileged priestess barely tickle my fancy. Perhaps a spell to turn your tongue to an eel might teach you the value of silence. Or maybe a little experiment where your esteemed self becomes a suckerfish—how would that suit your dignities?”

Azafyn's voice cracked. “You would not dare! My patrons would unleash such horrors upon this place that—"

The man interrupted; his voice laced with mock fear. “Oh, horrors? Now, that's a tempting offer. Maybe I should accept, just to break the monotony. But then again, I wonder how your patrons would feel knowing their mighty inquisitor was molested by a pit full of dire-moles in mating season?”

There was a pause and Azafyn replied in an angry splutter. “Is that what this is? You’re nothing but a perverted deviant looking to touch my holy body!”

“My dear, I’m quite afraid you don’t have the… equipment… to temp me in those ways. The only interest I have in your body is spare parts for my experiments.”

Ryan silently drew his emerald sword and slid into the spirit world before drifting through the solid matter of the door.

The room was bathed in a ghostly orange light from a massive alchemical glass device that stood in the middle of the room. It was hooked up to pipes and vats and a collection of valves but also decorated with glowing protective glyphs. A firestorm burned inside it, and trapped in the flames was the spectral form of an ancient alchemist. Writhing, his features contorted in agony—a prisoner of his own creation.

But more importantly, standing next to a table of magical experiments, were four figures holding Azafyn captive. The central figure, thin and bent with a hooked nose and narrow shoulders, was a horned red humanoid with glowing orange eyes and pointed black beard. He looked like a cartoon devil.

Puhk-Nat, the smuggler’s leader.

Beside the magic-user was a muscular pale man covered in a web of surgical scars. His body was tall and perfect, the face of an adonis, and he wore only a loincloth and held a fan that he was using to gently wave at the sorcerer. It was a flesh-golem; one of the servants Puhk-Nat had constructed and animated with magic like Frankenstein’s monster. Held in the air by two more flesh golems, Azafyn had been stripped to her underthings and was being examined by the ifrit in the red robe. The golems each had one of her arms and had lifted her so her bare toes dangled off the floor.

Of course, the pain-in-the-ass priestess had gone and got captured by the boss monster of the level.

This was a bitch of an encounter at his current power-level. But it was doable… if he kept moving. Hit-and-run. Keep his distance from the golems so they couldn’t snap his neck and never stay in the same spot so Puhk-Nat couldn’t properly target him with spells.

Ryan rushed through the Ghost World and, taking careful aim at the sorcerer, he stepped one foot into the normal world and fired a blast of purple demonfyre. But almost as quickly as he did, the third golem with the fan stepped in front of the flames. Like the Secret Service taking a bullet. The fire scorched it over half its body, but the sorcerer barely flinched.

Face expressionless, the ifrit scanned the room. Ryan was invisible in the Ghost World.

“So, there’s more of you, is there?” the ifrit magic-user said. He began to swirl his hands in patterns, mouthing magical words and with a yell of power he unleashed a cloud across half the room.

It was the sand-daggers spell. And as the cloud of dust obscured his vision, a dozen arrowheads of razor-sharp rock peppered the room, impacting the walls. Exploding dust and sharp fragments. Ryan was already circling around. Came up behind the golems holding the djinn this time and shot another blast of demonfyre that smoked against one of the magical constructs, flesh burned down to the bone.

“Have to do better than that,” Ryan said before hiding inside the Ghost World again.

The ifrit’s orange eyes glared as he spun around, looking for Ryan. He was already calculating his disadvantage.

That’s right buddy… hate to break it to you but you’re fucked.

But then, instead of using another spell, Puhk-Nat drew a curved dagger from under the sleeve of his robe. “Come out or the pretty djinn gets an extra belly hole,” he snarled.

He pressed the tip of the dagger to Azafyn’s stomach so it dimpled the flesh.

Ryan froze. Shit! He’d never played this as anything but a solo-player. Never had allies he had to protect. His tactics wouldn’t work if Azafyn was held prisoner.

“Now,” Puhk-Nat said in a bored voice and Azafyn gave a yelp as a slight increase in pressure made a line of blood drip down her stomach.

Ryan slipped out of the Ghost World, appearing in front of him. “That’s not a very good bargain,” he said.

The ifrit looked Ryan up and down. “Oh? Why is that?”

“You hurt her and I will definitely make you suffer.”

“As will she when her arms are pulled from their sockets.”

“Pain is temporary… you’ll be dead forever.”

The sorcerer’s smile faltered. Starting to believe Ryan would do it. He changed tactics. “I didn’t think the Baroness would tolerate a demon of your power in Verbinnec.”

“I’m new in town,” he replied.

“Rineskull kill this creature—” Azafyn tried to say before the golems tightened their grip on her arms and started to pull.

She screamed as her arms were nearly dislocated and the ifrit made a gesture to his golems to stop.

“Now… what do you want here?” Puhk-nat asked conversationally. “And remember I grow tired of asking questions and get easily bored. And when I’m bored, I like to take things apart and see how they work.”

Ryan studied the workshop built around the elemental forge. “I’m, curious how you found this place,” Ryan said. “Or did the Blackthistles find it then hire you?”

“I am no hireling for the likes of the Blackthistles. They are mere thieves.”

“Were,” Ryan corrected. “Were thieves. What they are now is very dead, since I killed them and all their men.”

The ifrit looked at him, maybe reconsidering. “Making you what? The new thieves’ guild of Verbinnec?”

“That’s not a bad idea, but no,” Ryan said with a grin. “No, I want to get on your ship when it shows up at the aether port you made and then kill everyone on it, and then take all the treasure inside for myself.”

Puhk-Nat began to chuckle, then it grew louder into a belly-laugh and Ryan laughed with him, as if they were sharing the funniest joke ever.

“All by yourself?” the man asked between chuckles. “Of course, why not? But you’ll find it hard all alone, eh.”

“Who says I’m alone?” Ryan said, still laughing.

And at that moment the entire panting, flushed and horny pack of his companions arrived, piling through the doors so they slammed open and stumbled to a halt as they took in the room. The ifrit’s mouth hung open and his laughter died.

“Interlopers,” Puhk-Nat hissed. “You tread where you are not welcome. For this, you must pay.”

The magic-user began chanting the Chains of the Underworld spell, and spectral chains materialized in the floor all around the girls, attempting to wrap around their limbs. Ryan vanished into the Ghost World and charged from behind, shifting back into the normal dimension as his flaming sword came hacking down on the arm of one of the golems holding Azafyn. The blade and demonfyre sheared right through the flesh and bone, leaving the severed arm gripping the djinn’s wrist like a heavy bracelet. One of the golems swung at him and he vanished, barely avoiding the blow that would have cracked his skull.

By then the other girls had spotted the enemy and with a chorus of screeches they charged into the fight.

Tilly, in the shape of a shaggy bear-woman twice her normal size, bounded into the nearest golem and tackled it to the ground; jaws biting and clawed hands slashing until chunks of flesh were being thrown around the room. Tilly gave a yelp as the golem got in a solid punch, fist like a hammer, and cracked her in the jaw, sending her sprawling.

“Bastard!” Lenore yelled and was there, snapping her fire whip around the golem’s fist, burning it to the gristle.

The golem yanked and dragged Lenore by the whip, throwing her onto the floor.

Suddenly the room seemed to go into shadow as Ellsbat’s wings unfurled, blocking the light from the elemental furnace. She was going full demon-mode, claws, tail, horns and fangs. Her body coal-black with glowing white demonic sigils.

“How dare you!” she shouted, and flames shot out of her mouth.

There were too many of her friends too close to the enemy to crush them all with a single gravity spell, so she began blasting jets of flame from each hand, sending bolts of fire one after another across the room like unloading a shotgun. Half of them hit the golems, half of them hit the walls, ricocheting around the room.

The ifrit gave a command to his magical servants and two of them waded into close quarters fighting while the third made a meat shield for him as he began to cast spells. It was chaos. Kiya sent spirit creatures – wolves this time – into the fight, snapping and biting at one of the golems from all sides. Risamun drove her sword into the other golem only to take a punch in the face that knocked her out cold. Before the golem could stomp a heel down on the girl’s neck Tilly picked up the Frankenstein creature and swung it through the air against the elemental forge; a moment later Pimms swatted her on the nose, forcing her back out of the fight.

Suddenly the room was plunged into a fog as a dust-storm filled it. Puhk-Nat unleashed another Sandstorm Daggers spell; small, sharp blades of stone cut into Ryan’s companions, leaving them sliced and bleeding, crying out in pain.

Lenore rolled out of the cloud with firewhip already slashing for Puhk-Nat’s head, only for the golem to take the blow, flesh burning as the whip wrapped around it. Then before Lenore could move again Puhk-Nat’s eyes glowed and a flash of light struck Lenore in the face.

It was the Echoes of the Past, a spell that conjured haunting visions strong enough to overwhelm the senses. It left Lenore shaking with fear, disabled as her mind collapsed into terror. The golem’s punch would have crushed her ribs and stopped her heart if she hadn’t been wearing the breastplate from the invulnerable Armor of Arnaud. As it was there was a sound like a gong and Lenore was slammed back, flying through the air to vanish into the dust cloud.

Ryan emerged from the Ghost World, sword already sticking through the golem’s neck, and yanked sideways, cutting off the head.

For a moment he and Puhk-Nat were an arms-length apart, looking over the collapsing pile of meat that had been the golem. The sorcerer shot a sand dagger at Ryan from point blank, but he was already sliding back into the Ghost World and the stone knife shot through the space where he’d been and hit something with a musical tinkle of glass in the background.

Kiya stepped out of the dust cloud, surrounded by her pack of spirit wolves, each one holding a golem body part in its jaws. From the other direction Ellsbat emerged, breathing fire with the third golem floating above her, trapped inside a gravity spell. With a savage gesture she slammed it to the ground and it went still with a crunching of bone.

Seeing himself surrounded, the ifrit boss backed up a step, then another. He stumbled, hitting Azafyn’s form slumped on the ground and then with a savage grin he drew his dagger and drove it downward.

Ryan dove between Puhk-nat and Azafyn, shifted into the normal world and as the dagger descended, he caught the blade in his hand. The sharp burning was like fire as it punched through his palm and out the back, but he caught the weapon before it could slam into Azafyn’s soft flesh. Puhk-Nat snarled in frustration but at the same moment his eyes went round as he saw the tip of Ryan’s sword was though his stomach and sticking out his back.

“Ffffuck!” Ryan gasped in pain.

“H-how?” Puhk-Nat whispered. Then he staggered back off the sword and glared at Ryan. He had the dagger in his hand and raised it to stab Ryan again.

“Big mistake,” Ryan said, cradling the maimed hand to his chest.

Ellsbat’s voice roared like a gasoline fire. “How dare you!” she thundered. “How dare you hurt Rineskull!” Smoke was seeping out of her eyes. “If you’ve hurt one hair on his cock I’ll raise you from the dead and kill you twice.”

“Not before I sodomize your corpse with a dragon’s horn,” Lenore said, standing up in the thinning dust cloud as she tried to control her rage.

Risamun stumbled to her side, sword in hand and moment later Kiya joined Ellsbat, face a mask of rage as her obsidian claws grew into six-inch daggers.

“Let’s tear this bastard apart!” the normally unflappable trull screamed and everyone took a step forward.

“NO!” Ellsbat shouted. When the other girls looked at her, an evil grin crossed her demonic features. “No sharp objects… that’ll kill him too quick!”

There was a growl of agreement from the others, and they dropped their weapons as they advanced on the ifrit sorcerer.

“No… get back! I’m warning you!” he yelled, and he started chanting a spell.

Then Tilly gave a roar, the she-bear charging forward to punch him so hard he bounced off a wall.

“Get him!”

“Fucking die!”

“Miserable bastard, how dare you hurt him!”

There was a blast of magic and a cloud of dust hid the scene as the girls piled on top of him. Ryan winced at the glimpses he saw, wishing he could cover his ears to block the sound of screeching, tearing, and screaming. Under the mass of furious girls there was soon only the sound of fists and feet beating the man to death. Tilly gave a roar of triumph and lifted his screaming body overhead with her teeth sunk into his ass to shake him like a ragdoll. Tossing him through the air he impacted the elemental forge and rocked it.

Puhk-Nat was a tier 4 magic-user and had enough mana he was still alive… a little. Overwhelmed and outnumbered, he tried to fight back, swollen lips and broken teeth trying to chant a spell. As he raised his hands to cast another Sandstorm Daggers spell, Ryan saw several of his fingers were missing and one ear hung off the side of his head. With a final cry, he let loose the magic, but Lenore’s golden shield of light deflected it, bouncing the stone blades back at the caster. The sorcerer ducked to avoid the blowback, and the daggers shattered all over the room around him.

Then the girls were on him again and he gave one last horrible cry as they literally beat him to a pulp.

But as the dust-cloud began to thin and the noise of the fight dropped off, Ryan’s eyes went to the elemental forge as it emitted a plume of smoke and a high-pitched whistle of escaping energy.

“Oh fuck no…”

The forge was damaged. The casing cracked and inside the sphere he could see the raging primordial energy beginning to swirl in ragged patterns: it was going to blow.

In the game the forge was meant to make the encounter harder to clear. It made using area-effect high-damage spells very risky since you could easily damage the glass sphere enough that it detonated. It was meant to make sure that you couldn’t blast Puhk-Nat and his golems all at once. If it did get damaged it would explode with enough elemental fire and shock to take out half the smuggler’s lair.

They had maybe a minute before it went supernova and killed them all.

***

The girls were still heel-stomping the ifrit’s corpse when Azafyn stumbled into Ryan and grabbed him by the arm. She yanked him down into the cover of the big table.

“Hide! We have to go before they catch you!” she gasped.

He pulled away. “Wait… look.”

The magical forge, glass globe the size of an industrial freezer, was cracked, the fire inside it pulsating erratically. Wisps of smoke were escaping the cracks and the temperature in the room had gone up ten degrees. The beating it had taken in the fight had definitely started an overload. Whatever delicate magical balance that made it work now completely fucked. The whole contraption started rattling against the metal supports, like the fire inside it was trying to break free.

It held a living fire elemental with an undead spirit to keep it harmonized… it was alive.

“What’s wrong with it?” Azafyn asked, following his gaze and backing up a step.

“It got cracked during the fight,” Ryan said slowly.

Azafyn eyed the structure, surfaces starting to radiate unstable energy. “We… we should get away from this…”

“You think?”

“Of course, it looks dangerous!”

Sarcasm obviously didn’t translate that well.

“That’s because it is…” His eyes went to the girls who were only now stepping back from the pulped form of the dead ifrit sorcerer. “We’ve got to get the girls out of here or the blast will kill them.”

Azafyn guessed what he was planning. “Don’t you even think about it!” she hissed. “What happens if they catch you before you reach safety? Then you’ll all die!”

He winced at the idea of the girls swarming him with their naked bodies, ignoring the bomb about to go off.

Not the worst way to go… but still…

“I’m not leaving them,” he said and stood up in the open.

Tilly’s snout came up and she sniffed the air, slowly transforming from a bear back to a woman. Her head whipped around, and she spotted him.

“Rineskull!” she growled and made a strange hungry sound in her throat.

A moment later the other girls stopped and turned on him too.

“We have him!” Ellsbat howled, demon eyes glowing and the wave of her succubus lust swamped the room so fast his dick was suddenly hard.

“Ah shit… here we go…” Ryan turned and ran. “This way!”

He dragged Azafyn as he went. Trying to remember the way to safety while the enchanted mob of women hot on his heels sprinted to catch him.

“Rineskull, wait for me!” Tilly begged. “I promise the biggest bear hug ever if you just stop!”

“Ryan, don't be so cruel!” Ellsbat moaned. “Let me catch you and I'll do things to you my grandmother said would turn a man inside out!”

Geezus…

Lenore was a bit more direct. “Rineskull, I want you to pound me like an anvil until you fill me up!”

Ryan and Azafyn slammed into the door on the far side of the room and nearly knocked it off its hinges as they ran flat-out into the corridor beyond. The girls followed.

The corridor joined a tunnel, this one roughly cut from the rock under the city but as wide as a driveway. This was the part they’d dug out to find the aether portal.

“Move!” Ryan barked, hauling on Azafyn.

“Where are we going?” the priestess panted. “The surface is the other way.”

Like he didn’t know that… The only way out was an even deeper dive into the dungeon's belly. “To the aetherdock,” he gasped.

“We will catch you,” Kiya yelled from behind among the pack of girls. “It’s only logical to conserve your energy. Stop running and impregnate me. It is the most efficient solution!”

“Come back!”

“Kiss me!”

“What’s an – gasp – aetherdock?” Azafyn panted.

Ryan, desperately trying to keep a lead while also making sure the girls didn’t fall too far behind, almost slammed into a barrel as he looked behind them while rounding a corner. Not far now… one more turn.

The girls were almost on them. Too close. He kicked over the stack of barrels the smugglers hade left in the tunnel and then was pulling the djinn along with him.

The girls yelled and cried in frustration as the pyramid of barrels blocked their path, shoving them aside and climbing over. There, around the next corner, he saw the big metal valve of the aetherdock and felt a surge of relief. It was a huge iron door, like a bank vault, and would easily withstand the explosion from the elemental forge as the fire ripped through the entire level of the dungeon.

Ryan reached it, almost crashing into the wall, and the priestess staggered to a halt, chest heaving for breath with hands on her knees. He frantically spun the crank of the winch system attached to the door and inch-by-inch it opened. The smugglers had run the cable through a series of pulleys so one man could open it, but it was so slow…

The door groaned on its hinges, slowly revealing a sliver of glowing green light on the far side. Safety. Behind him there were shouts of joy, he craned his neck and saw the girls had cleared the barrels and were sprinting the last distance.

The door was still only eight inches open.

“Go,” he yelled at Azafyn and the djinn girl squeezed her thick form into the opening. With a small yell she squeezed through as soon as it widened enough.

“Just a bit more, come on,” Ryan muttered under his breath. Was it his imagination or did he hear thunder from the exploding forge?

No more time. The girls had almost reached him. Abandoning the winch he threw himself at the gap as it widened just enough. His coat snagged momentarily and then a hand grabbed it as Ellsbat and Tilly both tried to squeeze through at the same time.

“Rineskull! Come back!”

The shrieks of excitement from the girls hit a peak as they saw him slipping away.

“Wait for us!” Tilly’s desperate grab almost caught him as he pulled free and stumbled forward onto the aetherdock.

For a moment he forgot everything else as he stepped onto the long wooden pier hanging above an infinite sea of clouds. The aetherdock portal seemed to hang suspended in midair, and the wooden planks all seemed to be bolted to the ring of stone from the normal dimension that was squeezed through the hole between worlds into the aether.

He backed up as Tilly almost forced her way through.

“As soon as they’re all in, close the door,” he said to Azafyn. He unbuckled the belt of giant strength and handed it to her. “You’re the only one who can do it… I’m counting on you.”

“B-but…”

The girls, fueled by the magical potion and the succubus aura of lust pouring off of Ellsbat, clawed their way through the door gap after him. For a moment they stopped to look around at the sight of the pier hanging in the misty void of the aether. But a moment later they saw they had Ryan trapped at last and with hungry looks they slowly advanced on him.

“Close the door. Now!” Ryan yelled.

The djinn leaned on the wheel slowly turning the stubborn mechanism. The wheel groaned under the strain, agonizingly slow.

Ellsbat’s eyes burned, her vulnerable words spilling from the powerful demonic form. “Ryan, my heart aches with a love so fierce, it could shatter the stars. You must be mine, forever and always!”

Tilly, somewhere in the middle between her normal form and the six-foot six bear-woman, gnawed one fingernail. “Oh Rineskull, you make me feel as shy as a little girl… I want you to take me and make me a woman!”

“Husband, the profit of our union increases exponentially with your proximity. It’s an empirical necessity that we remain entwined,” Kiya added.

Lenore pulled Risamun along with her. “I know I only have one arm…” the undine knight said. “But if Risamun and I make love to you at the same time, that would be like three hands…”

The door finally swung closed with a resounding clank. The girls advanced on him, eyes glazed and panting. Well… at least they were safe. Though he wasn’t so sure he could survive what came next.

Ryan stopped backing up. There was no point… there was no place left to go. The only thing he could do now was… give in.

And hope he had enough energy in the green spark to heal himself after…

As they made their way across the creaking planks, the sound was drowned out by the rising thunder of destruction on the other side of the vault door. Just as they neared him, the explosion erupted, vibrating through the wooden pier. A moment later the blast wave slammed into the closed door with the fury of a storm.

“Okay let’s do this,” he told the girls, and they jumped him.

***

When the potion began to wear off, the naked – and sticky – group of his companions started to pick themselves up from where they’d orgasmed themselves unconscious.

They looked confused, and exhausted, and stared around from the wooden pier hanging over an empty void bordered by green glowing clouds. As if trying to piece together a lost-weekend in Vegas. He could almost hear the wheels turning: where am I… how did I get here… and why am I naked and covered in drying come?

Despite being one man against five lust-crazed sex fiends, Ryan had enough healing energy to be the first to recover.

Tilly sat up, hair wild, full-figured form fully naked, and blinked around with a satisfied smile on her face. She shrugged, happy just to be safe and wearing an afterglow. Ellsbat had been sleeping with her head pillowed on the girl’s thigh and she winced as she was disturbed. Her scary-demon form was gone and she looked mostly like she did as a human: pale skin, red hair, only with horns and pointed ears. They briefly made eye-contact but neither girl spoke before looking away. The last time they’d talked it was when they’d both been begging for Ryan to come on their faces while they double-teamed his cock, finishing the double-blowjob he’d interrupted earlier.

Once he’d committed to it, it had been quite the orgy. A personal record: five girls at once. Ellsbat had pulled rank and straddled his cock first; rode him until she came then Lenore took her place until Tilly pushed her off to take her place and so on… Kiya had complained about them keeping it all to herself and ran her tongue all over his balls at the same time.

He spotted the priestess, sitting huddled in a ball against the vault door with a thousand-mile stare. Poor Azafyn had been forced to witness the whole thing, but since it was her fault they’d all been dosed with love potion he didn’t have much sympathy. She’d tried to convince the girls to stop by saying how it was a taboo against Crom; Ellsbat had shouted at Azafyn that ‘if Crom isn’t going to show up and fuck all my holes right now then I don’t care’ and knocked her out with a slumber spell.

Ryan stretched and tried not to smile like a cat with the canary while the girls sheepishly did the walk of shame looking for their clothes and getting dressed. He definitely had a few memories for the vault after the orgy was done. Once the girls had their fun riding him and had lost their edge, he’d gone on the offensive and pinned them down, one by one. Sometimes two by two and, in a personal best, one time with four at once.

Images came back to him in a haze… The normally dominant Lenore with her ankles around her shoulders screaming ‘impregnate me’ for one. Or doing Kiya standing up against the door while the normally expressionless trull moaned and begged and told him she loved him and wanted him to finish inside her. Tilly with her face on the ground and butt in the air, eyes rolled up and brain disconnected as she came the third time in a row.

Their stamina seemed directly proportional to their mana. Risamun, for example, had blissfully conked out after only a brief fingering. Then Tilly, then Kiya and then Lenore, until it was only the succubus who could keep going. Long after he’d fucked the others into submission, Ellsbat had held out. Demanding more and more. It had taken six times, finally finishing her on all fours while using her horns as handles before the sex-demon had her fill and passed out.

Ryan stretched, naked and happy. “Well, look who finally came to their senses,” he grinned.

His companions didn’t answer. Yesterday’s potion-induced declarations were probably leaving a trail of embarrassment in their wake.

Ellsbat shuffled her feet and avoided eye contact, her usual confidence replaced by a sheepish nod of the head. She’d been overcoming her uptight nature, embracing her succubus side, but last night might have – uhhh – stretched her limit. Kiya fiddled with her clothes, cheeks tinged with a blush. Risamun opened her mouth to speak, trying to think of something to say that wasn’t going to bring up awkward conversation, and closed her mouth again, looking away.

It was Tilly who gave him a hug and a kiss before bouncing around the group, bright and chipper. “Isn’t it wonderful? Now we all know how much we love Rineskull! We can all be his wives! It’s like the best dream come true!”

The girls exchanged glances, each cringing inwardly.

“Tilly, darling,” Ellsbat began, trying to maintain her dignity, “It’s not quite that simple—”

But Tilly waved it away. “Oh, come on, Ellsbat! Remember how you tried to tell him your wedding vows but you kept losing track?”

“Uhhh, n-no…”

“Sure you do. It was when he had your knees by your ears and was balls deep inside you… remember… when you kept losing track because you were coming… and coming… and coming… and—”

“Fine!” Ellsbat interrupted. “Stop; yes I remember now.”

“And you, Lenore?” Tilly turned to the pale undine, turning a shade of green. “When you were saying you hoped he’d knocked all of us up at the same time so we could all have our babies together? Remember that?”

“I, ummm, might have said something like that…”

“And Kiya,” Tilly continued gleefully. “You calculated the optimal position to maximize increasing the chances for conception? It was so precise and adorable!”

Kiya’s face stayed frozen but a pink flush rose up her chest to her forehead. “That doesn’t sound like me…”

“It sounds exactly like you!” Tilly hugged her.

Ryan, watching the exchanges, couldn’t help but stare at Tilly with total adoration. He was lucky to have a girl so warm, so positive, so generous. Tilly’s innocence cut through the awkwardness, reminding them all of the bond they shared, even if yesterday had revealed more than they intended.

Ellsbat cleared her throat and stood up. “Tylene is correct,” the succubus said. “We should embrace our… encounter… It may not have been planned but there’s no denying how we feel.”

Tilly pulled Ellsbat into a hug and then planted a long, lingering kiss on her. “I love you too Elly,” she said.

Ellsbat turned bright pink, but Ryan noticed she’d suddenly sprouted her long demon tail, and it wagged happily.

He chuckled. Life wasn’t so bad. Then he looked up at the green clouds of the aether all around them and remembered that he had to leave all this to go on his next mission and the smile faded. The girls were not going to be happy.

Risamun approached him. Her face stern and obviously a bit scared. She drew herself up and glared at him. “Please be aware that I was under the influence of dark magic yesterday. As such, I did not intend any of my words or actions. Do you understand me?”

Ryan gave her a look. The love potion didn’t make you fall in love with someone so much as it did make you forget all the reasons you didn’t want to love someone. But he took mercy on her and didn’t tell her that.

“Sure.”

“Good! Now… I expect you to be honest with me: did anything untoward transpire between us yesterday?”

“Untoward?”

“Don’t toy with me,” she hissed angrily and lowered her voice. “If you stole my maidenhood while I was ensorcelled, I shall see you hanged for it!”

“Maidenhood?” he smiled.

“Stop repeating every word I utter!” she hissed and hit him. “Summon up one ounce of decency and tell me yes or no!”

“No,” he sighed. “I didn’t get the chance. You got fingerblasted and passed out and I promise you I never force myself on a woman that way.”

She chewed over his words and some of the worry in her eyes faded. Replaced by something else. She glanced at the others. Geezus, did she feel left out?

“Good! Then we need not speak of this again. Ever.”

“Cross my heart,” Ryan said.

***


Chapter 11   : Side Quests

The old Blackthistle brother’s secret meeting hall beneath the town made a decent war room. They’d piled everything valuable, including money, magic and weapons, on the table, including what they’d brought from the Weeping Valley and uncovered from the alchemist’s lair. Ryan gathered everybody there a few hours later and ran through a mental checklist of all the upcoming quests he’d need to ace to make sure overthrowing the Baroness would work. When they’d all picked a spot around the table, he forced himself to sit down instead of pacing back and forth.

“Listen up,” he started. “Things are about to get a lot harder. I need everyone's help if we're going to survive what's coming. I know you can do it, that’s why I’m not worried. But I need you to understand how important this is.”

Lenore looked between Ryan and Ellsbat, frowning. “What haven’t you told us? What’s coming?”

Ryan met her met her eyes. “Some of you already know this, but here’s the plan in broad strokes: we need to get rid of the Baroness before she gets us all killed.”

The room went silent. Nobody laughed, so that was encouraging.

Varu spoke up first. “Has your mind been eaten by scringe fumes? You mean kill her? Kill the Baroness?”

He and the imp had been safely outside the blast radius of the elemental forge in the room where Pimms had been giving him a prostate exam. Pimms seemed to be a little possessive of the human now, perching on his shoulder, and the ex-bandit had a dazed look of a man who woke up after a blackout drunk to find he’d married a domineering Russian mail-order bride.

“No… I mean her and her entire court,” Ryan clarified.

“Are we seriously considering regicide? Is he being serious?” the former brigand demanded of Lenore.

“I believe regicide only refers to killing a monarch… not a baroness,” Kiya pointed out.

“Oh! Then that’s much better!” Varu threw his hands in the air.

“If Rineskull says so, then that’s what we’re doing,” Lenore said simply. She slammed her fist on the table. “Let’s not waste time talking! Why aren't we moving on her right now?”

“Right now, she thinks I’m working to help her get rid of her cousin, after Dorottya fucked us over. That gives us time. There’s a lot of things that have to go right before we can take her down,” Ryan said.

Tilly wrung her hands. Almost comical to see the statuesque bear-shifting demon so concerned. “It sounds too dangerous... someone could get… hurt,” she said instead of ‘killed’. “But if it’s the only way to stop her from killing us all... it has to be done. Tell me what necks I have to break.”

“That’s all well an good you wanting to crack noodles, Tilly me dove,” Pimms spoke up from where she sat stroking Varu’s hair. “But you haven’t convinced me this bird in Hellhound Keep wants us under the sod. How do you know? How does she even know who we are or give a spit about us?”

“That part you’ll just have to believe me,” Ryan said. “Some of us have tangled with her first-hand already. It will happen, as sure as the sun rises each day. Trust me.”

Ellsbat cleared her throat, and the room looked to the magic-user. She was the most powerful one of them, and she’d known him the longest. Despite the squabbles they had, everyone respected her opinion. “Rineskull knows things no one else can. We've seen it time and again. If he says its so, you should believe it.”

The room fell silent once more until Azafyn took a turn. “The Baroness is a danger… to the people of Verbinnec, although she hides her plotting behind pretty words and blames her advisors. I… wouldn’t be the only one in the temple who sees that the high priest of Crom has fallen under the Baroness' influence. Some of us believe the temple is being led astray. I’m in, as long as it doesn’t mean I have to go against the temple itself.”

“I feel safer already,” Lenore muttered.

Ryan studied their faces and spoke up again. “I won’t lie to you. This is going to be the hardest thing we've ever done. But if you stick to the plan, we can do it.”

“Plan?”

“Yes, I’ve got jobs for each of you.”

The faces that looked back at him trusted him. Having that responsibility was almost as scary as facing the baroness.

“Listen, every task I hand out today, no matter how small or strange it might seem, is vital to our success. If even one of these isn't completed as I ask, it could spell disaster for the entire town. We can't afford any mistakes.”

He turned to Tilly and Pimms; they’d worked well together before – Pimms was the brains and Tilly kept her loyal, with enough muscle for both of them. Given the she-bear’s condition he didn’t want to put her anywhere near harms way, so that meant something easy. “Tilly, Pimms, I need you two on the inside of the Grain Merchants' Guild. There’s a junior member named Yathis who's ambitious but frustrated. I want you to approach him discreetly. Bribe him, promise to remove his rivals—do whatever it takes to make him our eyes and ears. We need to know about any new migrant laborers coming into the area for the grain farms. This is crucial for our next moves.”

“That’s it?” Pimms said. “You nearly made me soil my loincloth and that’s all we have to do? I thought we was in serious trouble. What you want to know about farmers for?”

“Just trust me… its very, very important.”

The imp shrugged and Tilly nodded solemnly. Ryan then turned to Kiya.

“Kiya, I need you to use your family connections. Go to your relative the moneylender and convince Glittertouch to act as a front for an anonymous buyer—that's us. The target is the property the Istvan mansion sits on. It’s secretly owned by one of the Baroness' chief advisors. Offer twice the normal price; it'll pique his greed for sure, and he won’t refuse.”

“It will be done, husband,” she nodded.

The djinn started to blush as Ryan turned to her. “Azafyn, you have perhaps the most delicate task but you’re the only one who can do it. Underneath the temple of Crom is the secret Vault of Singing Bones. It needs a magic key to open it, and the high priest has the key. I need you to get it and he can’t know. Think you can do it?”

“I…” she looked around. “You can count on me.”

“I know you’ve got something good for me,” Lenore said with a grim smile. “Go on, spit it out.”

“Yeah… I need you to head north to the old shrine of the Wolfblood Chalice. That's where Roderick’s niece Mira is being held by a spriggan named Denzag,”

“So that’s why we made that deal with Roderick? You’ve been planning this that long?”

Ryan just nodded. “Denzag is an exile from the fey court; he’s using her as a pawn to try and get back in with the Goblin King. Offer him a large ransom for the missing girl from the mercenary company. And he has one more condition.”

“What ransom? Gold?”

“He’s not just a brute; he’s cunning. You won’t outfight him, but we have something he wants.” Ryan paused, making sure Lenore understood the stakes. He reached into his coat, pulling out the ornately crafted dagger they’d taken off the Blackthistle brothers; a magic dagger with enchanted poison. The blade shimmered with a faint light. Last time the girls had seen it was when it had been in Ellsbat’s back. “This dagger, courtesy of the Blackthistle brothers. Denzag wants it.”

Lenore took the dagger, her fingers wrapping carefully around the hilt. “And the terms?”

“Offer this as a down-payment for Mira's release. He wants help to win the hand of the Goblin King’s daughter. Agree to it. Whatever it takes, we need his cooperation.”

“We’re in the princess kidnapping business now?”

“You’ll see. Better if you don’t know the details.” Turning to Varu, who had been silently observing the conversation, Ryan gave a curt nod. “Varu, you’re with her. Watch her back.”

“Understood,” he grunted. Pimms gave him a kiss on the cheek and ruffled his hair.

“When he gives up Mira, get her back to the Black Dogs. Be careful,” he said. “Denzag is a treacherous fucker.”

Lenore nodded. “We’ll get her back,” she promised.

“You better. Anybody doesn’t do what they’re supposed to and none of this works.”

“And what am I supposed to be doing while everyone's off playing their part in this grand scheme of yours?” Ellsbat asked.

Ryan turned, a grin spreading across his face. “You, my dear succubus, are going to be in charge of everything until I get back. I'm leaving you the reins.”

Ellsbat's eyes widened slightly, not from fear, but the surprise of sudden responsibility. “Everything? Really?”

“Yes, everything. I expect to be back in about two weeks. That should be enough time for you to master the new warding spell I gave you. You'll probably need it, considering what we're up against.”

“And just where are you going that you have to leave Ellsbat in charge?” Lenore rose from her chair.

Ryan faced the group “I need to go through the aetherport and hijack a ship.”

The room fell silent for a moment as Ryan’s words sank in. The team exchanged skeptical looks. It was Risamun who finally spoke up.

“Have you completely lost your senses? You cannot possibly seize an entire ship by yourself; such an idea is utterly ridiculous!”

“A whole ship?”

“Yup.”

“By yourself?” Pimms asked.

“Not quite,” he turned to Risamun. “I need her to come with me.”

“Me? Why must it be I? I absolutely refuse to venture into some strange dimension alone with a ruffian such as yourself!”

“Tough… you’re coming with me.”

“Why her?” Lenore shouted.

Ryan tried to sound casual. “Well, she’s the one with the Icon of Transmogrification, which I’m going to need to take the ship.”

“Why does she have it?” Kiya said suspiciously.

“I will have you know it wasn’t by choice,” the girl with the wolf eyes said defensively.

“The baroness was about to sacrifice her to an evil god and kicked my ass… so it was either give her the Icon or we both died there. That a good enough reason?”

Kiya chewed it over. “No… not really. I’d prefer one of us be there to help you.”

“Risamun is one of us,” Ellsbat said, putting her hand on the other woman’s arm. “I don’t like it either, but I see why.”

“What? I am most certainly not one of you! Why would you say such a thing? I do not belong here!”

Tilly leaned forward with a gentle smile. “Oh, Risamun, of course you belong with us,” she said softly. “You've been rescued by Rineskull, just like the rest of us. You've fought right there beside us, facing all sorts of dangers. We've shared the same trials and adventures. That makes you one of us, plain and simple.”

Ryan stood up. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t have to. But it’s necessary. We do what we must, not what’s easy.” Ryan looked around at his team and nodded appreciatively. “Keep things tight here, and I’ll take care of the rest. Try not to let Pimms rawdog Varu into the grave while I’m gone, okay?"

***

Their nervous laughter diffused some of the tension and after going over a few details and collecting the money they’d need from the treasure Ryan had collected below the alchemist’s lair and went their ways. That left Ryan and Ellsbat sitting at the table. As soon as they were alone, she turned on him.

“You could have told me your plan,” she said. “Instead of hiding everything from us… from me.” Her voice was low.

“You’re just going to have to trust me,” he said, continuing to sort the items from the table he’d need, stuffing some into his leather pack.

“I do trust you… would you please stop!” she gripped his shoulder and forced him to turn and look at her. He saw for the first time she wasn’t angry… she was worried. “Why are you doing this?”

“I told you,” he said carefully. “There’s enough mana to get my powers back in that ship.”

“I know,” she said softly and gripped his shirt in frustration. “But why is that so important you’d leave us again?”

He stared at her, the face that was so angry so much of the time, and here she was just… vulnerable. Scared. He owed her an explanation.

“When things start to happen – when the baroness gets involved – they get bad,” he said quietly.

“So, you need power to fight her?”

“That’s an understatement.”

“Then we face her together! I’m strong… I’ll get stronger!”

“No… I mean really bad. Do you know why I was so afraid to fight the baroness when we met her on the road?”

“She was dangerous, and we were weak and unprepared,” the redhead said automatically.

Ryan gave a short laugh, and shook his head. “I was afraid that – somehow – we might win.”

Her pale red brows knit together. “I don’t understand.”

“I know… Ellsbat, when she dies the world ends.”

The magic-user almost laughed. “What?”

“When the baroness dies it triggers the end of everything. A war, armies of monsters from another dimension, Verbinnec gets wiped off the map.”

The succubus went paler than usual. Her face a mask of horror. “But you said…”

“That I want to kill the baroness and take over, yeah, I know. I think there’s a way to do it. To save everyone and stop the war.”

For a long moment she stared at him and then looked away. He could see her mind racing and finally her shoulders slumped.

“I know…” she began carefully. “I know you see things – a future before it happens, although sometimes you talk like it’s a past that already happened to you. Is this… is this one of the things you’ve seen and done?”

Clever girl. She really was brilliant… able to wrap her head around who he really was from only a few clues he’d let drop. He was lucky to have ever met her, and possibly even blessed to have her by his side – literally.

“More times than I can count. I’ve seen it all go badly over and over.”

The truth was the utter destruction of Verbinnec was supposed to happen. It was meant to lock the beginner levels off and force the player into other areas of the map and the quests for higher Tiers. But bored, single-minded, eleven-year-old Ryan hadn’t been satisfied with that. He’d tried to find a way to beat the game in ways it wasn’t supposed to be beaten. To actually stop the war.

“And you’ve stopped it... or seen how to stop it… before?”

“Yes,” he nodded firmly. “It can be done. I’m sure of it.”

And he very carefully didn’t tell her that he’d managed it exactly once.

“So when I say I need to be more powerful, that’s why. That’s what I’m trying to stop. I... I thought it was better to keep it close. I didn't know how you’d react if I told you the world was about to end.”

She nodded, thinking it through and actually smiled at him. “Then I’m glad you came to your senses and told me. I'm not just a weapon to wield, Ryan. I'm your partner. At least, I thought I was.”

The raw honesty in her words cut through him. “You're right. I rely on you, more than you know.”

“And Tylene… and Lenore and Kiya…” she added generously. It was rare for her to talk about the other girls as her equals.

“I can't do this without you, Ellsbat. I don’t want to. But this thing with the ship… I have to go it alone.”

Ellsbat took a step forward, closing the space between them. Her hand reached out, tentatively touching his arm.

“I don’t mean that you must always be by my side when I say don’t shut me out. I mean in here,” she put a hand on his chest. “I mean your trust.”

“Fair enough,” he said and pulled her close.

He had a day before the aethership arrived… he could think of worse ways to spend it than with Ellsbat.

***


Chapter 12   : The Aether Spectre

Ryan hung under the wooden dock over an empty abyss and had hours to study the underside of the shitty construction job the smugglers had done building it.

One end of the rope lashed around his waist was tied to the sturdiest support beam under the dock he could find. The other end had maybe ten feet of slack and was tied around Risamun’s waist. Like mountain climbers on Everest. The swirling grey mist closed in a hundred yards below them, like a layer of oil on top of water. There was no ground down there… no nothing… it was the aether. An endless void of nothing. Closer, hanging in the air all around the pier, bits of junk hovered in the air; either garbage discarded from careless or rushed smugglers or things knocked off the dock and not considered worth enough to mount a rescue: a barrel, a knife, a mug.

Another curious thing about the aether was that his power to reach the Ghost World didn’t work here. The Ghost World and the Aether were both dimensions parallel to the normal universe but they didn’t connect to each other. It was like the Ghost World was the attic and the aether was the basement – you couldn’t reach the other without going through the main floor of the house – the normal dimension. Ryan had thought it was a needlessly complicated game mechanic but after having been dragged through a bunch of dimensions by Dagonestra he understood it was just part of the weird multiverse.

There was no sound but the distant thunder, no light but the dim green glow of the clouds and the distant flickering like lightning in the distance; both were muted inside the slitted visor of the aetherarmor helm he wore. Risamun hadn’t been too happy about being dragged into the zero-gravity of the aether, but she’d been silent the entire time they hung there.

Sulking, no doubt.

A horn jolted him awake and he hadn’t realized he’d drifted into sleep. For a moment he didn’t know where he was and panicked, let go of the dock and started to drift. The aether had zero-gravity – something the game never mentioned. Once away from the anchoring gravity of the dock – which was an extension of the normal universe – he floated like an astronaut doing a spacewalk.

And as he spun upside down, he saw the shape emerging from the cavernous cloud tunnel that joined this little eddy to the aether river that passed nearby. It was a dark shape outlined against the grey-green clouds. A tubby cylinder painted with black tar with a row of narrow windows on the nose; that would be the bridge, where the ship’s magic-user piloted the aethership and Captain Setekh gave the orders.

Had to hand it to the smugglers… they didn’t lack for balls. They had constructed an illegal aether port on an abandoned arm of the aether river that once bustled with traffic to the Weeping Valley. This disused branch of the aether rivers hadn’t been travelled regularly since the Weeping Valley port was sealed decades ago. The perfect spot for a hideout, connected under Verbinnec.

He yanked the rope and tugged himself back to grab the dock, yanking Risamun so the girl yelped and hung on for dear life.

“Is that our conveyance?” she asked, voice hollow inside her own armor suit.

“Yeah, stay still, stay quiet.”

Hanging unseen as the ship came closer Ryan checked his equipment: the emerald Sword of Xerxia strapped on his back to stay out of the way, and the magical belt of giant strength and satchel of gear under his armor.

The aether armor suits they wore were a cross between a full suit of articulated plate mail and the double-thickness canvas and leather jumpsuit like an old-time diving bell. He kept the visor of the helm up to get the best view as the ship banked slowly and drifted towards the end of the dock. The was a sparkle of energy from magical circles imbedded in the hull around the waist of the ship every time it shifted course. Had to be how it was steered – like tiny attitude rockets on the space shuttle.

Then when it was close enough Ryan spotted three figures climbing on the top of the ship. They were humanoid and also dressed in armored aether suits, and after climbing out of a hatch they made their way along the spine of the ship to a small platform to uncover a catapult. Arming the device, they fed some sort of big grapple into it and after some time spent aiming, fired at the dock.

There was a BANG and splintering of wood and a groan as the three men began working a winch that reeled in the rope attached to the grapple, tugging the ship to the dock. There was a shudder through the timbers as the ship gently butted up against the pier and everything creaked and shook in a way that made Ryan wince, hoping the whole thing didn’t pick today to fly apart at the joints.

But it held and there was a series of booms and clanks from the ship, followed by the sound of men’s voices.

The first voice was distant, shouting from the deck of the ship. “Where’s the teamsters?”

That would likely be Setekh, the ifrit captain; one of four bosses he’d have to take out to seize the ship.

“Not here, is they!” one of the smugglers above Ryan hollered back.

“Why not?” someone else yelled.

“Why not, he asks… he’s the fucking spook with the magic. How should I know?” the man muttered. “No sign of em!” he shouted back.

“Get your asses on that door! I’m coming down!”

“Fucking wonderful,” the smuggler grumbled to his companions. “It too much to ask for a day without hearing 'haul this, tie that, watch the cargo.' Would be a slice of heaven, that.”

Ryan would have sympathized if it hadn’t been part of his plan. He and the girls had hauled the crates of supplies destined for the Aether Spectre from the smuggler’s lair under Istvan mansion and left it stacked on the end of the dock then locked the port valve from the inside. Setekh’s boots stomped down the dock and the men argued for a while about why the dock wouldn’t open. Finally the captain just gave up.

“We’re on a schedule, and the bosses out west don’t care about local troubles. They’re less forgiving than these Blackthistles.” There was a pause, a heavy breath. “Awright, we take the cargo and go. Khamun, get the crew moving, we load it ourselves!”

Khamun the bosun… another of the four bosses.

Ryan listened, every muscle tensed, as footsteps scrambled on the dock above. The sound of heavy barrels being rolled and lifted filled the air, punctuated by the occasional curse or shout as the bosun got the smuggler crew manually loading the ore.

They were taking the bait. As the noise above settled into a rhythm of work, Ryan made his move. Signalling Risamun, he untied the tether from the dock leaving only the one that joined them. He drifted to hang by his fingertips. Waited for Risamun to do the same.

Slow and steady now. One hand on the dock at all times…

Feeling like he was hanging above a bottomless pit, Ryan began pulling himself weightlessly along under the dock to the spot where the ship was tied up. Behind him the girl copied his movements. The smuggler's ship, the Aether Spectre, was a black silhouette against the cloudy backdrop. Motioning for the girl to climb on his back, he drew a pair of small daggers and glided silently from the dock over the gap to the ship. Hanging under the hull, he stabbed the daggers into the hull like pitons. Moved hand over hand, pulling himself along that way, Risamun clinging to his back. He made his way across the belly of the vessel to the far side away from the bustling dock.

Right where it was in the game he found a small hatch on the side of the ship. Partially ajar, the gap was just wide enough for him to slip through. He left Risamun hanging outside and crawled in. The chute stank worse than a garbage can in July. After wriggling a body-length to the far end he carefully opened the inside hatch to the dim glow of a belowdecks cabin.

He was inside. And no one had seen him. Not bad.

He yanked on the rope to signal the girl and a moment later she followed him, clumsily dragging her way up the chute. In a moment both of them were crouched in the dark of the belowdecks.

Risamun opened the visor of her helmet. Yellow eyes flaring with anger. “I cannot believe in any realm of reason, that you expected me to debase myself by sneaking aboard a ship through a garbage chute!”

“Shhhh!”

She continued but in a harsh whisper. “I am the daughter of a noble house, not some gutter-born scoundrel! Such indignities are beneath my station!” She closed her visor. “If my father were to witness this travesty…”

The deck plans of the Spectre were still imbedded in his memory from the hundred times he’d played this encounter. The aethership was shaped like barrel – instead of a normal ship’s hull with flat upper decks it was more like a submarine, a cylinder of tarred wooden planks wrapped with iron bands. It had three decks, with the middle section of the upper deck capable of rolling back on rails, exposing it like the gundeck of an old-fashioned sailing ship. The crew would have it open right now to help them load the cargo but would button up before they headed back into the aether.

The tiller deck, unlike a sailing ship, wasn’t at the back but the ship's front in the enclosed forecastle. It had wraparound ports for better view that would be closed off with metal louvered shutters to protect the navigator and pilot; the aether didn’t have weather like an ocean might, but it did have something like meteor showers.

Game lore said aetherships were powered by magic, and beneath the lower cargo hold the ship would have a bronze strip embedded into the keel stamped with magic runes that gave the ship normal gravity and help sail it. The gravity it created was confined strictly to the ship's decks – step off the edge, and the aether's zero-gravity would kick in. The game said the biggest vessels were powered by the heart of a giant aether whale, but the Aether Spectre was no fancy ship – it made do with an engine that ran on rendered aether whale oil; less reliable but cheaper.

He made a gesture to Risamun to stay quiet and she nodded.

Navigating away from the shouting and bustle of men loading cargo, they moved through the narrow corridors and took the steep stairwell to reach the lower cargo hold. It was nearly dark inside, but with his All-Seeing Eye it might as well have been noon. The air was thick with the smell of salt and oil, and the space was crammed with barrels, crates, and whatever high-value goods the smugglers dealt in.

But the real wealth of the Blackthistle operation wasn’t in sight: refined scringe stone and greenblood. Not here. They kept that somewhere in the aether, like pirates burying treasure. It was worth a small fortune, but the money wasn’t what interested him; the stuff was a potent source of mana, which was exactly why Mirellia used it in her summoning rituals. Capturing this ship and getting that hidden treasure trove meant he could catapult him back to Tier 6… maybe higher.

Crouched in the darkness, Ryan's mind went over the quest from his days playing the game. The Aether Specter quest was notorious for its difficulty, designed to be a roadblock for under-leveled players trying to leave the starter town before they were ready. The four ship’s officers were serious trouble for anyone who hadn’t got enough Tiers under their belt, especially the captain and the magic-user who could one-shot a tier 1 or 2 character. Only the most prepared players could take control of the ship.

Ryan shifted the hilt of the emerald sword on his back; over-the-shoulder draw was a lot harder to do in real life than it looked in games but wearing it on his hip would give him away as an outsider if anyone spotted him. A casual observer would only see the aether suit and assume he was one of the crew.

Stick to the plan, Scully.

Taking the ship meant he had to manage a few key details; for one, he had to avoid alerting the entire crew and getting swarmed in the confined spaces belowdecks. After that he had to take out the senior officers – preferably one at a time; the crew surrendered if the officers were all dead.

But the number one thing he couldn’t fuck up was making sure to take a navigator alive. There were only two onboard. Only someone native to the aether could navigate without getting hopelessly lost – the game implied they were somehow connected to the aether. Without a navigator the Aether Spectre would be lost, and he’d be doomed to slowly die on an actual ghost ship, aimlessly drifting through the aether's currents.

So keep the sylph alive… or else.

He led Risamun to the back of the cargo hold and squeezed her in a space between barrels. “Stay here. Stay quiet. Do not move until I come to get you.”

“And what, pray tell, do you intend to do, leaving me to my own devices?” she asked.

“Kill everybody,” he said simply.

“Oh…”

The ship shook slightly when they undocked. Somewhere deep in the ship a thumping sound started, like a huge drum, and the ship creaked and moaned as it got under way. They were heading into the aether; too late to turn back now. He took up a position hiding near the door from the crew quarters. Crouched behind the cargo he waited for the right crewmember to wander into the hold: Khamun the bosun. The game had randomly moved crewmembers around, but in the real world those random encounters happened for a reason.

The first crew to come in were stealing some of the ship’s grog by tapping the keg in the back. The two of them gossiped while they took turns sipping some of the booze. Like the rest of the smuggler crew, they were ifrits like the ones in the alchemist lair – a race of demons native to the aether with red skins and horns.

“We get some shore leave comes time we dock in Sphinxium, I’m gonna get me a nice fat hoor for a week.”

“If we get back in one piece,” the other said. “Don’t hit any wurm troubles passing through these backwaters. These lesser-traveled rivers are crawling with them.”

“Why’d you go say that for? Back luck to call a wurm!”

“Don’t piss yerself. Anippe and his pets will keep us clear.”

Those two eventually wandered off and the next time it was two smugglers with more intimate ideas. Ryan waited while they worked out a lover’s quarrel with a sweat-soaked apology. After they’d gone Ryan was starting to wonder if he’d have to go find the bosun himself.

But patience finally paid off. The heavy footfalls of the bosun echoed through the hold as he entered. Ryan peeked out from his hiding spot to make sure it was the right guy. Yup… easy to tell it was him because he had a hook for a left hand. He was preoccupied, prying open the lid of a crate of silver coins and scooping a fist-sized amount into a small pouch – stealing from his own mates to pad his pockets.

While he was busy banging the lid of the box closed again Ryan drew his sword and stepped up behind him. As the bosun finished he made a sniffing sound and his head came up. Fuck… Ryan must still smell like the garbage chute.

As Khamun spun around Ryan almost laughed at the shock on his face.

“What do you want down here at this hour?” the bosun demanded.

Well the disguise was working anyway.

As an answer Ryan drove the emerald blade through his ribs and out the back. As the man choked on his lungs filling up with blood, Ryan channeled a surge of demonfyre through the sword, the purple flames running down the blade and into his chest. The bosun’s yellow ifrit eyes widened, and then he was nothing more than a heap of ashes on the floor, empty clothes and gear clattering to the deck.

One down, three to go.

Ryan quickly rifled through the bosun’s pockets, grabbing the master keys for the ship's secured areas. As he stepped over the remains of the dead ifrit, he was already trying to remember the shortest route to the ship’s engine.

***

Between the forward cargo and rear cargo was a room that had a three-foot clearance around it and was sheathed in copper plates. He found the key from the bosun’s ring that opened it and unlocked the copper door with a soft clank.

He pulled the heavy door open to enter the engine room and the heat hit him like a physical blow. He had expected something, but not this. Even through the protective suit he began to sweat and felt the Enervating Transformation power kick in. As quickly as the magical heat hit him, his power absorbed it He breathed a sigh of relief and stepped inside.

The only light was a dull red glow escaping from the burn chamber. The engine itself was a primitive construction of iron pipes and round boilers, a chaotic mess of hissing magical energy and primitive steam engine. The gravity-fed whale oil dripped from the tank to the elemental boiler – like the elemental forge in the alchemist’s lair it had a captive elemental inside – and through magical sigils and conversions it powered the magic circles that channeled through the bronze spine of the ship and flew through the aether.

Now that he saw it Ryan had no idea how he was going to sabotage it. Correction; sabotage it without blowing up the ship. His eyes went back and forth, trying to understand what he was looking at. Well… when in doubt sever the fuel line. That would be easy enough to repair when this was over. Raising the sword of Xerxia he swung at the oil line overhead – a bit of copper tubing that bent, then deformed and finally cracked, spewing oil into the compartment.

A high-pitched whine filled the air as magical plasma began to spew from the vents in random jets, turning the engine room into an oven.

Before he could do more than stumble back a few steps, something barreled into him. Reptile jaws snapped down on his shoulder, scraping over the plates of armor, and Ryan found the ship's engineer slamming him to the deck. He was huge; a six-foot lizard man in a similar suit of protective gear. Ryan got one arm up to protect his face and got ready to shoot demonfyre. The engineer’s jaws snapped shut. Pain shot through his forearm as the fangs punched through canvas and leather, and made the handful of demonfyre shoot wildly into the ceiling, igniting the stream of whale oil.

The engineer, seeing it, gave a croak of terror and abandoned trying to kill Ryan, scrambling under the wall of flames to crank the wheel valve on the oil tank, trying to cut off the flow. Magical fire was still dripping from the walls all around Ryan, singing his suit but the heat was being absorbed as fast as it hit him.

Ryan scrambled up, stepped through the flames and grabbed the lizard by the neck, magical giant-strength from the belt gripping him like lifting a pet gecko. And as the creature thrashed and fought, Ryan held it inside the path of the escaping plasma. With a horrific shriek, it was consumed by the flaming jet, even his suit scorched away in moments until the seared corpse went limp in Ryan’s grasp.

He dropped the smoking body, bits of metal armor glowing red hot.

Only then did Ryan move to the valve on the oil tank and finish the job to shut it down. The flames immediately dropped to a trickle and, hoping it wasn’t about to explode, he staggered out of the engine room and pushed the copper door closed. Only then he heard somewhere above him someone was clanging a bell, and he could hear the yells and thunder of feet coming down to the lowest deck.

Fire bell.

He got out of there and back to the cargo hold just ahead of the crew sprinting to deal with the fire. Ifrit smugglers rushed past him, their faces twisted in fear as they headed towards the engine room to tackle the disaster.

It wouldn’t take them long to fix the fire, and his window to take control of the ship was closing fast. As he headed for the bridge, he sent a burst of energy he’d absorbed from the engine’s heat into the green spark and healed the bite on his arm.

By the time he got to the upper deck of the Aether Spectre, the ship was listing and shuddering at random intervals. The arcane circles seemed to be failing and the aetherial currents were fighting against the controls. He got to the bridge compartment door and swung it open, bursting inside.

He scanned the room in a moment: four targets.

A lone crewman was at the windows yelling instructions as he peered ahead into the turbulence of the aether river. Anippe was at the rudders with the first mate Nephis helping lean on the control levers. Sitting in the navigator chair was one of the pale consorts of the magic-user. She was buried under a white robe and veil, with only a bare hand exposed resting on the crystal control sphere; her skin decorated with a black glyph tattoo.

“Hard starboard!” the lookout yelled.

None of them had seen him.

Take out Anippe first, the magic-user was the biggest threat.

Taking aim, Ryan sent a blast of demonfyre into the horned wizard and blasted him into the compartment wall. The first mate spun and took Ryan in with a glance, both hands yanking silver-handled daggers from his belt. Good instincts. Good reflexes. He wasn’t going to be easy to take out. As each blade came free of the sheath two barely-visible wind-blades sliced through the air. Ryan absorbed the magical energy but the blasts of wind behind it slammed him back into the doorjamb, pain lancing up his spine.

“I said starboard!” the smuggler at the window yelled.

The sailor glanced back and saw a fight had broken out on the bridge. He did a double-take, hand fumbling for a short stabbing sword belted at his waist. Ryan raised his hand, summoning demonfyre to blast him.

But the ifrit magic-user wasn’t dead.

Anippe’s eyes were blazing red, and he was chanting, fingers weaving signs to bind Ryan with celestial magic. But the cramped quarters of the bridge worked to Ryan's advantage. The First Mate got in his way, elbowing Anippe as he slashed more wind magic at Ryan. He dodged the slice of wind and instead it slammed the veiled navigator out of the chair instead; the woman gave a shriek and tumbled to the floor.

The ship listed sideways.

Anippe finally got to finish his binding spell, and it rolled off the magic-user’s fingers. Ryan ducked behind the rudder levers so it grazed him, shedding off his armor like rain off a roof. His cracked ribs screamed in pain. Then, reversing his grip on the emerald sword, Ryan shortgripped it, driving the point in under the first mate’s ribs. The man froze with one dagger raised, looking down at the green blade through his sternum. Glaring at Ryan he gripped the daggers for one last attack even if he was impaled on a sword. Tough bastard.

Ryan sent a blast of demonfyre through the blade, blasting a hole out his back.

The first mate crumpled, the daggers clattering to the floor.

With the first mate down, Ryan turned to Anippe, who had just finished another spell. The aetherial pulse he released hit Ryan squarely this time, the magical shock surging through his veins. Ryan sagged, knees weak, the magical blast of power like ice water.

The debuff spell was slowing him down, but Ryan had already done a lot of damage. With luck it would be enough… Ryan raised the emerald blade and parried a strike from the crewman who’d finally found a gap to get into the fight. Ryan’s magical strength didn’t just block the blade, it knocked the short sword from the ifrit’s grip. Ryan turned, continuing the backswing for the magic-user.

That’s when the injured woman in the white robe threw herself in front of him and took the blow instead. She yelped in pain and slid off the emerald blade, dead.

Her sacrifice was enough time for Anippe to conjure a Misty Armor spell. That was three of his five spells; the magic-user would have been better off using the Cloud of Slumber, but inside the confined bridge it would’ve taken out all his allies.

Ryan attacked again, slashing down with his sword. The blade turned on the magical shroud of mist around the magic-user. The ifrit grinned with his sharp teeth; shit… his sword would be useless against a spell that stopped all edged weapons.

So Ryan just body-checked the frail man into the bulkhead, hearing him moan as the wind was knocked out of him. With the strength of the giant belt, Ryan gripped him by the throat.

The ifrit’s eyes began to bulge and he fought and realized he couldn’t budge Ryan’s arm. Desperation flickered over the wizard's features.

“W-wait…” he croaked. “You… need me! Need… a… navi…gator…” His face was going purple.

“That's true,” Ryan said coldly. Without a navigator, he’d be lost in the aether forever. “But too bad for you… you're not the only navigator on the ship.”

Squeezing hard he felt the man’s neck break. The grating of bones turned to gravel in his hand felt sickening and Ryan dropped the body. That left one man; the remaining crewman, wide-eyed and trembling, was backed against the wall. Ryan pointed the sword at him, then the door to the nearby rope locker.

“Inside.”

The smuggler almost tripped over himself getting in. Ryan took his short sword and hammered it into the crack between the door jamb and the door, wedging it closed.

The ship, now eerily silent except for the crackling of damaged magic circles against the wind of the passing aether, drifted unguided through the astral river. Ryan steadied himself against the helm and poured more energy into the green spark. The power of the Mind’s Eye stitched his flesh back together, knitting bone and torn muscles. He left the bridge and with one hand braced against the compartment wall, headed for the middle deck.

He had to lay a trap for the captain.

The ship rocked violently as the aether winds howled around the wooden hull like a hurricane. Clutching the railing, he staggered forward, fumbling with the bosun’s master keys, his gloves slick with blood. A big lock held the rolling upper hatch covers secured and he fumbled it open. As the bolt clicked back, he shoved the heavy hatch open. Straining to move it himself using the giant strength. The giant pulleys groaned, and with a final heave, the waist of the ship was exposed to the open, stormy sky of the aether as the entire half-circle of the roof was opened.

For a moment he stared out into the raw aether. Emptiness except for the flickering snakes of green lightning in the walls of clouds. Was it his imagination or were they way too close? Without controls the ship was drifting towards the wall of the aether river. Who knew what would happen if they hit it.

From the stern of the ship a hatch banged open revealing what could only be the captain; he was an ifrit, hidden under a layer of soot from the smoke below deck and could have been any of the smuggler crew except for the weapon he carried; the man held an oddly curved sword loosely in one hand – it was like scimitar with a blade shape that reminded him of a question mark. In the hands of somebody who knew how to use it the weird sword was deadly, and unlucky for him, Setekh was a Tier 7 warrior.

The captain’s orange eyes narrowed in the soot-blackened face as he took in the sight of Ryan and the open deck; all he saw was someone in aether armor who had rolled back the hatches, but combined with the engine sabotage it didn’t take much for the captain to figure it out.

“You’re not one of my crew,” he said bluntly, advancing with sword raised. “Who are you, and what devilry brings you to my vessel?”

“Isn’t this the Staten Island ferry?” Ryan asked, raising his sword.

As he spoke, the nearest hatch from belowdecks banged open, and two more hatches behind him swung up to let the crew out, piling onto the deck open to the aether. The smugglers were scorched and covered in soot, armed with everything from clubs to boat hooks and stopped to stare at Ryan and the captain’s showdown. Seemed unwilling to get in the middle.

“Meaningless words from a thief in the night. You’ve unleashed chaos upon my ship. Prepare to meet the storm’s edge.”

Straight out of the dialogue tree.

As if the aether was listening, green lightning crackled overhead, lighting them up as Ryan and the captain circled each other. The ship tilted, a sharp descent down an unseen current in the aether river, throwing Ryan momentarily off balance. Setekh used it to attack.

One exchange of blows and Ryan knew he couldn’t win. The captain moved so fast, so clean, no movements wasted, that he barely saw it coming. The only thing that kept him from being cut in half by the first swing was that Ryan wasn’t trying to fight back. Every move he made was to parry and stay out of range. Using the enchanted blade and the belt’s magic strength to balance out the skill of his opponent.

As the captain lunged forward, his blade a flash of silver in the green lightning, Ryan parried, the clang of metal ringing above the storm. They broke apart and then blades met again, swords skittering apart with sparks. Ryan ducked a sweeping cut that sizzled with magical energy, feeling the blade clip the helmet near his cheek. He retaliated with a wild thrust, pushing the captain back towards the railing.

Setekh was keeping his distance… re-thinking his tactics. “You fight well...for a stowaway. But this is my ship… and I command everything here.”

Shit… in a minute he’d order her crew to swarm him.

Ryan felt the ship lurch beneath them as it took another steep dive, the aether currents driving it nearly sideways. He feinted to the left, then rolled right, catching the captain off guard as another bolt of lightning struck the lightning rod in the nose of the ship, shedding sparks with a thunder so loud it hurt.

As they fought, Ryan led the captain closer to the edge of the deck. Over his shoulder, Ryan saw the wall of the aether river suddenly far too close. So did the crew; they screamed and scrambled to find a handhold then clung on for dear life. The ship’s stern clipped the clouds, and it was like hitting a sand bar. The ship groaned and the deck tilted, spilling everyone to the wooden boards, including Ryan and the captain. Ryan's boots slipped on the wooden planks, but he drove his sword point-first into the deck and hung on.

Setekh however, was thrown off balance, slamming up against the ship’s railing. His sword flailing as the man threw out his arms to try and balance. He glared at Ryan.

“You have no chance of winning, boy! You barely even know which end of the sword to hold onto.”

Ryan steadied himself. A smile flickered across his lips. “I don’t have to beat you,” he called out over the howling wind.

Ryan charged. The captain, still struggling to find his footing, had no time to react as Ryan's shoulder slammed into his chest with the force of a battering ram. The impact sent Setekh reeling back, the railing hitting the small of his back. For a split second, the captain's eyes widened with the realization of what was about to happen. Using all his magic strength, Ryan shoved again. With a final desperate shout of frustrated anger, Captain Setekh was flung overboard.

The wind and the aether took him. Once he was free of the gravity provided by the ship’s magic the man spun crazily like a kite in a windstorm. In moments he was a football field away. A moment later he was a vanishing speck behind the ship, lost in the aether clouds.

Catching his breath, Ryan finished his earlier thought out loud, even though there was no one close enough to hear. “I don’t have to beat you… just throw you overboard.”

It was an exploit in the game’s combat engine come to life. Grappling rules were completely unbalanced, and players like Ryan had quickly figured out that the easiest way to defeat boss creatures was fight them next to some sort of bottomless pit and then use the bullrush grappling action to knock their asses into oblivion.

Ryan remembered he was still surrounded on the deck of the Aether Spectre. The crew were all staring at him, except for one or two still looking at the fading dot that was the captain. Stunned by their captain's departure, none of them seemed very eager to take him on. Ryan unlatched the helmet and dropped it to the deck. As they circled him uncertainly, he tried to look as unconcerned as possible.

He stood his ground, sheathed the sword like he didn’t need it anymore. He needed to take charge of this, fast. “You’ve got two choices,” he called out. “Lay down your weapons and lock yourselves in the bilge or join your captain.”

A few smuggler’s gazes flicked towards the diminishing figure of Setekh, now just a speck against the stormy backdrop. Most of them shifted uncomfortably, their eagerness to tangle draining quickly.

One of them, bolder than the rest, snarled loudly: “If we rush him, he can't get us all!”

Without hesitation, Ryan blasted a lance of demonfyre into the man. It was a good shot and he screamed and collapsed, burning under the flames until he lay whimpering on the deck. That was enough for the rest of them. One smuggler threw down his weapon and the rest followed. Staring in horror at their fallen comrade.

“Move!” Ryan snapped. Not loud, just angry enough they paid attention.

The crew backed up and shuffled toward the bilge hatch, two of them dragging their burned companion. Ryan herded them inside and once the last of them was down he secured the hatch with a heavy clang, staggering to the bulkhead. All he wanted to do was collapse to the deck and catch his breath. As he leaned there, the reality of what he'd just done began to sink in. He'd outmaneuvered a Tier 7 warrior. Taken out all four of the officers and locked up the crew…

…but the ship wasn’t his yet. He had to get the fallen angel. Fast.

***


Chapter 13   : The Prisoner

First stop was the cargo hold. Jumping down into the forward hold he yelled into the dark.

“Risamun! Its me, you can come out!”

Nothing.

“Risamun!” he yelled louder. “Get out here now!”

A moment later the figure clomped forward in her oversized aether armor. “Is it now safe for me to emerge, or shall I wait further?”

“Define ‘safe’… I might need your help.”

She lifted the visor of her helmet. “Have we struck something? I distinctly felt the ship tremble.”

“We need to take control… hurry up!”

The ship was already his, but unless he got a navigator his ownership wouldn’t last long before they were torn apart by the aether river. He made his way to the mid-deck and to the navigator’s quarters just forward under the bridge. Risamun hurrying to catch up. Their boots thumped against the wooden planks as he jumped the short ladder well and stood outside the compartment door. He froze.

In the game, the tight close-quarters combat that awaited in the wizard navigator’s quarters had killed way too many rookie players. It was the second most unforgiving encounter location on the ship. Inside the room Anippe’s veiled consorts seemed like a pushover until they swarmed you where the tight confines gave you no space for spellcasting or weapon skills. Walk in there and it came down to improvised hand-to-hand, and since the grappling mechanic was so broken it levelled the field.

The trick was… don’t fight them in the room.

He waved Risamun back to the ladderwell and unbuckled the heavy padded breastplate of the aethership armor before dropping it to the deck. It wouldn’t help anyway. Reaching into the satchel he wore underneath; he drew out the bulk of the gunpowder revolver and the glass sphere from the alchemist’s stores. Then, using his gun hand to pop the door latch, he lobbed the smoke bomb inside and stood back.

The glass shattered with a crisp ‘tink’, releasing billowing clouds of thick, choking smoke. He waited, gun levelled, as muffled coughs and yells filled the room.

The door burst open, and the first white-robed consort charged through, blinded and disoriented. The women were golems. Stitched-together creatures made with magic like the ones that had defended Puhk-Nat, except Annipe had different tastes and these ones were all female.

Ryan fired into her head and the magic-user’s servant toppled sideways in a spray of blood. Almost immediately, the second and third consorts emerged, driven by desperation and fury. The second lunged at Ryan, but a quick pull of the trigger stopped her mid-charge, and two more put her down. No fancy headshots now, he aimed for center of mass. Before the body thudded onto the floor the third veiled golem managed to close the distance. Was rushing him, her hands reaching for his neck.

Ryan backed up but there was no place left to go in the narrow compartment and as he backed into the wall the robed figure threw herself on him. Her clawed fingers tore through his shirt and ripped into his flesh. Ryan grunted against the pain. He’d known there would be not enough room to even swing his sword, or time to activate magic.

But the pepperbox firearm worked just fine.

He struggled against the creature’s ferocity. As they wrestled the veil fell away and he was face to snarling face with the pale, flat features of the golem. Unearthly looks, marred by swirling dark shapes of magical glyphs tattooed into her body. What would have been a pretty face drawn back in a mask of fury, teeth bared, screaming for his blood.

Finally managing to put the barrel of his revolver against her belly, he pulled the trigger.

The gunshot was muffled by the body, and the golem jerked back like she’d been punched, the blade of blackpowder fire leaving her robes blackened and smoldering. The second shot made her go limp and expression go blank. The creature slumped against him before sliding lifelessly to the deck.

Hands shaking a little he snapped open the action of the gun to extract the half-moon shaped chargers and reloaded.

“You can come out,” he called to Risamun.

“What manner of creatures are those?” she asked, peering out from where she was hiding.

“More golems… made from sylph females… brainwashed by Anippe, Crazy – no way to reason with them.”

“Was that truly necessary?”

“They would have torn my throat out with their bare teeth if they had pinned me down,” he said, snapping the gun closed again. But that didn’t make him feel any better about gunning down unarmed women.

Covering his mouth with his arm, Ryan kicked the last consort's body aside and stepped into the smoke-filled room. Unlatching and banging open the room’s only porthole, the fresh air from the aether began sucking the smoke away.

As soon as he could breathe properly, he scanned the room with his magic eye. With the right concentration it could see through a few inches of wood and it highlighted the contours of a hidden compartment cleverly disguised in the wall paneling. Finding the edge, he tugged, and the panel slid open to reveal the tiny dark space between the bulkhead and ship’s hull.

And leaping out of the dark was a slim, naked figure. Hands manacled with a chain, the figure knocked Ryan onto his back and started choking him with the chain.

“You think you can keep me locked up?! I’ll rip your head off and wear it like a hat!” the small woman screamed, practically foaming at the mouth as she tightened the chain. “You like chains, huh? Well, let’s see how you like this!”

Ryan, barely managing to pry the chain loose from his throat, gasped out, “Wait, wait! I’m here to help—I'm not one of them!”

“Help?!” the naked maniac shrieked, her face inches from his. “Help me die, you mean! I’ll bury you with those stupid aether sailors! Bury you alive!”

Risamun finally managed to do something and grabbed the woman from behind, trying to drag her off Ryan, and dumped her on the floor. “Enough of this madness! Cease your nonsense at once! We’re trying to help.”

Vhaelyra whipped the chain around and smacked Risamun in the side of her helmet, sending her stumbling back. “Oh, so you're in on it too, huh?! You think you can gang up on me?! I’ll take you all down! Come on, princess, you want a piece of this?” she yelled, her wild eyes darting between Risamun and Ryan, ready to lash out at both.

The broken angel glared at them, spitting at Risamun. Her eyes were silver, and the irises star-shaped.

Her name was Vhaelyra. She wasn’t really an angel, that’s just what kids in the chat rooms had called her. Pale, blonde, and a sylph like the golems. But unlike the golems she hadn’t been killed and used for parts to make magical servants and Anippe kept her locked up like an animal.

Sylphs in Eldwick were a race native to the aether and were descended from fey creatures that ventured into the aether millennia ago, according to the game. Vhaelyra’s wings had been cut off and her pale skin, once smooth and unblemished, was covered in intricate swirling black glyphs made with iron powder to lock her magic down. As if that wasn’t enough, they’d used cold iron barbs and rings pierced through her skin to keep her sick – the stuff was poison to her kind.

She looked less like a fey creature and more like a someone serving consecutive life sentences in a maximum-security prison.

Ryan managed to get to his feet. Fucking hell! In the game the captive sylph was unpredictable and either decided to jump ship or join you, but this was something he’d never seen.

“I’m on your side!” he tried again.

“Oh… okay, okay… you’re on my side? Well why didn’t you tell Vhaelyra that in the first place?”

Her entire manner changed. Relaxing, standing easy and acting like a sane person.

Thank fuck!

“Okay… okay calm down… we’re here to help you…”

“I see… thank goodness,” Vhaelyra said.

Then grabbing Risamun by the face she shoved her into Ryan’s way and dove for the open door.

“But I still don't trust you! Not for one second, you bandersnatch!” She darted toward the open cabin door, a wicked grin spreading on her face. “Well, it’s been real fun... but see ya!”

Bolting, her cackling laughter echoing through the ship corridors as she made a mad dash to escape.

“Wait!” Ryan called after her, pushing Risamun away and chasing her.

“Oh, let her go!” Risamun yelled.

“If we don’t get her we cant navigate the ship! We’re trapped!” he yelled and charged after Vhaelyra.

Ryan was a step behind the sylph and she burst out of the cabin door only to trip over the golem bodies. She hit the floor with a clatter of chains, her hand landing face to face with the one who was missing most of her head.

“What the—?” She scrambled back, kicking at the body. “Ew, ew, ew! Who leaves bodies lying around?”

Ryan was right behind her, cornering her before she could make a full escape. “Calm down! I’m trying to help…”

But before he could finish, Risamun charged through the door and straight into Ryan, knocking them both off balance. Quick as a snake, Vhaelyra wrapped the chain around Risamun’s neck. She yanked it tight, pulling Risamun against her, making her gasp.

“Rineskull!” Risamun gasped, glaring at him. “This is entirely your fault!”

Fuck…

Ryan raised his hands. “Let’s all relax. Vhaelyra, just let her go.”

“Relax?” Vhaelyra laughed, mocking him. “Oh, so you want me to relax? You leave me bodies to trip over, especially headless ones, and now you want to chat?” She shook Risamun, who was trying to wriggle free. “Stop struggling or I’ll make you headless, too.”

“Do something!” Risamun choked out, panicked.

“She’s Risamun. They call me Rineskull, and I’m here for the ship. You’re free now,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “I’m the one who killed the crew. I'm not your enemy, I swear. I’m freeing you.”

Vhaelyra paused, cocking her head. “You killed them? Well, they deserved it! But still...you couldn’t just clean up after yourself?”

“Just let her go,” Ryan said calmly. “Nobody else needs to get hurt.”

Vhaelyra pulled the chain tighter. “Nobody gets hurt? Then what fun is that?”

Risamun groaned, eyes bulging. “I swear, if I survive this, I’m going to kill you for letting me get captured. Who is this crazed madwoman and why are we negotiating?”

“Her name’s Vhaelyra… the ship’s sorcerer kept her as a pet.” Then Ryan met Vhaelyra’s eyes and started talking to her like she was trying to get a kitten out of a tree. “Vhaelyra, it’s safe now. We won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“Nobody’s going to hurt me if they’re dead!” Vhaelyra snapped.

“That’s right,” Ryan agreed. “No one left to hurt you. Just us. Just your friends… you want to be friends, right?”

Her eyes flickered to him, going wide. “Are... are you sure?”

“All of them, dead. I killed them.”

“I promise you, this theatrical violence is not necessary,” Risamun gasped. “We’re here to help you, not to harm you.”

“Vhaelyra decide when violence is necessary!” the sylph said, tightening the chain.

“Vhaelyra, I’m not your enemy,” Ryan said, his voice even. “I’m here to help you.”

Vhaelyra’s wild eyes darted between him and the bodies on the floor. “Help me? You left dead bodies all over the place! Look at this mess!” she screeched. Her eyes scanned the compartment again, as if she half-expected more traps or more enemies lurking in the shadows. “Where’s Anippe?! Where’s that bastard who locked me up?”

Ryan took a slow breath. “Anippe’s dead. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

Vhaelyra blinked. “Dead?” she said in disbelief. For a second, her grip on the chain loosened. “You killed him?”

“I did,” Ryan nodded. “Now, we need to get to the bridge. The ship is in serious trouble, and we can’t afford to sit here arguing.”

Vhaelyra narrowed her eyes. “How does Vhaelyra know you didn’t kill him just to take his place? How do I know you’re not lying?”

Risamun managed a gasping reply. “Perhaps,” she choked. “Because he’s... saving... your life?”

Vhaelyra tightened the chain. “Stop squirming, princess, or Vhaelyra snap this pretty neck. Vhaelyra not playing games! Except for Senet… that game is plenty enjoyable...”

Ryan’s jaw clenched. “You don’t trust me? Fine. But if we don’t get to the bridge, this ship’s going down. You’ll never worry about ending up in that cell again because there won’t be a ship, that’s if the crash doesn’t kill us all first.”

Vhaelyra hesitated, eyes flitting toward the door. Finally, she grunted, releasing Risamun and shoving her to the floor.

“Fine. But you make one wrong move,” she jabbed a finger at Ryan, “And I’ll finish what I started.” She glanced at Risamun. “What you waiting for princess? You cleaning up these bodies or what?”

The ship groaned ominously before she could answer. Shaking.

“You hear that?” he asked the prisoner. “We don’t have much time. If you want to live you have to navigate the ship. You're the only one who can. We all die if you don’t.”

“Let’s go then,” she sighed. “But first take these off,” she held up her cuffed wrists. “They’re messing up my magic.”

***

The ship shook all the way to the bridge hatch. Standing in the door Risamun looked disgusted and Vhaelyra just nodded.

“W-what happened?” Risamun breathed out, looking at the dead bodies and the view of the aether river’s cloud wall outside the windows.

“You killed the bridge crew? You mean no one can pilot this thing?” Risamun yelled.

“Just her,” Ryan said.

“You sure made a mess,” the sylph said, then nudged Risamun. “More for you to clean up, princess.”

“Why would I clean it up?”

“Well Vhaelyra is navigating the ship so… you make the mess, you clean it.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Ryan said.

As if on cue, the ship lurched violently, a shuddering groan of stressed wood and metal filling the air as they narrowly missed colliding with the aether river's cloud wall. The deck tilted, throwing all three of them against the wall.

Climbing to his feet again he picked up the sylph by the chain despite her protests and dropped her into the padded chair at the navigation sphere.

The floor of the bridge was littered with the remains of Ryan’s brutal handiwork. The gutted body of the golem lay in one corner, Anippe’s body slumped against the far wall, lifeless eyes staring into the floor his head looking the wrong way over his shoulder. The first mate wasn’t much better off—his body with a smoking hole in the middle.

Ryan scanned the horizon outside the shuttered ports; the ship was swerving dangerously as they careened towards the glowing cloud-wall of the aether river. But Vhaelyra barely spared it a glance, poking the bodies with one bare foot.

“Vhaelyra, we’re about to crash,” Ryan growled, fighting to keep his voice calm. “I need you to take control… now!”

But Vhaelyra ignored him, nudging Anippe’s sandals with her foot, then kneeling to inspect her former captor. “Damn, Rineskull. You really did a number on him. Never liked you anyway, bastard... always had a stick up your ass…”

“Vhaelyra!” Ryan snapped. “The ship’s out of control!”

She waved his concerns away with a frown. “Oh, we’ve got time. The cloud-wall’s still a ways off. You worry too much.”

Risamun was rigid with frustration watching the tatted sylph stroll across the bridge like a cat toying with its prey. “She’s mad,” Risamun hissed. “Completely out of her mind.”

“Vhaelyra, please—take the wheel.” He asked calmly. “You’re the only one who knows how to pilot this thing.”

Vhaelyra twirled a manacled wrist in the air lazily. “And how do you expect me to do that with these on, hmm? Maybe if you – princess,” she gestured at Risamun. “Would be so kind as to unlock them?”

Risamun’s eyes flashed. “Unlock a mad woman who only just finished attempting to strangle the life from me… I think not.”

“Or we can crash,” Vhaelyra said, as if the choice didn’t matter to her in the slightest.

Ryan looked between the two of them. “Risamun, just find the keys. Please.”

Risamun stared daggers at him. “Which one is Anippe?”

Ryan pointed him out and she angrily started poking and pulling at navigaotor’s robes until she found the keys on a chain around the dead man’s neck. She yanked them off, then returned to Vhaelyra. The sylph just held out her wrists, smiling.

“Hands!” Risamun growled.

“You’re going to have to ask nicely.”

Risamun’s jaw clenched. “I am asking nicely.”

“Come on, princess. Nicely,” Vhaelyra teased.

Risamun ground her teeth together, her hands trembling with fury. “Please… let me unlock you.”

Vhaelyra beamed and held out her wrists. “See? Wasn’t so hard.”

Risamun unlocked the manacles with a quick twist of the key, and Vhaelyra stretched, finally free. Without a word, she strolled to the navigation chair and laid a hand on the crystal sphere.

“You better know what you’re doing,” Risamun said, throwing the manacles against the floor.

“Of course I know,” she replied. “Now let’s see if we can’t keep from turning into a fiery wreck, shall we?”

Both hands on the navigation crystal, the slyph’s star-shaped irises began to glow silver and her eyes went wide.

“Uh-oh… that’s not good. Get us off the wall,” she ordered.

“Me? You’re the one who knows how to fly this thing!”

Vhaelyra laughed… “How am I supposed to see the future and steer the ship at the same time? Let’s go handsome… you and the princess… chop-chop!”

“Uhhh, how?” Ryan asked.

“That lever… no there,” she pointed to one of three wooden yokes that were connected to a bronze box bolted to the deck surrounded by a padded railing.

Risamun stumbled to the controls with him. “Do you know how to do this?” she asked.

“How hard can it be, right?”

The rudders each had fancifully carved bronze handles; the first was a hawk, the next a hippo and the last an alligator. Ryan tried the hawk experimentally and the ship began to roll. Wrong one. The central tiller arm was the hippo and it made the nose suddenly rise up. Okay, so he found pitch and roll, that meant the alligator was yaw. Finally, the ship veered away – painfully slowly – from the nearness of the cloud wall that formed the border of the aether river. But now they were off the wall and a slow spin began to build up speed. They were spiralling out of control and only a desperate grip on the control railing let Ryan hold on.

“Alright, handsome, listen up!” Vhaelyra barked. “Hard starboard!”

Ryan scrambled, pulling the lever she’d indicated. The ship groaned, tilting sharply to one side.

“No, your other starboard! Push the lever with the alligator the other way, genius!”

Ryan gritted his teeth and reversed direction.

“Good,,, goood! Now ease off!” Vhaelyra coaxed. But the ship went into a hard bank. “I said ease off, not jerk it off like your dick!” she shouted. “Throttle up! More power to the engine!”

“What’s the engine control?” he shouted, searching the room with his eyes.

“The gilded icon of Bastet!” Vhaelyra shouted.

“The what?”

“The kitty-cat! Rub the kitty-cat and put it into number five!”

Ryan spotted a small brass cat statuette mounted on the railing. He’d thought it was a dashboard decoration. As he touched it, he saw it was mounted in a board with several holes in a row, each numbered. Pulling it loose, he slotted it into the ‘five’ hole.

“Done!”

Nothing happened.

“I said five, not one!”

“It is in five!” Risamun shouted back.

As the ship rattled and bucked beneath their feet, Vhaelyra threw a glance at the console and swore loudly. “Why the snark-shit isn’t the engine giving us more juice? We should be tearing through the aether, not crawling like a snail stuck in syrup!”

Ryan hesitated, gripping the railing to keep from being thrown off balance. “Uh... yeah, about that. I, uh... sabotaged it earlier. To distract the crew.”

Vhaelyra whipped her head around eyes widened in disbelief, then narrowed into deadly slits. “You what?”

Ryan shouted back defensively. “It was a distraction tactic. I had to keep the crew busy.”

“Are you insane?” Vhaelyra cut him off. “You sabotaged the engines on an aether ship? The one thing keeping us from plummeting to a horrible death? Oh, that’s genius, really!”

“Hey, listen,” Ryan started, trying to stay calm.

“No, you listen! You better hope you've got a friend in the afterlife, 'cause we’re about five seconds from needing one!”

The ship shuddered violently, veering dangerously close to the swirling aether cloud-wall.

“Are you going to argue or navigate us a way out of this!” Risamun shouted.

“Fine! Vhaelyra will try to save our skins, but you owe me, big time! And don't think Vhaelyra forget, you saboteur! Boost the aether resonator – not too much! Unless you want to fly straight into that glowing death-cloud!”

Beside the cat statue was a scarab beetle with a crystal in its jaws. He twisted and yanked it, finally getting the crystal to light up. Cursing under his breath. He wasn’t even sure what he was pulling. But, like button-mashing an arcade game, eventually he got results and the ship responded, even if it bucked and shuddered like it was ready to tear apart.

“Keep your hands on the stabilizer! No, that’s the… never mind!” Vhaelyra scolded him. “Just do what I say, and we won’t die horribly. Maybe. Dodge! Now!”

Ryan saw a shape ahead and yanked the hawk and the hippo, starting an unplanned barrel-roll. The ship swerved again, barely missing a jagged rock outcropping from the clouds, like an aether-reef that appeared out of the clouds like a spike. The tip scraping against the wooden hull with a horrible sound that set his teeth on edge.

“Perfect! See? Was that so hard?” Vhaelyra shouted over the roaring wind. “Now, don’t screw it up!”

The deck of the ship groaned under the strain as the aether storm battered its hull. Vhaelyra closed her eyes tightly and held the navigation crystal with both hands.

“For Gigguk’s sweet sake! Watch where you’re going!” Risamun yelled, horrified.

“Oh, you want to be the navigator now? I gotta keep my eyes closed to see, alright? Don’t question my methods, you land-crawling fool!”

Eyes still shut, she shouted above the howl of the wind. “Port, now! Hard to port!”

Ryan couldn’t reach the control, but Risamun was clinging to the other end of the control rail and she stretched out one hand and gripped the alligator yoke. Knuckles white as she yanked it to the side, steering the ship left.

"Wait... wait... now, straighten up!" Vhaelyra’s voice cracked with the strain of her unseen vision.

Ryan followed Risamun, one hand holding on, the other taking the yoke. It fought in his hand, the ship trying to buck them off.

Slowly, slowly… they corrected course. The ship lurched violently, throwing them against the railing. Ryan felt his ribs crack. The wild spin began to stabilize, but the relief was momentary.

“Quit messing around, you idiots! Get the nose up before we’re little bitty pieces! This isn’t a playground! You’re not children are you?”

Ryan adjusted his grip… stretched to reach the hawk yoke. Suddenly out of the floor of the river a massive rock appeared, like a mountain rising from the clouds. They were heading right for it.

He hauled on the yoke and the nose began to rise. Then a bit more. The mountaintop was getting huge. Bigger and bigger as they rushed at it.

“Rineskull!” Risamun screamed.

And finally, the nose pitched up hard and they were climbing. The ship screeched in protest as it kissed the rock, scraping a layer of tar off the hull. Now they were heading for the wall of the river again. Clouds dead ahead.

“Now what?” Ryan asked.

“Just hold it steady, alright? No big deal, just life or death...”

And just before impact the clouds thinned, and they sailed through the gap into the next bend of the river. The ship finally began to level out, the roar of the storm lessening as they aligned with the river’s flow. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, lungs aching in relief.

“Aim for the middle of the current, it’ll take us from here,” the sylph said.

Taking turns hauling on the controls Ryan got the ship to jerk and shudder its way into the center of the river, nose forward, carried by the flow with a steady rising and falling like they were riding waves on the ocean.

The sylph let out a long, yawn and sagged back in the chair, hands falling from the crystal sphere.

“We’re clear. You can let the current take us now.”

“You sure?”

“I’ve seen what’s coming up, next few days are a breeze. Relax, the ship knows the way better than you do.”

Ryan slumped against the helm, his body aching from the tension. As the ship settled into a gentle drift, he allowed himself a moment of relief as the twisting tunnel of the aether river stretched out in front of them, peaceful for the moment. He glanced at the pale figure, seeing her in a new light. In the game she had no personality, just a name and a task. She was a mcguffin you needed – a secret area to find – in order the clear the level.

But the real thing… she had a little too much personality.

Then Vhaelyra’s body sagged with exhaustion and she began to fall from the chair. Ryan lurched forward to catch her as she went limp and as his hand brushed against hers and the magical crystal at the same time.

An unexpected jolt of energy surged through him. As if a door in his mind had been flung open, and things poured in.

The image of a dead city flashed past, empty streets and some sort of palace above it all…

…just as quickly as the shadows of the empty streets were they it changed and was replaced by some sort of massive creature, like a tower of flesh that burned, shedding burning skin as it screamed, each movement sending sparks and embers cascading into the air…

…it changed again… Ryan felt himself falling through the vast, colorless void of the aether. He was alone in the endless emptiness. A freefall through an infinite abyss. And just as despair began to fill him up, a hand reached for his and he was no longer alone floating through the void. He couldn’t see her face but – with a weird dream-logic – he knew something connected them. They knew each other… that they meant something…

…then, just as their fingers touched in the howling loneliness, the visions vanished.

Ryan found himself back on the ship, holding Vhaelyra, who pushed him away.

“Hey, are you alright?”

At his touch, a flare of light sparked in her star-shaped eyes. She jerked away from his grasp. "Weird... got this strange feeling for a second, like...” she saw him looking at her funny and she jerked away. “You—don’t get so touchy! It’s nothing, just stay out of Vhaelyra’s space.”

Vhaelyra glanced up, her eyes meeting his, and again he looked into the silver-colored irises with the star-shaped pupils that seemed to flicker with inner light. She blinked and looked away, unable to meet his gaze.

“How did you do that?” Risamun demanded of the strange woman.

“Do what? Make you wet your armor?”

“Nice try… you know what. How did you know what to do… where to go… It was like you saw it before it happened.”

“Because Vhaelyra did see it,” she said casually. “That’s how we navigate the aether… we look forward, see all the paths, and choose the best one…”

Ryan stared at her more closely. “You mean... you see the future...”

Vhaelyra's face flushed a deep shade of pink as she avoided his gaze. “It's not just seeing,” she whispered, almost to herself, her fingers trembling as they left the orb.

“When I touched you just now…” Ryan tried to explain what he’d seen. But the images were fading, like trying to remember a dream. “Did you see what I saw?”

She glanced up at him and he saw the casual disgust she showed towards him earlier was gone. Replaced with… curiosity? “It’s not important,” her voice was barely above a whisper. Her whole body tensed for flight. “Vhaelyra just need some alone time.”

“I’ll help take you back—” he started before she shook her head violently.

“No! Vhaelyra should… stay here. In case anything happens. But can you take… that… with you.”

“Sorry, I’ll clean up the bodies,’ Ryan said.

“I meant her,” she gestured at Risamun.

Ryan shook his head… he hadn’t expected navigating the aether would be simple, but it was starting to seem easier than dealing with the insane navigator who looked into the future. Well, she certainly wasn’t about to run off on her own. She could barely even stand.

“Sure thing,” he told her. “Give me a hand,” he said to Risamun.

The girl looked like she wanted to say something but changed her mind and together they moved to the first body.

***

After dragging the bodies off the bridge and dumping them in the ladder well to the lower decks, Ryan remembered the crewman in the rope locker and put him to work. The terrified ifrit smuggler dragged the bodies the rest of the way and put them all into the rear hold. After that Ryan secured the guy with his friends in the bilge compartment. Slamming the bolts with a solid thud, locking the pissed-off crew up tight.

“What now? We’ve seized the ship—surely you have a plan?” Risamun folded her arms, eyes narrowing as she waited for Ryan’s response.

“Now? Now nothing.” He pulled her up the deck corridor to the captain’s cabin and pushed her inside. “Stay here, close the door, lock it.”

“Locked in a cabin? For how long, exactly?”

“It’s safer.”

“You cannot seriously expect me to hide away like some helpless damsel. I demand to know what’s really going on, Ryan.”

“Until I’m sure all the crew are accounted for, I don’t want you getting into trouble, now get in and lock the hatch!”

He waited until he heard the bolt thunk into place before he headed back to the bridge. He had more questions he needed answered and Risamun would only make the conversation harder.

He found Vhaelyra waiting for him.

“About time… I gotta go down and see how badly you wrecked the engine.” She waved her hands at him. “If it’s half as bad as I think it is, we’ll be lucky to even float where we’re going.”

“Thought you were getting some rest?” Ryan asked.

“Sure, but first, Vhaelyra inspecting the damage before we all get sucked into the maelstrom like idiots.”

Fair enough. He nodded and wrapping one arm around her, he got the sylph out of the chair then watched her take a few limping steps before he just picked her up and gave her a piggyback. She immediately wrapped her arms around his neck, barely giving him time to steady himself.

“Don’t get handsy, big guy,” she warned, voice muffled by his shoulder.

But a moment later as he left the bridge and headed for the mid-deck gang-ladder below, she snuggled closer, resting her head against his back.

“But damn… you are strong. All those muscles. Feels like I’m riding a thunder lizard.” Her grip tightened a little, and she gave a soft laugh. “Don’t think I didn’t notice, either. You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Ryan grunted, navigating the narrow stairs. “Not as much as you are.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Can’t blame a girl for appreciating the view though.” She sighed theatrically. “But don’t you dare drop me. I’m totally trusting you with my precious self, so don't mess it up.”

He collected his aetherarmor suit and she put it on before he took her inside the copper room. They did a quick inspection tour in the singed compartment; the crew had put out the fires and after a thorough check, she motioned for Ryan to take her out.

Back in the corridor, she removed her helmet, her expression unreadable.

“How bad is it?” he asked.

“It’s… bad,” she admitted finally. “The ship… its injured. Can only limp, not run. Maybe a quarter of normal speed. For a real fix, we’d need to find replacement parts and a drydock.”

Ryan shrugged. “No big deal… Use the smuggler's base in Verbinnec.”

“You don’t get it,” Vhaelyra said, her voice trembling slightly. “With the engine messed up like this, we’re talking weeks, maybe months, to get anywhere! We’ll be floating on the current like a bunch of space-drifting fools!” She glanced at Ryan, her usual bravado faltering. “Seriously, we’re in deep trouble.”

Ryan took a moment to make sure she wasn’t joking again. “I can’t be gone for months! I’ve got people back there, depending on me. I told them I’d just be gone for a few days!”

Vhaelyra frowned, her usual snark replaced by a rare seriousness. “I can’t change the nature of the aether,” she said slowly, like she was explaining something obvious to a child. “Aether rivers have an upstream and downstream current. If we turn back now, it’ll take even longer to get anywhere.” She gave Ryan a pointed look, like he should’ve known better.

“Fuck!” he slammed a fist into the bulkhead.

She flinched.

He rallied his calm. “I’m… sorry. I shouldn’t take it out on you,” he said and slumped to the deck. Months? Who knew what the baroness would do by then… everyone could be dead or worse…

“So… if we keep going downstream…”

Vhaelyra nodded, a sly grin creeping onto her face. “There’s a place,” she said, her voice dropping like she was sharing a secret. “Just like you said—a smuggler’s cove. We can fix the ship there. After that? Coming back will be a breeze. No problem at all.”

Ryan tried to remember the fast-travel mechanics in the game for any clues or cheats he could use. When he’d played the game, moving from one city to the next was as simple as going to the aetherdock, then the portal opened and there was a loading animation of the stormy sky of the aether, then suddenly you were where you wanted to be; but it automatically advanced the game’s day clock. It had been an exploit some players used to end ongoing poison or disease effects, or to complete enchantment rituals that took days to complete: take a short trip and the game skipped you days ahead.

So, what Vhaelyra was telling him tracked…

“What sort of place is this cove?”

She shrugged. “An earthberg… an old city, dead from a long time ago. They use it… used to use it… to hide things.”

“Like their stash of scringe stone?”

She nodded. Perfect.

Ryan saw the plan falling together in his head. “We’ll get the ship moving. But first we feed you. Actually no… first I do this.”

Reaching inside for the Mind’s Eye, Ryan drew power from the green spark and poured it into the poor girl’s body. The damage he found made him sick – physically. The iron-powder tattoos were anti-magic wards and erasing each one was like drinking poison. Trying to repair it all at once was draining the energy out of him to the core. One by one he forced the iron powder out of her body. Until he slid to the deck beside her, both of them laying there and gasping from the ordeal.

The sylph recovered first. Pulling herself up to sitting she pulled the gloves off the armor to look at her hands and saw they were healthy again, no more tattoos, and the manacle scars were gone. Not believing it, she stood up and wobbled on her feet before stripping the rest of the armor off and standing in front of him, very naked. She was still skinny, but she wasn’t skin and bones any longer.

“What did you do?” she demanded.

“Yeah…” he groaned, sitting up. “Sorry… was not expecting it to be that bad.”

“Did you… what did you do?” she repeated.

“I can heal you some more later,” he said. “That’s all I can do for now.”

“For now?” she breathed out.

Turning away she walked up the companionway and stretched. Looking at her hands and finally when she turned back around he saw she was crying. And she ran away.

Weird girl…

As Ryan watched her leave, wondered if he’d done something to offend her. Ah well, whether she liked it or not he needed her whole and healthy. He couldn’t run the whole ship with just Risamun.

***


Chapter 14   : What to do with a Sylphen Whaler

The food in the ship’s galley was either unidentifiable to Ryan’s palette or inedible. Not exactly rancid but he couldn’t be sure ifrit stomachs could digest food that would make other races sick – like vultures. Either way, he wasn’t going to be eating anything of it. He tossed most of it into the garbage chute, used demonfyre to clean and sterilize all the pots and pans and headed for the cargo hold where the recently loaded barrels and crates from the dock in Verbinnec had been loaded; a third of it had been grain and preserved meat from the local farmers bound for western cities.

On the way, he did a sweep for stragglers in the crew quarters and every other spot someone might be hiding. Finally ending up in the dim space of the rear hold with its single alchemical lantern giving a green glow. The barrels and crates had been thrown together and the storm had snapped the restraints that tied them down, so entering the hold he had to climb over a stack of barrels and there was an inch of pressed seed oil from shattered clay urns. Great.

With the magic strength from the belt, he had most of the cargo stacked neatly in place and tied down within an hour, minus a couple barrels of salted beef, sacks of grain and a crate with dried vegetables. The oil would eventually drain into the bilge and from there he could pump it out with a hand-cranked device; the prisoners would just have to live with it for now.

Right now, he needed food. He grabbed a prybar and started with the barrel of salted meat. The tools made short work of the lid and in a moment, he levered it open. Tearing out the last nails with raw strength he peeled back the lid.

And, as he did, a blur of motion erupted from inside.

He yelled, dropping everything and staggering back into the bulkhead as the thing inside climbed up his body, latching onto him. His hand was already blazing with the beginnings of a demonfyre spell, but as he got a better look at the slobbering creature, he let the power fade away and grabbed it in one hand, holding it up and away from his body.

“Master!” the homunculus blubbered. “You found Lump!”

It was he last surviving homunculus from the alchemist's lair, tearful and scared. Its misshapen form quivered as it caught its breath from the surprise of its own escape. He set it down on the nearest crate.

“What the fuck? What were you doing in there?” Ryan asked.

“Was playing a game.”

“A game?”

“Hide and seek. With Varu. Varu put Lump in crate. Him good man, help Lump stay hidden!” The creature looked crestfallen. “But waited and waited… game not end. No one find me.”

Ryan didn’t have the heart to tell the thing Varu hated Lump’s guts and had stuffed it in the crate to send off with the smugglers. Probably in the sincere hope it would never come back.

“Well, you're out now. Game’s over… you won.”

“I won?” the creature brightened.

“You bet. Now stay out of the way and don’t scare me like that again.”

“Yes master.”

Ryan unboxed some more food supplies and got the squat little creature to help him carry it back to the galley. He stopped at the captain’s quarters where a nervous Risamun unlocked the door when he knocked.

“Let’s go. Time to eat,” he told her.

Risamun nodded and then her eyes narrowed as she spotted the homunculus squatting behind him. “What is that doing here?” she demanded. “Surely we did not bring this… creature aboard with us?”

“Me win game!” Lump cried happily.

“What?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ryan said. “We can use the help. Grab this bag of beans and let’s go.”

***

They had more than two weeks before they reached whatever secret location Vhaelyra had charted to drydock the ship. Life on the Aether Spectre settled into a simple routine. The ship wasn’t exactly a pleasure yacht… more like the boiler room of an old steam liner. There was no night or day, but a magical ship’s bell sounded every ten hours or so, making either one bell, two, or three. He figured it was first, second and third watch, a vestigial ‘day’ in the alternate dimension.

It was dirty and hot and cramped and about the only good thing he could say was that with only three of them – four if you counted Lump – there was just enough space to have some privacy. For the first two days he barely spoke to Risamun and Vhaelyra never came out of the bridge compartment. Then one day late in third watch, when he strolled into the galley looking for something to eat, he stumbled on the sylph.

The girl was crouched in a sawed-down barrel, giving herself a sponge bath with hot water from the stove. She had her back to him, and he stopped in the doorway, frozen. She had a few scars, whip marks maybe, as slightly darker lines in the sleek, muscular shape of her pale body. But by far the worst wounds were the two horrible parallel scars on her shoulders where they’d cut her wings off.

He backed out before she knew he was there and acted like it had never happened.

After two days of staring at the walls he’d had enough and asked Lump to inform everyone a meal would be served in the captain’s quarters for everyone at the start of second watch. Risamun had arrived and gave him a shy nod before sitting at the chair opposite him. They sat across from each other, silent except for the hum of the aether ship's engine in the background. Ryan leaned back, folding his arms, and Risamun’s yellow wolf eyes lingered on him a moment too long to be casual.

He poured her a glass of wine from the ship’s stores.

“So,” he started, breaking the silence. “How’d a girl like you end up learning to use a sword… shouldn’t you be doing needlepoint or something.”

“Both my older brothers died while I was young,” she said bluntly. “It fell on me to fulfill my family’s obligation as my father grew older. So, I was treated as a squire might be.”

“How’d the rest of Stonebrook take it? You being in charge I mean.”

Risamun chuckled. “You mean besides corralling drunken suitors who thought they could charm their way into my father’s coffers by wooing me?”

Wooing?

Her expression was amused, but there was a sharpness there too. She took a long drink of her wine. “Let's just say managing the livestock was often less troublesome than managing the men.”

“And how did your dad take all this trouble?”

Risamun leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table, her face inching closer to his. “I already told you… he taught me to use a sword.” She sat back suddenly, her cheeks tinged with a slight blush. “You wouldn’t be the first person to underestimate me. I can handle a lot more than you think,” she said, turning to look out the nearby porthole.

“Oh, I have no problem with what you can handle.”

Ryan watched her profile, the soft curve of her jawline illuminated by the green aether light. He knew better than to push too hard. But that didn’t stop his thoughts from wandering to what it might be like.

Clearing her throat, she shifted the topic. “We ought to inspect the cargo hold later,” she suggested, with a nod of authority. “Ensure that everything remains properly secured.”

“I already did, but if you want to join me for a walk around the ship, I’d be happy to take a look together.”

Risamun folded her arms, her voice firm and commanding. “This isn’t some leisurely stroll to admire roses. We need to ensure the ship is fully operational, and I trust you won’t forget that.”

A whisper of noise at the door of the cabin distracted them and they turned to see Vhaelyra hovering in the doorway. Pale form barefoot in a white linen robe that had belonged to Anippe’s consorts. Looking uncomfortable.

“Hey Val, come in, sit down and join us,” Ryan smiled, gesturing to an empty chair.

The girl’s eyes darted back and forth before she slowly made her way to the chair; skittish as a cat.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why what?” Ryan asked.

Vhaelyra narrowed her eyes, glancing around like someone had just tried to trick her. “Dinner. What’s the catch? People don’t just invite me to things for no reason. What’re you all plotting, huh?”

“No plot, just food.”

Risamun lifted her chin slightly, her tone as polished as ever. “Considering there are only the three of us, I thought it the civilized thing to do if we share meals and keep each other’s company. It would be most improper to behave otherwise, don't you agree?”

For a moment he could picture her commanding servants in the keep at Stonebrook.

“I’m not… civilized company…” Vhaelyra said, looking down.

“Nonsense,” Risamun said. “I won’t hear it. We shall become good friends.”

The sylph looked to Ryan.

“Hey, I’m the least civilized person here… I eat with my elbows on the table. Don’t look at me if you’re worried about miss-manners here.” At her confused look he shrugged. “You’re welcome here… I want you to join us.”

She nodded. Carefully, like it might shoot out from under her, she sat in one of the chairs. Silence.

“So, Val, you must have seen some weird shit in the aether… I’ve only been here a few days and it still feels like I’m dreaming.”

Vhaelyra nodded slightly. “Yeah… I guess,” she murmured, almost to herself more than to them.

Risamun leaned in, her voice cheerful, attempting to draw Vhaelyra out. “It must have been quite the adventure, traveling before... well, before everything. Did you get to explore much?”

Vhaelyra leaned back with a casual shrug, her voice carrying that familiar edge of sarcasm. “I’ve been on three ships, traded around like cargo between captains, just sailing wherever they wanted. I’ve seen it all! Way more than you ever will, princess.”

“I’m sure,” Risamun muttered under her breath.

“Oh, you think you so grown up, princess? You think you’ve seen weird stuff? I navigated in the Black Market Regatta; they race stolen aetherships through debris fields for bets. One wrong move, and your ship’s smashed to bits—but hey, the drinks are free if you survive! My captain bet his own crew as collateral once. Lost. We got sold off right on the docks.”

“I’m… sorry.”

“But my next ship! Even better,” Vhaelyra sighed softly. “Sailed out of the Cradle of Night… a hollow moon, split open like an egg, with cities built inside. People lived there, among the ruins, but you could tell—whatever built it wasn’t human.” She shook her head, leaning closer with a conspiratorial smile. “They have a Flesh Carnival… yeah, you heard me. Whole place dedicated to creatures you wouldn’t believe—chimeras, stitched-together monsters, all on display for some twisted collector. You pay extra? You can fight one. Last time I was there, a guy lost his arm to a three-headed snake-pig thing. Real classy place.”

“What happened to that ship?” Ryan asked. He was starting to like the sylph.

Vhaelyra rolled her eyes. “We were whaling… chasing aetherwhales… and flew into the Great Whispering. Earthbergs… big as a hundred ships, all of them covered with the bones of things... big things. Locals say if you sleep there, the bones whisper your darkest secrets back to you. Captain go mad there, running in circles, screaming his head off—said the bones wouldn’t shut up.” She shrugged casually. “I didn’t stick around to find out if they were right.”

Risamun, clearly trying not to look disgusted, pressed her lips together before finally finding words. “I... can see you’ve had quite the experience in your travels, Vhaelyra,” she said, carefully polite. “Though, I must admit, such... spectacles are rather beyond what I would consider, well, civilised. Still, it sounds... fascinating in its own... peculiar way.”

She forced a smile, glancing sideways at Ryan as if silently begging for help.

A little spitefully, Ryan asked the sylph, “What’s the strangest thing you’ve ever seen?”

And to his surprise, Vhaelyra leaned back, eyes distant and deep in her memories. “That’s easy… the Drifting Cathedral. Vhaelyra always thought it was just a story to get people to buy you drinks in a port… but I saw it once. An ancient temple floating in the middle of an aether storm. The walls shimmered with a weird light, like they were made of solid glass. I watched it disappear into the clouds, no crew, no sign of life—just a ghost ship. There and gone, glowing like a river of stars, pouring down from nowhere into nowhere. You don’t forget something like that, no matter how much you try.”

“That’s really rather poetic,” Risamun said.

“What’s the matter, Risamun… you don’t think Vhaelyra knows anything about poetry?”

The girl looked uncomfortable being called out. “And where are your people from? This – what did you call it – Cradle of Night?”

Ryan made a slight gesture to try to get her to stop but Risamun missed it, and she plunged ahead with the conversation. “It’s always interesting to hear about where people come from. Families have such colorful histories. What about yours, Vhaelyra?”

Vhaelyra’s eyes lifted, meeting Risamun's. “My family was killed when I was very young. I was captured and sold into servitude.”

There it was, the same grimdark damsel in distress backstory he’d assumed was written by some wannabe edgelord game developer who’d scripted it. Hard to make chit-chat after that.

He caught Risamun's quick apologetic glance, and he tried to salvage the situation. “I... We’re really sorry to hear that, Vhaelyra. That’s... a lot to carry." He paused, searching for anything to shift the mood.

Vhaelyra smiled but it never reached her eyes. She’d probably had a lot of time to build walls around her past. “It's long ago now,” she said softly, then stood abruptly. “I should check the navigation crystal.”

But before she could step away Risamun had jumped up and without warning she hugged the other girl close. She didn’t say anything and for a moment Vhaelyra looked alarmed before slowly realizing it was a gesture of comfort.

“The crystal can wait… eat first… please.” Risamun said.

Vhaelyra reluctantly nodded and they were seated again. Luckily it wasn’t long until Lump burst into the room, carrying a tray laid out with covered dishes. Delivering the meal, the homunculus walked on its knuckles a bit like an ape and sat next to the sylph on the floor. Vhaelyra frowned at the creature.

“Is it… dangerous?”

“Only to your patience,” Ryan said. “Lump’s on our side.”

It was only then Ryan saw there were three place-settings.

“Lump… where’s your plate?” he asked as the Risamun opened dishes and plated their meals.

“Oh, Lump has nice bowl of scraps in kitchen…” it smiled happily.

“Fuck that, you’re eating with us.”

“What did you say?” Risamun blurted but he ignored her.

“I do?” it said, and tears welled up. “Lump return!”

It arrived with a chipped bowl full of the garbage scraps and set it on the floor beside their table, getting on all fours to take a bite.

“No, no,” Ryan said sternly. You’re not eating on the floor; you’re not an animal.” He pushed a chair out with his foot. “Sit. And throw that crap away, you’re having what we have.”

Vhaelyra watched everything with a furrowed brow, her eyes flicking between Ryan and Lump. The homunculus was confused but did what it was asked, clumsily seating itself at the table. Vhaelyra’s expression softened slightly,

“Now we can eat; cheers everyone.” Ryan poured Lump and the sylph some wine and took a sip.

***

After the first meal together, the girls seemed to soften up a bit towards him. Risamun insisted they ate at least one meal a day together. Vhaelyra stayed… bonkers… but bit by bit she slowly relaxed. The sylph even volunteered to teach him how the ship’s controls worked and invited him to the bridge. Most of her navigation theory went over his head, but it was nice to have what passed for a normal conversation with the girl.

With all but one of the forward-facing shutters on the bridge closed, the interior of the bridge compartment was dimly lit by the light of the navigation crystal. The underlighting gave Vhaelyra's delicate features a mysterious, alien look. Sylphs were a lot like he might have imagined elves to look, and she was pretty in an exotic way, even with the rings and studs pierced through her ears and eyebrow. Her fingers looked almost translucent hovering over the sphere, and her silvery star-shaped eyes were pretty once you got used to them.

“So, is it magic. Or something else?” Ryan asked.

“It’s like... reading tea leaves in a tornado,” Vhaelyra murmured, her voice a whisper against the aether winds. “You don’t see the future... you feel it. But it is always just waiting to mess with you.”

Ryan nodded, still unsure how much her visions showed her. “You can actually see the future?”

“Duh, of course! You saw it too, remember?” Vhaelyra’s eyes flicked up to meet Ryan’s, a smirk curling on her lips. “That time... yeah, you know what I’m talking about.”

Ryan fidgeted. It hadn’t exactly been a comfortable feeling. “When I… touched the crystal, I saw... flashes. A city falling, a giant insect, and someone... saving me. Is that what you saw?”

Vhaelyra tilted her head, her usual grin a little more subdued. “Usually, my visions are all about the ship, you know? The aether, currents, the usual boring stuff.” She glanced at Ryan, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But when you touched my hand... I saw something different. Something more... personal.”

Ryan glanced at her, sensing the shift. “What?”

She leaned in, eyes gleaming with that familiar mischief, but there was something darker underneath. “My own death.”

Ryan froze. “What?”

“Oh yeah… very soon too.”

“You know when you’re going to die?”

“Yeah… finally. I kept waiting for it and it finally showed up. If Vhaelyra is being honest she expected it a long time ago.”

“What are you going to do about it?” he asked her. She seemed way to cheerful. “You… know how to avoid it now, right?”

“Oh, don’t get all worked up.” She waved a hand dismissively. “It’s nothing! Just a little peek at what’s to come, you know? A blip on the radar. Happens to everyone, eventually.”

Ryan stepped forward, grabbing her wrist gently. “You can’t be serious. You saw your death?”

Vhaelyra’s grin returned, as crooked as ever. “Yup. Clear as day.” She laughed, a little too loudly. “Fate’s a funny thing. You can’t fight it, so why bother?”

Ryan stared at her. Was she insane or were all sylphs like this? “And you’re… okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” She shrugged, tugging her hand free and bouncing away from him. “It’s already written, right? No sense worrying. Just means I’ll make the time I’ve got left even more fun.”

She grinned, her eyes glinting. “Oh, and the best part? You’re the one who kills me.” She laughed like it was the punchline to a joke only she understood.

Ryan thought it was another joke but she wasn’t laughing like she normally did.

“What?” he felt a chill run up his spine.

“That’s why I’ve been so chummy with you, Rineskull.”

“Why would that make you like me?” he yelled, appalled.

“It’s a special bond! You and me, forever tied together. My killer. It’s kinda... romantic, don’t you think?” She nudged him with her elbow, still laughing as if they were sharing a private joke. “So, don’t feel bad.”

That was a hard right turn…

“Has that ever happened before?” he asked, hoping this was just another in a series of false positives.

“Never.”

“And how…”

“Oh, you wanna know how I die? Get this,” she leaned closer like they were sharing an inside joke. “I saw us together… we’re real close, sharing all sorts of... things.” She waggled her eyebrows, barely containing her laughter. “But then you kill me! Can you believe that?” She snorted. “What a twist, huh?”

Geezus. She wasn’t serious… was she? He leaned in, his voice firm. “No way… I mean… how can you be so calm? You just told me that I kill you!”

She waved it away. “Vhaelyra be dead soon even if I never met you. Anippe was going to kill me, you know? Sooner or later he would’ve chopped Vhaelyra up.”

He shook his head, got up and paced. “I don't buy that. We make choices, Vhaelyra. We can change the way things go. Your visions—they’re just one possible future.”

Vhaelyra rolled her eyes so hard Ryan thought they might get stuck. “Oh please,” she drawled, throwing her hands up dramatically. “You humans and your 'I can escape fate' speeches! I hear this all the time. ‘Oh no, maybe it won’t happen!’” She mimicked in a mock, whiny tone, then jabbed a thumb at her chest. “Who's the expert here anyway? Me! I’m the one who sees the future, thank you very much! Trust me, pal, you’re gonna be the one doing the deed. Might as well get used to the idea.”

His brain was still trying to wrap around it… he felt like he’d just woken up from a dream and didn’t know where he was. “You know for certain it was… will be… me?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How?”

“That parts a bit fuzzy… I think I explode…”

He backed up a step, horrified.

Then, as if she had just settled the matter, she climbed out of the navigator chair and cornered him against the bridge controls. She leaned in, standing on her toes, her breath a whisper against his cheek, her lips almost touching his.

“What are you doing?” he pulled back.

“Don’t play innocent with Vhaelyra…” she said seductively. “Since I’ve seen the future and all… it’s not like I haven’t seen what you’ve got already.” She trailed a finger down his arm, undressing him with her eyes. “I mean, why waste time, right? We’re already a thing in the future, might as well start now.”

He stared at her in horror. “But if you and I…”

“Get all fucktimey…” she filled in the blank for him.

“… you’ll die!”

“Come on, don’t be shy, babe. We’re gonna be all lovey-dovey soon enough. So why wait? Might as well get the fun part started!” She pulled her robe up off over her head and revealed her naked body. “You’ll fall for me, I know it. Who can resist all this?” she pinched her pierced nipples in anticipation.

His voice came out harder than he meant to. Angry at her lack of will to live, scared for her. “And you're okay with that? Even if it means... it leads to your death?” Then something else occurred to him. “Wait… if you die then nobody can navigate the ship! That means I’ll be trapped in the aether!”

“Huh,” she thought it over. “Hadn’t thought of that…oh well.”

“No!” he yelled. “Not ‘oh well’. Fuck ‘oh well’! I need to get home!”

“I can’t fight it,” she said. “And neither can you, babe.”

That was that… she’d given up the fight. Seemed determined to just enjoy some of the happiness she’d seen in her vision before she died. And that he’d never get back to Verbinnec.

But he couldn’t let that happen.

He backed up towards the door. If the first step to her death was them becoming… intimate… he’d just have to stay away from her. “I can’t accept that. I won’t lead you to your death just because some vision says so.”

Her hand reached out towards him, but he was already turning away.

“You, me… it’s happening. Might as well stop pretending and just enjoy the ride.” She laughed, a little too pleased with herself. “You’ll see. You always do.”

He fled the bridge. This was fucking crazy. First that he believed someone could see the future. Second that she was willing to go to her death without a complaint and take him with her.

“You can’t fight fate, handsome!” she yelled from the door. “I’ll be here, waiting, when you finally realize that.”

***

He spent the better part of a day trying to wrap his head around it. Hid in the cargo hold in the crew quarters and didn’t get out of his hammock the entire time. Laying in the dark and trying to understand it.

Vhaelyra seemed convinced the future was already known… and truth be told, Ryan already halfway believed it. He’d always thought of his knowledge of the world of Eldwick from the game as nothing more than a cheat… but what if it was more. What if he was somehow seeing the future every time he knew where the secret levels were, or who would betray him of what monster was waiting around the corner…

Yeah, but if you never go around that corner the future changes… its not set in stone… right?

In the end he decided that he had a plan: all he had to do was avoid letting her get too close. If they never… got together… the future she saw wouldn’t happen.

Mentally exhausted, he fell into a dark sleep.

He was still half asleep, nestled among the blankets, when the sound of footsteps approached, followed by a sharp kick in his ribs. Before he could even grunt a response, Risamun yanked the blanket off of him. She had a large chalk slate clutched in her hands, filled with neatly written tasks.

“Up with you, Rineskull!” she snapped. Then shoved the slate in front of his face. In her neat writing there was a list of tasks to be completed around the ship. “There’s much to be done, and I assure you, your idleness won’t see this ship mended.”

Ryan groaned, rubbing his eyes as he sat up. “I didn’t sleep so good, lot on my mind, can’t it wait until tomorrow—"

“No time for that,” Risamun cut him off. Then as she saw he was naked under the blanket she glanced away abruptly, a blush creeping up her neck as she caught a glimpse of his morning wood. “Cover yourself, Rineskull! This is hardly the time for... such immodesty!" She turned sharply, her cheeks flushing as she muttered, “Of all the indecent... honestly!”

With that, she fled the compartment leaving Ryan to chuckle. The smile died on his lips seeing the hardon wasn’t going anywhere. After carefully putting on clothes he splashed himself down with some tepid stale water from the ship stores.

What the hell was the bug up Risamun’s ass?

He didn’t get a chance to ask her since from the moment he joined her on the middle deck she was all business. She’d found bolts that needed tightening, gears that needed grease, splinters in the deck to sand, filthy waterclosets and stacks of the former crew’s belongings that needed to be sorted into piles of things that were useful and garbage to go into the incinerator.

He’d recently been reborn in a perfect body as good as an Olympic athlete’s and by the end of the day he was feeling sore and tired. He had to admire the amount of work a noble lady was willing to do alongside him. He’d always imagined her as a bit of a pampered debutante, but she was a hard worker and never complained. If he was honest, she was a bit of a taskmaster, but after seeing the small size of her father’s estate he figured it wasn’t exactly Buckingham palace and she probably had to pitch in to get things done.

***

During his search of the Aether Spectre, after they’d seized the ship from the ifrit, Ryan had found a small pouch of scringe dust in the captain’s quarters. Personal use, maybe, or a product sample. Who knew. While Risamun was sleeping Ryan had measured out some small doses into cups and spent a next day experimenting with absorbing the mana out of it. It was weird… not like normal mana. But after a few failed attempts that spoiled the samples, he banged on her cabin door, waking her up.

Risamun flung the door open, bleary-eyed and hair wild, standing there in only a man’s white cotton shirt she was using as a sleeping gown. It was barely long enough to cover her muff and the shape of her heavy breasts stood out against the thin fabric.

“What is it—?” She realized it wasn’t an emergency and Ryan was staring. Her face flushed as she crossed her arms, trying to cover herself in the loose nightshirt.

“Hey, I uh…” his voice faltered.

Head in the game, Scully!

“I need you,” he brushed past her into the cabin.

“Rineskull! Have you no sense of propriety?” she snapped, retreating. “Barging in while I’m half-dressed, really! You think you can just… just… expect me to…”

“I need your help with an experiment.”

Realizing he wasn’t there to ravish her like the cover of a romance novel she got even angrier. Turning away she grabbed a robe and pulled it on. “If this isn’t a life-or-death situation, you had better be prepared to grovel for this intrusion!”

Setting down a toolbox he started bringing out items and lining them up on the small table. She took a look at the clutter of vials and tools, as Ryan carefully made a tiny mound of scringe stone dust on a sheet of paper.

“What exactly are you doing,” Risamun asked, her eyes narrowing. “This doesn’t look like ship repairs, and I sincerely hope you’re not planning to blow us all up in the process.”

He straightened up and faced her. “I’m trying to absorb the magic from this scringe stone directly into my system as life-force mana. It’s... a complicated process,” he admitted.

“Is that even safe?” Her arms crossed as she watched him. “You can’t just experiment on yourself without considering the consequences, Rineskull.”

“It can be,” he replied, glancing at the shimmering dust. “I’ve done something similar before—to save Ellsbat. I drained magical energy from a sword to heal her. But I haven’t been able to replicate it. I think I know why now—I need the power of the Manticore’s Transmogrification Icon, which, unfortunately, I had to transfer into you.”

Risamun’s eyes widened. “So, you require me to...”

“Help with the ritual, yeah.”

“No! That is to say… I know nothing of magic.”

But Ryan was waiting for her to stop talking so she could listen to his explanation. “This isn’t just about drawing energy; it’s about sharing it, channeling it through both of us. I need your connection to the Icon’s power, like a circuit the power needs to go through.”

“I beg your pardon?” she said coldly. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you're blathering on about, and frankly, I’m beginning to wonder if you do either!”

“Just… hold my hand and I’ll do all the work,” he said impatiently, reaching for her hand.

Risamun eyed Ryan’s outstretched hand, lips pursed. “Very well,” she said, reaching out slowly, her fingers barely brushing his. “But let me make one thing perfectly clear: if you bungle this in the slightest, I won’t be so gracious next time. You’ll have to manage without me, because I certainly won’t be helping you again.”

“Just stand here, opposite me,” Ryan instructed. He took her hands gently. “Focus on the transmogrification power inside you… you should be able to sense the magic in your core, feel its energy, and when I say now, visualize that energy flowing into both of us.”

They locked eyes, and Ryan counted down. “Three… two… one…” and together, they drew a deep breath. “Now,” he whispered.

The cabin filled with a brilliant light, the scringe stone dust igniting like gunpowder as the energy began to transfer. Risamun’s grip tightened in alarm, but she held on.

He reached into the ability to render mana and captured the escaping magical power, then twining it with Risamun’s power, he was able to simultaneously infuse the mana and transmogrify it at the same time, converting it into life-force.

It was over in a moment, the pile of scringe stone turned to harmless dust.

But it worked. It was a tiny amount, almost unnoticeable, but he’d felt the mana transfer and increase his life mana. A tiny flare to prove the concept.

“Well? Did it work, or was this just another one of your reckless gambles?” she asked. She saw she was still holding his hand and yanked hers away.

He answered her with a laugh of relief and picked her up to hug her. He spun her around, nearby whacking her head on a low beam overhead and after she let out a strangled cry that he was crushing her Ryan set her down on the deck.

“You don’t know your own strength,” she gasped, rubbing her ribs. But she was smiling.

“I owe you!” he told her.

Risamun stood stiffly, arms crossed, watching Ryan’s enthusiasm with her usual air of aloofness. “It’s nothing, really,” she said.

“No, I mean it! When we get the smuggler’s cache, if you can do this with me then…” he kissed her full on the lips and made an excited shout, pounding the bulkhead. “Ask me anything, it’s yours.”

“Control yourself!” she shoved him away, but there was a softness in her eyes now, something she couldn’t quite hide.

Ryan smiled, and for a brief moment, Risamun allowed herself to smile back—small, tentative, but there.

They tried twice more until he was consistently able to drain the mana from the powder and absorb it for himself. Then all he could think of was how much longer it could be to reach the smuggler’s hidden cache.

***

The next day their first task found them suited up in aether armor, working on the ship's catapult, perched on the top hull. It wasn’t much different from similar weapons he’d seen in Eldwick: a swivel base that let you aim, a throwing arm that you cranked down under tension and a trip release to snap it forward and throw whatever missiles you had from the cradle. There were secured lockers next to the weapon; one of them had twenty or thirty-pound rocks, the other a row of bread-loaf sized clay containers. Firebombs, maybe, by the way they sloshed when he picked one up.

As they cranked the arm back for a test-fire, Ryan watched as Risamun heaved against the other crank arm, muscles flexing under the strain.

“You’ve got quite the grip there,” he said.

Risamun lifted up her helmet visor to wipe sweat from her brow. She looked cute with a smudge of grease on her cheek. “One must exhibit strength when overseeing a lord's estate,” she declared. “It is essential to lead by example. Besides, someone must ensure that you do not become lax in your duties.”

After a dry run they armed the weapon with a stone. Aiming off the port side, they lobbed a stone from the catapult and the arm slammed into a crossbar making the whole machine jump as the stone was flung into the aether. It flew in a straight line… no gravity to make it arc. After they each took another turn, they stowed the weapon back under its canvas cover and went back below.

There was something comforting about Risamun’s energy. Not quite like one of the guys but… capable. He’d always liked to surround himself with competent people, even back in his old life. The day’s work had gone a long way to shake off the existential dread of the day before. The thought his fate might be predetermined seemed more bearable with some companionship.

“I don’t know about you, but I think it’s Miller time,” Ryan said.

“There’s a grist mill onboard this vessel? I haven’t seen it,” she said.

Lost in translation…

“No… I mean let’s have a beer. There’s a barrel of ale in the crew deck.”

Stripped out of the aether armor, sweaty and sitting around in shirtsleeves, they each sipped a – warm but drinkable – beer. How long had it been since he’d just hung out with someone and drank a beer? The longer he tried to remember – and couldn’t – the colder he felt inside. Risamun got a distant look and he wondered if she might have been feeling the same way.

“It would be prudent for us to inspect the engine next,” she mused. Great… she was already planning the next day’s activity. “If anything's off, it could—”

Ryan cut her off with a raised hand. “Whoa… hold up, there. I don’t think we mess with the engine.”

“But…”

“But nothing. Remember the explosion in the alchemist’s lair? That elemental forge was basically the same thing as the engine is; we mess around in there without knowing exactly what we’re doing, we could blow the whole ship out of the aether.”

She stopped, took a nervous pull of her beer and turned away. Silent, staring at the deck under her feet.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have scared you about blowing the ship up… Val says the engine’s fine for now. It’s working at a quarter output but its stable.”

“Oh, well if the Sylph says its so…” she practically rolled her eyes. “It’s not the engine I’m worried about,” she sighed. She hesitated but met his eyes, as a flush spread across her cheeks.

“Okay…”

“It merely reminded me of... oh, never mind.”

What was she talking abou—ohh! The love potion.

Ryan tried not to smile. Even for him, that had been a bit of a shocker. He’d never been to an actual orgy before. Embarrassment was understandable. “Look, whatever happened that night, everyone was under the influence of that potion.” And Ellsbat’s super-charged succubus libido but let’s not complicate matters… “We can just forget it ever happened,” he offered.

Risamun bit her lip, wrestling with her thoughts before she looked up at him. “And what if... I don't wish to forget?”

Well now… that was interesting. He took another drink. This wasn’t her normal brash voice… she seemed more vulnerable. It reminded him of the way he’d found her after nearly being thrown into a sacrificial well to feed Tsothtak.

“You… don’t have to forget,” he said quietly. “If that’s what you want.”

“If that’s truly what I want…” she repeated to herself. Then, as if realizing she’d let too much slip, she quickly stood up, her usual resting bitch face snapping back into place. “I should go check on Lump. He’s forever scorching the stew at the bottom of the pot…”

And then he was left holding his beer. “This trip keeps getting better and better…”

He was still drinking in the captain’s cabin, food on the table and waiting with Lump when she showed up again.

Risamun gave a polite nod. “I trust you haven’t begun without me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Lump…”

“Me serve!”

The homunculus began dishing out a version of the same thick porridge they’d been eating for days. Risamun didn’t make eye contact while she picked up her spoon. Before anyone could dig in the cabin door banged open.

“Dinner time! Just what I needed,” Vhaelyra announced, sliding into the bench right next to Ryan until her leg was pressed against his.

Risamun's eyes flickered with disapproval. “There are plenty of seats available,” she snapped crisply.

Val grinned, ignoring the hint. “Why sit alone when I can enjoy your fine company, huh?” She leaned against Ryan.

They began eating, and Vhaelyra wasted no time. “You know, Ryan,” she said playfully, twirling a lock of white hair around her finger. “All this excitement has me thinking we should spend more... quality time together.”

Risamun paused, her spoon hovering above her bowl. “Perhaps we can keep the conversation appropriate for the dinner table,” she suggested, her voice edged with irritation.

Vhaelyra shot her a sidelong glance. “Oh, lighten up, princess. Just making conversation.”

“Your idea of conversation leaves much to be desired,” Risamun refused to take the bait.

“You'll never guess what I did today!” Lump interrupted happily, licking food off its chin.

“Uh… what’s that, Lump?” Ryan asked, happy at least one person could ignore the frosty tension at the table.

“Oh, so many things!” Lump said, practically bouncing on its chair. “First, I organized all the ropes on deck! They were all tangled, but now they sorted by length.”

“Uh-huh…”

“And then, Lump polish the ship's bell! You can see reflection now.”

“So, Rineskull,” Vhaelyra interrupted. “How about after dinner you come back to my cabin? You know... where we’ll definitely be alone?” She parted her legs and raised her skirt.

Ryan nearly choked on his dinner and Risamun had frozen mid-bite. “Excuse me?” the knight’s daughter shot a glare at Vhaelyra.

The pale girl’s grin widened. “Oh, you didn’t know?” she said, licking her spoon suggestively. “Rineskull and I are lovers. So, you should probably butt out.”

Risamun’s face turned crimson. “L-Lovers?” She turned to Ryan, eyes wide. She slapped him in the face… hard.

“Owwww, what the fuck, you crazy bitch!” Ryan leaned back away from the furious woman. “We’re not lovers!”

“You are a cheat and a scoundrel!” Risamun yelled. “Why would she say that if it were not so?”

Vhaelyra went back to her food ignoring the fight. “Slow down, princess. I'm just suggesting we spend some quality time. After all, couples need that, right?”

“Couples?” Risamun echoed, her voice rising an octave. She took another swing at Ryan but this time he was ready and caught her hand. “After everything we shared!” she yelled at him, struggling to get free.

He sighed, plopping his spoon in his bowl. “Vhaelyra believes she had a vision where we're together. But it's just that—a vision. It's not going to happen.”

“What?”

“Fucksakes… Val would you just tell her the truth?”

Vhaelyra pouted playfully. “I've seen the future.” She tapped her temple. “It's all destined.”

Risamun looked between them. “The future? Quit speaking in riddles!”

He let go of her arm and spoke calmly. “That’s how navigators work… they see glimpses of the future. Val just thinks she saw something in a vision that is definitely not going to happen.”

“A vision?” Risamun stared back and forth between them, processing his words. Then, in a sudden rush of realization, her mouth fell open. “You mean... nothing happened between you two?”

“Not yet,” the slender girl winked. Vhaelyra fanned herself. “It felt pretty real to me.”

For a moment Risamun was clearly relieved, then it was quickly replaced by embarrassment. She stood up so fast she knocked over her chair, cheeks flushing. “Won’t you please excuse me…”

Without another word, Risamun turned on her heel and fled from the compartment. Ryan stared after her.

“I thought that went well,” Val said, grabbing Risamun’s bowl to scoop what was left into her own.

Ryan groaned, rubbing his temples. How had he missed the signs that Risamun liked him? And now... how did he feel about it?

***

A hard day, beer, full belly… Ryan headed straight for his bed in the crew quarters. He rolled into the pile of mattresses and blankets still tossing his tunic aside and kicking off his trousers. He was too tired to think, grateful that a hard day’s work was already pulling him down into sleep without room for his brain to worry about whether the future was predetermined or not.

In the dim light of the single alchemical lantern in the crew quarters, he was prodded out of drifting into sleep by the gentle creak of someone on the ladder well steps. He blinked awake only to find Risamun slipping barefoot into the hold. She was wearing a long cotton shirt sized for a man that came down to her thighs… and nothing else. He blinked at her bare legs, admiring them, as she slowly approached the bed. She wasn’t kicking him awake this time… instead she slowly climbed into bed beside him. Body soft against his.

“Uhhh…” he said. “What’s up?”

His cock twitched feeling her bare thighs against his and the brush of her pubic hair against his hip.

Risamun pulled the blanket up around her, not meeting his eyes. Staring somewhere beyond the wooden walls of the ship. “I have spent my entire life beneath the oppressive shadow of being bartered away in marriage,” she confessed softly, as an introduction. “Every suitor my father arranged declared that I was simply... too much,” she said with a sigh. “There was one young man—not entirely disagreeable—who had the audacity to say, 'What am I to do in marriage if you have already mastered the lord’s holding?' He was the first to voice it aloud, but undoubtedly, they all harbored the same sentiment.”

All that might be true, but he respected her strength, found her assertiveness more intriguing than intimidating. Funny thing was, back in the world he’d come from a woman like Risamun would’ve been burned at the stake by feminists for being too traditional… he had absolutely no problem with her brand of feminine strength.

He didn’t think she wanted his opinion, so he just listened.

“You treat me as though I am an imbecile, you constantly berate me, and you are utterly insufferable.” She paused, taking a breath. “You cavort with countless women, displaying an arrogance and disrespect toward everyone around you!”

“Hey…” he said defensively.

“… and yet you, Rineskull—you accept me exactly as I am,” she finished.

“Well… why wouldn’t I? You’re a pain in my ass sometimes but you’re tough and smart.”

She shivered a little at his words, but he saw the hint of a smile.

“The day you rescued me,” she continued, those bright yellow wolfen eyes meeting his. “It felt as though it were drawn from tales of legend. A damsel in distress being saved... I must confess, I never believed in heroes—until then.”

He opened his mouth to tell her he was no hero, but she talked over him quickly.

“I cannot abide a misunderstanding any longer… in the alchemist’s lair… it wasn’t the potion that made me do what I did… It was me.”

Ryan reached out, his hand brushing through her hair to stroke her head. “I know,” he whispered back.

Risamun hesitated, her mouth turning to his. “Is this alright?”

“Only if you’re sure,” he said, his thumb stroking her cheek.

With a small, decisive nod, Risamun closed the distance, her lips meeting his. Kissing him with eyes squeezed shut and body tense until he kissed her back, explored her mouth, and then her cheek. Her neck… her ear…

She gave a warm sigh and almost melted against him. The next time she kissed him she was eager, mouth open. It seemed like her shirt magically vanished and she was naked against him while he teased between her legs with his fingers, finding her pussy already damp. And as her circled her pussy, making her feel good, she made appreciate motions with her hips, circling and wiggling back and forth against him as she moaned. Then he moved on top of her.

She squirmed under him, big yellow eyes looking up into his. Nervous… excited… who wouldn’t be, taking his divinely-endowed big demon horn for the first time.

“Yes,” she whispered breathily as the head of his cock pressed against her tight opening.

But every time he pushed forward, she was too slick, and his cock slipped aside, unable to widen her unexplored pussy. He tried a few times, and the finally the girl gave him an uncertain look, like he was the one doing something wrong.

“Are you a… virgin” he asked. She was awfully tight…

“It broke a long time ago… horseback riding,” she whispered, not quite embarrassed. “Does that… does that ruin it?”

“Not even slightly,” he said, kissing her.

Gripping her ankles, he bent her knees back and spread her legs, so her feet were in the air.

“D-don’t do that!” she mumbled, eyes wide. And tried to cover her soft mound with her hands. “Don’t look!”

He leaned forward and kissed her, her mouth opening to his, unable to make any more complaints with his tongue in her mouth. Blindly, he tried to squeeze the fat dome of his cock between her folds. Every time he found her opening, she whispered urgently into his mouth.

“Uh-huh… yes… I’m ready…”

Finally, he got the tip in and she moaned. “You’ve… breached my holy gate, Rineskull…” she breathed in ecstasy.

“Not yet…” he said, kissing her.

“What? Oh…” she bit her lip. “Why do you delay?”

Oh… like this was his issue… He clenched his teeth. As much as he wanted to, he wasn’t just going to ram it in… even if it would teach her a lesson.

As the head of his cock finally squeezed inside her she gave a satisfied moan. “Ohhhh… you’re inside me!”

Barely…

She was so tight, even soaking wet she couldn’t seem to take more. The more her pressed forward the more she squirmed and winced, gasping for breath. Until with a slightly painful exit, he popped out again. She groaned in frustration. Clearly angry. But when Ryan chuckled softly and kissed her, she seemed to relax.

“How can you laugh at a time like this?” she demanded.

“Riz…” he told her. “It’s funny.”

“No it isn’t!”

“It kindof is.”

She seethed a moment. “This was meant to be special.”

“It is special,” he told her, kissing her again. “Trust me. Take your time, there’s no need to rush into things right now.”

She didn’t seem to trust his word much at first, but when he kissed his way from her shoulder up her neck and blew in her ear, she changed her tune. Relaxed into it until she threw her arms around him, kissing back, moaning between his lips as he massaged her tits and stroked her belly and her thighs. When his hand found her wet valley he stroked her very slowly, and to his surprise he felt her fingers around his shaft, massaging it up and down.

When he pulled away, she made a protesting moan, but then he moved south, covering her tits with his mouth, sucking and playing with her hard nipples. When he kissed his way down her stomach and between her legs she shivered and when he slid his tongue over her clit she jolted like he’d just put ice down her back. A minute more of that, making her moan and tremble, and she pushed him away urgently.

“We must attempt it again, now!” she gasped.

And to his surprise she rolled over in the bed, raising her hips to present to him. She looked back over her shoulder at him shyly.

Ryan knelt behind her, running his hands over her shivering backside. She had generous hips, perfect for holding on to. And as he brushed the head of his cock against her slim, dripping-wet slit, he felt her fingers reaching underneath to guide his cock to the right place.

She gasped, pushing back against him as she tried to make him fit and he could hear her whispering to herself.

“Ahhh, yes, that’s it… right there…”

And this time when Ryan pushed against her opening, the incredible tightness relaxed a tiny amount, and his head slowly went inside her. It was like trying to fit a gold ball inside the neck of a balloon.

“Ha-aaaaahhh…” she cried, tilting her hips and trying to force him in with her hand.

“No offence,” he said softly. “But you know what you’re doing?”

She pouted a bit, brow furrowing as she caught her breath. “I’m no helpless maiden who has never seen beyond the shelter of her father’s sitting room,” she said. “I’m aware of how m-man and woman p-perform intercourse…”

“You mean fucking…”

She winced a bit at the crude term, but her self-confidence took over. “Indeed… I have overseen the breeding or prize mares to foal from my father’s old warhorse.”

Did she just compare herself to a prize mare?

But it explained her switch to doggy-style.

Pressing against her in tiny amounts she gasped and cried out at even the smallest penetration, but he wasn’t getting anywhere. Then he reached between her legs and began stroking her pussy. She shook and yelped and moaned until, finally, he sank inside her, stretching her cunt until she’d taken his entire girth. Her insides were so tight he could only push forward inch by inch. Until finally he was pressed against her cervix and she was impaled all the way through.

“You’re so big…” she moaned; eyes shut. “It’s so big…” she repeated to herself. “Is… is it all the way in?” she gasped, unsure of the sensations of her own body.

There was no way she was taking him balls deep… not on her first try anyway.

“It’s filling you up,” he assured her. “All the way.”

She shuddered and let out a sigh of relief.

Ryan couldn’t help but groan. Fuck… she was tight. Her pussy felt so good he wanted more. One hand on the small of her back he started moving in and out of her.

“Wait… waitwaitwait…” she squealed. “Not so… so fast…”

Despite her words her hips were moving on their own, thrusting back against him. She stopped protesting and her body seemed to give in, all the rigid resistance draining out of her, so he wasn’t fighting to keep her open any more and she slumped face-first into the blankets, letting him take control.

“Hhhrr…mmmrr,” she almost formed a word behind her teeth clenched shut, face pinched and eyes squeezed closed.

“I can’t hear you…” he said gently but drove his cock into her harder.

“H-h-harrr… h-h-arder!” she managed to force the word out.

Ryan had her by the hips and started hammering her tight pussy. She tried to hold it in as long as she could and finally let out a long series of cries, yipping like an animal.

“Mmmpphhh, mmrrreee” she made a muffled cry, face pressed down into the mattress.

He slowed down, easing his cock gently in and out of her. Watching her ass tremble as he went deep and seeing her relax on the backstroke. “Say it louder,” he told her.

“F-f-fuck m-m-meeee!” she squeaked in a tiny voice.

He stopped holding back. Pumped in and out of her faster and faster.

“Uuuungghh,” she let out a cry. There was a tone of desperate shock in it. Then more, each one longer and louder. “Uuuuunnnggghhh… UUUUUUNNNHGGGGHHH YESSSSS!”

She shook like she was riding a jackhammer and collapsed forward off his cock, burying her face and lifting her ass high in the air as she came.

He reached forward, still kneeling behind her, and pulled her upright so she was leaning back against his chest. His hands cupped her shaking tits. She managed to sit on his cock so the head was against her clit and she froze. He kissed her and for a long moment they made out that way as she tried to grind on the shaft of his cock. Pushing her onto her hands and knees he pushed inside her again… managed it on the first try.

He pinned her down with his body weight and she shook and moaned underneath him; he felt every shockwave inside her as her pussy pulsed around him.

“I just… I just can’t stop… why can’t I stop?” she asked.

She let out a throaty laugh, eyes wide with wonder.

“Something funny?” he asked, driving deeper into her. “Do you think this is a joke?”

“No, no, no!” she shook her head. “It’s not f-funny…” her eyes closed, and her mouth opened to moan.

“So tell me…”

“Now I know…” she gasped. “Now I… oh please…”

“Please what?”

“Please don’t stop! Now I know… why… why everyone… makes such a fuss…” she grinned so wide he wanted to do something else with that mouth.

“Come here,” he ordered her gently and slid his cock out of her.

She yelled at the sudden emptiness but as he turned her over and stood up beside the bed, she found herself sitting on the mattress, staring at the shining hard cock in her face. Bet there were a few things she hadn’t learned breeding horses.

Her eyes went big seeing it up close.

“Kiss it,” he told her.

He expected her to protest, or at least need to be taught how, but the girl was nothing if not brave. Taking it by the base in one hand she opened wide and stuck out her tongue, laying the underside of his head on top of her tongue and licking it. So wet she was making him drip. He’d never had head quite like it before and he watched her, fascinated. Like she had an oral fixation, massaging the underside of his head with her mouth open.

Then seeming to gather her courage she tried to swallow it all. Eyes squeezed shut with effort, she forced herself to take the whole thing, choking herself at the back of her throat.

“It’s too big,” she gasped, giving up. “Did you like it?”

“Don’t try so hard,” he told her gently.

“But the other girls…”

“I’m not with other girls, I’m with you.”

She smiled and nodded. “So… you like it?”

He gently put a hand on the back of her head and pushed her down on his dick. Up and down. Not too fast, not too deep. The girl seemed desperate to please him. Holding her breath as long as she could, like a swimmer, then coming up for air.

“Fuuuuck that’s so good,” he told her. “I want to come in your mouth.”

She gave him a startled look. Eyes wild with fear, but then relaxed and went back to it.

“Do you want to… to release… like this?” she asked and opened her mouth.

There was a desperate look in her eyes as she jerked his cock in one hand, balancing the head on her tongue, aiming him into her open mouth. Something about it made him immediately want to come and in thirty seconds he stopped fighting it and emptied across her tongue. So hard it shot out in jets. So much come spraying in the back of her throat she choked on it, eyes squeezed shut. Shocked by the force and amount of it. She made a face, but didn’t stop until she’d squeezed the last drop out of him.

Feeling spent and entire body lit up with pleasure, Ryan barely managed to stay on his feet. Risamun opened her eyes, touching the wetness on her face, and made eye contact. She beamed up at him proudly, a proud smile breaking on her face, and she started to lick his cock clean.

“We’re doing this again,” she sighed in content. “Every day.”

***

Risamun mumbled in her sleep. She must have been telling herself something funny because she laughed at her own jokes. It was cute. It made him feel… a bit normal again. He watched her for a few minutes until his eyes got heavy and he drifted off with the warmth of her next to him.

The clatter of small feet and the squeak of excitement made him roll out of bed with the pistol he kept under his pillow in one hand. Lump had no idea what it was and jumped in his empty spot like a dog rolling in the warm blankets. The homunculus bounced on the bed, eyes wide and happily shouting.

“Come! Come! You must see!” it yelled, tugging at the blankets.

Riz was a heavy sleeper and didn’t wake up until Lump sat on her. Then she opened her eyes to the twisted face inches from hers and let out a yell, tossing Lump aside and springing up to stumble naked across the cargo hold.

“Is it an attack?” she yelled, stumbling around, looking for her clothes that weren’t there.

Lump shook its head. Since it practically had no neck it again resembled a dog shaking itself off after getting out of the water. “No, no! Beautiful! Beautiful!” its insisted, pulling Ryan's arm with surprising strength.

“It is utterly unacceptable to invade a lady's chambers without permission—especially at such an hour!”

“Alright, alright,” Ryan conceded, looking for his pants. “Let's see what's got you jizzing in your pants, Lump… As soon as I find some clothes.

Recovered from the shock, Risamun also grabbed up her clothes and hurriedly started to dress. While Ryan was admiring the view of her plump ass and refreshing his memory of the night before, she spotted him and put her hand over his eyes, turning him away.

“Don’t look…” she said embarrassed.

“I think I got a pretty good look at everything when we were—” he began before she shouted.

“I said kindly avert your eyes this instant!”

He smiled to himself and turned his back. She was shy; file that for future reference.

Dressed, they followed the excited homunculus up the narrow stairs to the upper deck. The wind and whistle of a hatch exposed to the aether alerted him before they got there, and sure enough one of the smaller deck hatches that led onto the upper hull was open. Instead of the cold, dark wind of the Thick aethersea, it was warm, and a yellowy-green light shone into the ship from the hatch.

“Where's Vhaelyra?” Ryan asked.

Lump pointed towards the open ceiling hatch. Ryan led the way, Risamun and Lump following close behind, and emerging onto the spine of the upper hull he stopped and stared.

The endless expanse of aether around them was a sea of yellowy-green glow, and the air was warm. The breeze like one of Riz’s soft kisses from the night before. The aether seemed to be swarming with thousands… no millions of glowing tiny lights, each flickering slowly on and off. Riz stood beside him and just stared, mouth open, and Lump happily capered back and forth, jumping up and trying to catch the lights that drifted over the hull, like a kid trying to catch soap bubbles.

Vhaelyra was there, sitting cross-legged on the hull and, for a change, she seemed utterly at peace, a quiet smile on her face as she stared at the slowly shifting clouds of light.

Risamun was the first to break the silence. “Never have I witnessed such celestial beauty. What is this radiant expanse?” she asked, staring up and turning in circles.

The sylph turned to look at hem and waved at it. “Oh, that? It's called a Cataract,” she said casually. “Tiny creatures drifting through the aether, putting on a show just for us. Rare to catch them this lively! My people say it's a wink from fate—a good omen for what's to come.”

“How big is it?”

Vhaelyra shrugged. “I’ve been in Cataracts that spanned the length of a soul's sigh and the breadth of a dream's embrace… it’s big, okay?”

Ryan gritted his teeth. “How many sleeps?”

“Maybe one, maybe ten. Who knows? It's only a colossal, ever-shifting phenomenon that defies comprehension. But sure, let's pause our experience of joy to discuss its dimensions.”

The soft firefly glow bathed them and the ship. Ryen held up a hand and watched them drift past through his fingers like dust. Like a million tiny fireflies, of maybe like that phosphorescent algae… a weird niche of the aether’s ecosystem.

“It’s warm… it must be them… millions of them generating tiny amounts of heat,” he muttered.

He stared out at the glow as far as the eye could see, in the distance the atmosphere became so thick with them it was like they were sailing inside a ball of light. He sat beside Vhaelyra and allowed himself a rare moment of peace. The girl tried to hold his hand and he pulled away. She looked at him sadly and he shook his head.

“I can't, Vhaelyra. You know why.”

“Oh, playing hard to get now, are we?” she teased. “You know, pulling away only makes fate punch you harder in the brown when it catches up. Think you can outsmart destiny by avoiding a little hand-holding?”

She leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a playful whisper. “Come on, holding hands won't make the sky fall—or will it? Only one way to find out!”

Fucksakes…

“I can’t let it happen,” he interrupted. “I’m trying to make a future where you live and I get home. That means keeping my distance.”

Risamun was staring at the aether but she caught the little exchange. She knelt down on the sylph’s other side, reaching out to take her hand. Vhaelyra stiffened a moment, then relaxed as the knight’s daughter leaned against her shoulder.

“It's beautiful,” she murmured.

Lump, not one to be left out, plopped down into Ryan’s lap on its back, like it wanted a belly rub. Maybe he was in an especially good mood from the night with Riz or maybe he was just feeling the moment. He scratched under the homunculus’ chin and it groaned in delight, eyes closing.

Vhaelyra tried to make it sound casual but Ryan could see her eyes darting to see if he was impressed. “You know, my family? Yeah, we’re hunters of the legendary aether whales,” she said, waving a hand like it was no big deal. “Yep, great-granddaddy once harpooned one the size of a small island. Took him three days, didn’t even break a sweat. Me? I was practically born with a harpoon in my hand. We’ve been cruising the aethersea for generations, collecting trophies bigger than this whole ship,” she added. “But hey, I guess this is impressive if you never seen one.”

“When’s the last time you saw one like this?” he asked Vhaelyra. “A cataract.”

Vhaelyra shook her head. “Never. I was too young to make the journey to the Thick aethersea. I was supposed to go the next whaling season, when they migrated to the Thin with their calves… but it never came. And now I’ve got no wings, and I’ll never fly in the aether.”

Poor kid… even something this wonderful just brought bad memories. The sylph got up and retreated back inside the ship. Guess even for her there were limits to accepting fate.

Risamun watched her. “I wish there was something I could do for her…” Then she got an idea and sat up. “What about the magic inside me… it gave me wings once…”

“You don’t have that kind of control or power yet,” he said softly, shaking his head. She wasn’t even a Tier 2; she’d have to be Tier 6 at least to shape new limbs from nothing. “It worked that time because all you were doing was grafting the harpy wings that already existed.”

“Oh.” Risamun nodded sadly.

But she looked at him strangely, maybe sensing he was still thinking about Vhaelyra’s fate, and was suddenly cheerful.

“This idleness must end; it is time we resume our target practice with the catapult, and I shall require your assistance,” Risamun declared with authority. Turning to Lump, she added, “Lump, be so good as to fetch several empty barrels from the hold at once.”

“Yes, scary lady!”

Then she took Ryan’s hand and squeezed it once reassuringly and smiled before heading to the weapon mounted on the ship’s hull.

***

They started by dragging a barrel in the aethership’s wake. The ship was covered in attachment points for crew to wear harnesses and tie themselves off when working on the outside of the hull; Ryan attached a rope to one of the stanchions at the stern and tied the other end to a barrel in a net. It took Risamun five shots to learn how to aim but she finally clipped the barrel with a stone, shattering it into wooden staves.

Risamun chuckled to herself at the sight.

“What’s so funny?”

“This rather reminds me of my childhood,” she said. “I had a particularly severe governess—a pinched-faced old matron who would lash the back of my hand with a switch if I didn't grasp my lessons swiftly enough. So one day, Mira and I devised a little mischief—we discreetly absconded with her entire chest of garments...”

“You mean Mira, Roderick’s neice?” he interrupted.

“Indeed, the same,” she nodded. “Now, cease your interruptions as I recount the tale. Mira and I took it upon ourselves to load her entire chest of garments onto one of the catapults atop the keep. When that sagging old crone ventured for her customary morning swim in the pond, we launched the chest straight towards her. It shattered into a thousand pieces upon impact, with clothes scattering in every direction... You should have seen the look on her face—it was absolutely priceless.”

“But you fought Roderick… he nearly killed you…”

“I rather think he was trying to teach me a lesson. Father did not approve of Mira, nor Roderick of me, but she and I shared much in common so we ignored their… persuasions. We were quite the pair.”

Ryan, intrigued, sat and watched her tell the story, staring through the aether as she remembered it. “Sounds like trouble waiting to happen.”

“Roderick always had those mercenary types traipsing through—tough as old boots, every one of them. One summer, they were conducting training exercises in the forest—mock battles to assess leadership potential. Mira and I decided we would show those hardened warriors a thing or two and claim victory ourselves. So, we 'borrowed' a few items from the huntsman—animal skins and assorted trinkets, marsh reeds, and an alchemical lantern. Then we slipped into the woods at dawn.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow, imagining the scene. “You took them all on?”

“Not quite,” Risamun admitted with a laugh. “Stealthily, we navigated the forest, and whenever we discovered a group of fighters isolated from the rest, we would spring forth, screaming like banshees. We were disguised in a concoction of bark and animal skins, and in the shadows of the trees, the alchemical lantern oil we had painted on ourselves glowed like magic. We scared the wits out of those new recruits, sending them running in panic. They thought we were the Green Man—mercenaries are notorious for their superstitions and fondness for ghost stories.”

Ryan laughed to himself. Mostly because she thought the Green Man was a legend. “What happened next?”

“Eventually, Mira's father caught us,” she said, rolling her eyes with a faint smile. “He was absolutely furious. He gave us a stern lecture about how perilous it was to impersonate the Green Man—as though it were a real creature that might take offense at our antics. Then he proceeded to tan our backsides black and blue.”

Ryan had killed the Green Man not that long ago… and it had been terrifying. He tried to imagine what the thing would have done to the two girls if it caught them…

“But when the war games concluded and they were presenting accolades to those who performed the best, he bestowed upon us these little crowns made of stag horns, right there in front of everyone. From that day forward, those mercenaries treated us as if we were their mascots—Mira and I, the 'Battle Spirits of Stonebrook.'”

“Little Riz… too tough, too smart… you’ll make a good Lady of Stonebrook one day.”

“If the baroness and the sheriff don’t kill me first,” she scowled.

“They won’t, trust me.”

“And what of you?” she asked. “Surely, as an adventurer, you possess exhilarating tales of your own exploits. Would you share one with me?”

She’d never understand a story from his childhood in another world, and it felt insulting telling her one of the stories from when he’d played Land of Eldwick as a game… so he told her the story about the dog mine, taking on the entire kobold mine on his own. Using his powers to surprise and ambush the entire pack of dogmen. A reckless solo raid, painting himself as the lone hero in a den of dangers. When he was finished the girl was in awe.

“When Lenore told me some of the things you’ve done… the magical powers you have… I didn’t believe them at first. You’re like a legend.”

The words were meant to be a compliment, but they stung. He winced, suddenly in a bad mood and not wanting to take it out on Risamun.

“What is it?" she asked. “Have I said something amiss?”

“Nothing,” he said softly. “The problem is, I’m not that guy anymore. Killing the manticore – the creature that was guarding the transmogrification Icon that I gave you – killing it meant a sacrifice. I lost all my powers. All the mana I’d collected to become more powerful… gone. I had to start over. The whole point of this trip is just to get back what I lost. I need that strength again... to protect everyone.”

Risamun, leaning against the arm of the catapult, turned to eye him. “Like whom, exactly? Ellsbat? Lenore? They scarcely require protection. In fact, they seem quite eager to protect you, if you haven't noticed.”

He hesitated. No point in denying it.

“There’s something else…”

He explained an aether navigator’s ability came from seeing glimpses of the future and how he and the sylph had both caught a glimpse of something else – that if Ryan became close to her, she died and it would be his fault. Risamun listened patiently, accepting everything he told her with a nod but by the time he got to the part about pushing Vhaelyra away, her patience snapped.

“Is that why you persist in rejecting her, causing her to weep when she believes no one is watching?”

“She does?”

“How can you be so utterly oblivious? Men, it seems, perceive nothing. So… have you an answer for me?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

She snapped angrily, “Is it not her prerogative? Her life is hers to live!”

Ryan looked away. “It’s not that simple—”

Risamun shook her head, a note of exasperation in her voice. “It never is with you,” she said. “You embark upon this entire quest to reclaim your power when you could be in Verbinnec with the others, confronting the sheriff. And for what purpose? You cannot always assume the role of savior for everyone. Now you're doing the same with Vhaelyra. Sometimes people must choose their own paths, even if it means facing danger.”

“If I get close to her, she might die!” he reminded her.

“So? Perhaps it holds worth for her, perhaps she feels indebted to you. But surely that is for her to determine, is it not? Her feelings are not yours to dictate.”

Ryan stared at her, mouth open. That was fucking crazy… wasn’t it?

“Maybe you’re right and maybe not. But you've been at odds with Vhaelyra since we started travelling on this boat, and now you're... encouraging her? That’s kindof a change of heart…”

Risamun hesitated, for once dropping her usual imperious tone. Her eyes softened as she looked away. “Perhaps it's because... you and I are… intimate… now,” she said quietly. “Or perhaps it’s because I didn't realize that being with you was Vhaelyra's dying wish.” She sighed, rubbing her hand along her arm. “But fearing I might lose you to someone else... it seems childish. Selfish, even.” She met his gaze. “And I do not wish to be either of those things.”

Rineskull blinked, unused to her being this honest. “Risamun...”

She held up a hand, some of her regular bossiness coming back “No need for speeches, Rineskull. I simply thought it time I acted like the woman I ought to be, not a petulant child. Now, the real question is how you shall respond to her. Think upon it.”

Was he shielding Vhaelyra from a doomed fate or was he just hiding his own fears; scared of his own destiny. He wasn’t so sure of the answer anymore.

***

Time started to lose meaning the longer they crawled through the aether and its sunless horizon. But after two ship cycles of sailing through the Cataract dragged on, the continual light started to have its effect; now instead of a permanent twilight, it was like the sun refused to set and Ryan’s sleep became hard to find.

Restless and exhausted at the same time, his insomnia had him prowling the ship at odd hours, looking for something to entertain him; he was on his way to look through any of the books the captain or the officers might have left behind when he saw the upper deck hatch was open again.

A sliver of worry went up his neck; it wasn’t impossible to encounter creatures in the aether, and some of them might have hands that could open the hatch from the outside. He climbed up and carefully poked his head out to scan the upper hull and relaxed seeing it was only Vhaelyra.

She had her back to him. The sylph was at the nose of the ship, where the iron lightning rod jutted forward like a false bowsprit. She was leaning far out over the void of the aether, one foot on the railing of the catwalk and one hand gripping the lightning pole, other arm stretched out embracing the warm air and glowing particles as they ran over the hull of the ship. Almost like that ‘king of the world’ moment from the Titanic.

She wasn’t about to jump… she was trying to remind herself what it felt like to fly.

He felt guilty watching her… like he was spying on her on the bath, and he silently climbed back down into the middle deck and left her in peace. But hours later he couldn’t shake the memory. Starting to feel how deep her loss was for the first time. Like a concert violinist losing a hand. Losing her wings had severed a part of her he couldn’t imagine. He couldn’t shake the feeling.

It took him a couple hours to set it up.

In the end he started to worry that he would run out of time; that they’d find the end of the Cataract and be back in the cold unforgiving aether again. It made him rush and when it was ready he went to find Vhaelyra. Found her sleeping curled up in the padded navigator’s chair on the bridge. She woke up slowly, then all at once, flinching to see him standing over her at first.

Seeing it was Ryan, she relaxed and smiled, tilting her head. “Ah, finally got your head on straight, huh? See anything you like?” she teased.

There’s a loaded question…

“Come with me, I wanted to show you something.”

He led her out to the middle deck where he’d rolled back the semi-circular sections of the upper hull to expose it to the glow and warmth of the Cataract. Then he took her to the stern of the ship and onto the small deck at the stern where the rope and harness stanchions were set up with two lines of coiled rope.

“Put it on,” he told her and after handing her one harness he started buckling into the other.

She looked at him skeptically a moment then stripped off her robe – down to a small shift and shorts – and put the harness on. After her checked all the straps and rope were secure for both of them, he took her hand and led her to the edge of the railing at the stern of the ship, looking out into the endless glow.

“What are we doing here? You want me to fix the hull or something?”

“I want you to show me what its like,” he told her. “Out there.”

Her face screwed up with a whole series of emotions. Fear, sadness, curiosity and, finally, tenderness.

“I’d love to.”

Taking his hand tightly the two of them jumped off the back of the ship.

The only velocity they brought with them was the force that they used to push off. In the aether there was no gravity, so they drifted slowly, weightless, until the lines reached their limit and tugged them gently to a halt.

It was like nothing he’d ever felt. The closest thing might be one time he was on vacation in the Caribbean, swimming in a lagoon where the water was so clear he could see the bottom. The cloud of fireflies around them made it feel a bit like snow on Christmas morning… big heavy flakes drifting past in absolute silence. The yellow-green glow was like standing in a sunrise. The firefly lights pulsing slowly one and off.

As they drifted, Ryan watched Vhaelyra’s face, seeing the normal expression of detachment begin to fade, her features softening and her entire body posture becoming loose. A reminder she wasn’t a terrestrial creature. That she belonged out here, not in the ship.

Her fingers squeezed his and she smiled at him.

“Heh, pretty wild, huh? Beautiful, isn’t it?” she whispered, her voice clear in the stillness.

He pulled against her hand and the slight movement sent them in a lazy circle. She laughed.

“Makes you forget about everything else…” he said.

For a moment there was nothing else but the two of them, inside a bubble of their own world. Two tiny planets orbiting each other.

“There’s something else I want you to have,” Ryan told her. He produced a belt and attached to it were the two hand-tooled leather sheaths with the wind daggers that had belonged to the first mate.

“Wait, you’re giving me the Wind Cutters? What’s the catch?” she said uncertainly.

“You can use them as weapons,” he nodded. “But they’re infused with wind magic, so I was thinking… with a little practise you should be able to use it to make any kind of wind. And if you use them to push you in the right direction…”

Her eyes went wide.

“I know it’s not wings… but you might be able to fly again with them…”

She froze as he belted them around her waits. She looked at the daggers, touching the hilts like they were snakes that might bite her.

“You don’t even have to draw them, just hold the hilts,” he said.

With a few tentative swipes she made her first blast of wind from each dagger, tossing her around on the end of her tether.

She grinned.

From there it took her a few minutes to learn how to control the force of the wind, and then how to direct it. A bird’s wings were both the thrust and direction control, but the enchanted daggers were more like jet engines. High-powered force vectored in the direction you pointed the blades. It took some time, but once she caught the idea Vhaelyra’s confidence grew, and she was making smaller and larger loops around him. With the wind daggers in her hands, Vhaelyra danced around him in the air, the ropes that tethered them both to the ship allowing just enough freedom.

And then before he could stop her, she unbuckled the harness that kept her tethered to the ship and kicked free.

For a moment she floundered, arms and legs waving as she tried to find an equilibrium, then he watched her visibly relax. Body memory sinking in. Encouraged, she pushed her limits, executing tight spirals and graceful arcs. Each maneuver brought her closer to the ship, then sent her soaring away again, mastering the sky with her enchanted blades. Loops, spirals, and close passes by the ship's hull followed, each maneuver more daring than the last. Across the distance Ryan could hear her… laughing.

She dipped and soared, her form silhouetted against the glow-streaked sky, each pass closer than the last.

Her movements became smaller, more controlled, and she nosed through the aether with ease. Swerving a skimming around the ship then back to him. She grinned, hair a silver cloud around her, as she braked and seemed to tread water, managing to drift in an orbit around him, eyes only on him. She smiled at him as she began stripping her clothes off one-handed, letting them drift away in a trail. Until she was naked, and her slender body seemed to shine with the reflected green light of the fireflies.

On her next pass, Vhaelyra came close enough that Ryan could see the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. Before he could react, she swooped in, her lips meeting his in a swift, electric kiss.

He was surprised by how satisfied he was to finally do it.

She smiled as she pulled away, and arched her back, making a tight barrel roll around him. Free to finally show her dexterity in her natural environment. It was more than flying, it was like ballet dancing.

One time, in college, he and some classmates had gone to a strip club at the end of finals. The star performer that night seemed to move in ways that defied gravity. Like the pole was there to anchor her and keep her from floating away. She’d been an Olympic-level dancer. Like she’d been born to fly. And Vhaelyra made her look as clumsy and graceless as a turtle on its back.

She hovered just out of his reach, drifting slightly as she used the wind currents from the sheathed daggers to guide her. He’d seen her naked before, but never like this. This was where she’d been born to live… flying free in the aether. Sleek as a dolphin, so perfect it made his heart hurt, so beautiful his cock hurt.

Watching the interplay of her muscles of her back, her legs, her arms… he was reminded of the nickname for her in the game: the broken angel. Only she wasn’t broken any more. Ryan was so mesmerized that he just stared. Vhaelyra gave him a knowing smile and casually dove in a graceful curve, hovering close enough to touch.

She flew beside him, naked, and wrapped her body around his like a snake, the warmth of her soft flesh teasing as she dragged her tits across him or paused for a moment to brush her backside against his cock before zooming away to fly in wide circles around him, letting him see her sleek, naked body but not touch it.

Then she was close enough to fly next to him and her drew her in so their lips met. Her hand slid down his body and his caressed over hers. Cupping her tits, massaging her back, squeezing her taught ass. She wrapped her body around his as they kissed. Arms tight around his neck, legs secure around his waist.

Next thing he knew, his pants were gone, lost to the aether. His hard cock pressed up between her legs and she arched her back, wiggling her backside down on it

She let go of his body and slid down until she was eye level with his hard erection. Silver hair streaming around her like she was underwater, their eyes met as she closed her lips around his cock. For a moment they hung there that way, being dragged behind the ship on a line, like angling a mermaid who had latched into his cock. With one hand wrapped around the root of his cock to hold on, she bobbed her head up and down on him, swallowing him to until her lips brushed her fingers

He cupped her tits, feeling the small handfuls cool under his fingertips, then warm as the mountains of her nipples got hard. He held her against his body one arm around her waist as he brought her tits to his mouth and ran his tongue over them. She stiffened, arching her back and letting out a small cry, then almost yelped as his free hand found the cleft between her legs and his thumb made circles around her clit in gentle motions. She floated, ass balanced on the palm of one hand as he slid his thumb around her folds and finally inside her. She was slick and tight, and the first penetration made her convulse forward. Her hands cradled his head to her chest, encouraging him for more and as her pussy warmed and he felt her becoming wet, he lifted her up until he’d trapped on thigh under each arm and leaned his body so his tongue slid into her wet cunt.

Vhaelyra’s body began to shiver and as she moaned, she bent backwards. Until she’d touched the crown of her skull to his knees. Her cries got louder and then she was letting out a yell, her cunt flooding against his lips.

And while she was still shivering, mind blank, she drifted free. Ryan held on to one wrist so she spun and then he pulled her against his body – her back pressed to his chest, her muscular ass a warm valley for his hard cock. She was suddenly alert again and made a little gasping noise, moving her hips, until he guided her body in the zero gravity so the swollen head was pressed to the wet, welcoming folds of her pussy. Inch by inch he pulled her down on him. So slowly her breath caught with a strangled sound as he entered her, and she shook and moaned until he was deep inside her.

They hung for a moment that way, Ryan holding her tightly as they both let the moment linger.

Then he started to move.

There was no way to get leverage, only hold onto her hips and move her up and down. Her back to him, legs wrapped around his, like he was riding a surfboard. She gave out high-pitched moans at every movement inside her. Then he grabbed a handful of the long silvery hair, making her body arch, and with the leverage he could finally drive into her harder. She moaned and begged. Whispered for more and screamed in pleasure when he gave it to her. Her cunt so wet that it was leaving silvery marks where ran down their legs.

And then she came. Body shaking, breath trapped until she released a wet wave and gave a heaving breath like she’d been trapped underwater. Pussy squeezing him as a wet warm wave spurted around him and they left a glittery trail of droplets behind them, like diamonds shining in the aether.

Somehow, impossibly, she turned to face him without ever sliding off his cock. Now they were face to face. Her legs wrapped around his backside, mouth over his and using him as an anchor she began riding him. Slamming her narrow hips up and down on him, squeezing his cock with every thrust. Her breath panting into his mouth. And before she’d even managed a dozen moaning grinds against him, he was ready to come. He gripped her hard to his body, thrusting hard and merciless into her until her eyes went wide with shock as he yelled into the void, hot white surge filling her insides.

***

After the zero-gravity acrobatics there was no sliding into a post-orgasm haze while hanging from a line behind the ship. They held each other a minute and smiled and laughed and awkwardly reeled themselves in to the Ather Spectre until they jumped back down into the well of the open middle deck. Ryan stowed the ropes and harness by throwing it into a rope locker and slammed the deck hatches closed before he went in search of the sylph, finding her on the bridge, still stripped bare wearing nothing but some of his juices and the belt with the wind daggers.

She quietly pressed herself against him, smiling and burying her face in his chest. It wasn’t until then that the results of what he’d done surfaced in his head; despite telling himself that he’d stay away and save her life, he’d let her get close. Given in to the girl’s raw need and vulnerability and his own desire.

Ah well… he smiled… guess he’d just have to get in her pants and save her life at the same time…

Standing on the bridge, the ship hummed softly beneath them; he was here for a reason, not to play guest star on the Love Boat. Once he had his powers back saving Vhaelyra should be simple.

“You know, being with you? Way more than I ever hoped for,” she said before she punched his shoulder. “But really, what took you so long, huh? You think I was gonna wait forever? So slow, like I had to spell it out for you!” She laughed, shaking her head. “Always gotta make it harder than it needs to be, don’t you?”

The glow of the Cataract cast a bar of light across them from the single open shutter on the nose of the ship. Vhaelyra's content sigh the only sound.

“I haven’t felt this happy since the crew got captured by an aether squid,” she trailed off.

“Uh, okay…” he said, holding her.

“We’re crashing up on Smuggler’s Cove real soon,” she said. “Few more sleeps, maybe less, if you’re lucky. Try to keep up, yeah?”

He filled in the blank of what she didn’t say: this bubble of happiness wasn’t going to last forever and then what?

“You get me there, let me get my powers back, and I owe you. I’m not going to let you die, you know that right? I refuse to accept it”

Vhaelyra narrowed her eyes, smirking just a little. “You shouldn’t be making promises you can’t keep,” she said. “I see it coming, even if you don’t. But hey, this? This is already more than I ever could’ve asked for.” She jabbed a finger at his chest. “Just promise me you won’t wreck yourself trying to stop what can’t be stopped. I mean it, big guy.”

Ryan chewed it over. No way was he promising that. “Whatever you want; if I can do it, it’s yours.”

That was all the assurance Vhaelyra needed. She stood on her toes and kissed him again; it wasn't just gratitude—it was a down-payment on what they might do until they reached their destination.

***


Chapter 15   : A Finger in God’s Eye

He got stir crazy in the cramped compartments of the ship. Dirty, noisy, and humid. Even the cargo holds felt stifling and claustrophobic after a week. Needing a change, he went to the middle deck and rolled back the movable cover to stand under the aether ocean, just to feel some fresh air.

The cataract was gone; they’d passed through it the day before. Instead, the cold empty wind of the aethersea extended outwards in all directions. The deep sea-green clouds with flashes of silent lightning, and the rolling shapes of earthbergs in the distance felt barren compared to the warm cloud of the cataract.

He noticed Vhaelyra watching him from the corner of his eye where she sat leaning dangerously far off the port railing. She wore the knives belted at her waist at all times now, and with her renewed ability to fly she’d be as comfortable in the aether as he was walking down the street.

“Make you feel kinda small, doesn’t it? Beautiful… and lonely,” he said to her, gesturing towards the expanse around them.

Vhaelyra stared at the distance a moment longer, chin resting on her knee. “It’s not just empty space out there, you know. It’s crawling with life—currents and creatures you can't spot from the ship,” she said, turning to him with a sly smile. “The aether? It's more than this endless ocean,” she continued, a touch wistful. “We got shallows, rivers, places we call the Thin and the Thick.”

She paused, her starry eyes drifting off. “Where I’m from? Lived in a floating mountain in the shallows. Real peaceful, almost boring—nothing like this deepvoid mess we’re stuck sailing through now,” she added with a laugh.

“You ever think about going back?”

Vhaelyra’s grin faltered for a moment, her eyes clouding over. “I was real young when they took me,” she said, her voice unusually soft. “What sticks with me the most? The lights—like stars had dropped right down to nest around our homes.” She paused, her smirk fading as she swallowed hard. “But... it’s all distant now. Like some dream I can’t get back to, no matter how hard I try.”

Well, as alien as the girl was, they at least had that in common. “I think I know how that might feel.”

“Were you stolen from your home and forced to serve a cruel master?”

“More than you can imagine… although my home is a little further away than yours, and the job does have its perks. But I’ve started to feel like maybe this place isn't so foreign after all. There’s things here worth staying for.”

She smiled at him.

***

When he wasn’t sweating his ass off checking on the engine or finishing up one more of Risamun’s tasks to improve the ship, Ryan had most of his free time spoken for. Either Riz or Val wanted him in their bed and sometimes he rolled out of one, took a sponge bath, started working on something else only to be accosted by the other. Neither girl seemed to mind. He’d walked in on the two of them having some sort of quiet giggling conversation in the captain’s quarters one time, and they’d quickly clammed up and laughed behind his back when he awkwardly retreated.

He hadn’t expected to be away from Verbinnec this long, and part of him felt guilty about having warm, eager company. But then he’d look around at the damp, rusty shithole of a ship he was trapped in and thought nobody could accuse him of being on a pleasure cruise.

He was sleeping, tangled in bed with Risamun, when he jolted up to the ship's creaks and groans changing. He’d got used to it to the point where when it changed even a little, he was suddenly alert. Something in the movement of the wooden hull was different.

Leaving Risamun sleeping, he headed for the bridge.

Vhaelyra was in the navigator chair, hands on the crystal sphere, eyes closed. He called her name and got no answer. He looked out the single open shutter in the bow and saw the dense clouds of the Aether were a lot thicker and there was a near-constant rattle of something battering the wooden hull like hail on a tin roof.

A long moment later the sylph came out of her navigator trance and saw him there.

“Val, what’s going on?”

“You felt it,” she said, not a question. “We’ve entered a patch of the Thick in the deep aether.”

“The ship built for this?” he asked, eyeing the green lightning that zigzagged outside.

“Probably,” she answered calmly. “I’ve seen our way forward, we shouldn’t hit anything too bad.”

“Probably? What happened to fate being predetermined?”

“That’s just it… since we’ve been travelling, seeing the path ahead had become harder. There’s too many branches and not all of them can be seen.”

Shit. “That doesn’t sound good. That ever happen before?”

She shook her head.

“Any idea what might cause it?”

She swallowed, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I heard Anippe running his mouth once… said there used to be these massive wars in the aether. We’re talking giants, elementals, primordial beasts—stuff you wouldn't wanna meet in a dark current. Back then? Navigation was a total mess. Couldn’t see a thing, so ships were getting lost left and right 'cause the navigators couldn’t make sense of it.”

“So what the hell does that mean? Some sort of monster out there?”

“Or maybe some sort of big magical explosion. Nothing's certain out here,” she replied, lips pressed together.

***

Over the next few hours the groaning of the hull grew louder. As they plunged deeper into the Thick aether, the wooden beams creaked under the pressure of the weather. The strain made a knot in his shoulders, and a restless energy kept Ryan’s thoughts turning over like the storm outside. He found himself wandering the ship, padding around the dimly lit compartments, listening to the hull for any signs it was breaking. Down in the hold he could hear the smugglers moaning and complaining about it from where they were locked in the bilge.

After inspecting the magic sigils in the bronze keel, making sure the enchantments were strong, he climbed out of the hold and came face to face with Vhaelyra. The sylph seemed scared.

“Something’s not right,” she said.

As the aether storm outside gathered steam, the lightning and thunder got closer; each flash of green lightning sent violent tremors through the ship. Returning to the bridge, Vhaelyra gripped the navigation orb, her eyes glazing over with the visions of the ship’s travel. The stress carved deeper lines into her face.

“Rineskull…” she said hoarsely. “It’s coming…”

The words sent a shiver up his spine.

Moving to the shuttered vision ports on the front of the bridge he pulled them open and stared into the storm. For a moment he saw nothing except the same billowing fog. A wall lit with flashes of green lightning, then the clouds suddenly parted and something appeared in the distance—a colossal sphere shrouded in darkness, circled by a distorted halo of light that warped and shimmered ominously. Ryan's eyes widened in horror as the object's massive scale became apparent; it might be a ship length across, or it might be ten. Impossible to tell.

“What the fuck is that?” Ryan blurted out, his voice barely above a whisper against the howling winds.

Vhaelyra, gripping the helm to steady herself against the ship's violent lurches, glanced towards the terrifying horizon. “It's a whirlpool,” she shouted. “Those things live out in the deep aethersea, where it’s all real nasty. Get too close, and that deep’ll chew this ship up into splinters, no problem,” she said, almost like she found the danger entertaining.

Ryan swallowed hard, his gaze fixed on the black abyss that seemed to suck in the surrounding storm clouds. It was big as a football field.

He’d never actually seen one before and it was terrifying. Some part of his stomach turned over and wouldn’t come back. In the game the aether was a kind of fast travel – you didn’t spend any time there aside from a few cut scenes or the space pirate DLC. But occasionally on the arrival loading screen when you got to your destination it flashed a message like ‘treasure deducted’ or ‘health lowered’ or the much feared ‘valuables lost’ that arbitrarily removed one or more of your magic items. These came with one-line explanations about trouble your aethership encountered on the journey. Those ranged from ‘doldrums’ or ‘gargoyle raiders attack’ to the dreaded ‘aether scurvy’ which was the equivalent of dying from dysentery on the Oregon Trail. But what players really didn’t want to see was either ‘aether kaiju attack’ or ‘void whirlpool’.

“Of all the shitty luck… seriously?”

The swirling vortex of the aether that had formed dead ahead was like a gaping maw. Big enough to swallow the ship whole.

“Turn us around!” he yelled.

“We can’t! We're already skirting the edge,” she warned. “Yeah, we better steer clear of that—unless you wanna get torn apart,” she said.

As the girl’s hands cradled a crystal sphere, it glowed where she made contact, lighting it up from the inside with swirling colors. Her face bent in a grimace of effort.

“The engine is barely able to fight it.” She glared at him. “Your sabotage might mean we can’t escape.”

Ryan bristled at her tone. “Hey, it seemed like a good idea at the time, and worked, didn’t it? We took the ship. If you’d rather be back in your cell—”

“Then I guess we're getting a free spin on fate's merry-go-round! Hold tight—next stop, oblivion!”

“Hey, I didn’t know the flux capacitor thingy was so delicate. What’s done is done… how to we get away from this thing?”

“So what? We're in trouble? Big deal.” She flashed a crooked smile. “It's not like you and trouble aren't old friends. Let’s see where this ride takes us.”

“Geezus… you’re crazy…”

Vhaelyra’s eyes went wide, and she let out a manic laugh, her voice rising with excitement. “Alright, alright, listen! I think—I think I can squeeze enough juice to get us past this beast!” She was grinning like it was all a thrill. “But you gotta steer us just right, okay? No pressure or anything—just, y'know, life or death!”

“I don’t know how to steer this thing,” Ryan protested. “That’s why I have you!”

“I’m a navigator, not a helmsman. Take the helm, or we’re both dead. Your choice.”

Ryan turned back to the helm, eyeing the three rudders. The ship shook beneath them, as they skirted the first pull of the whirlpool.

“Bring her bow up,” the girl said. “And then lean to port.”

He dipped the pitch yoke and the nose of the ship began to rise. But when he steered away from the void she yelled at him.

“What are you, blind? That’s starboard, genius! I said port! Try not to kill us faster, yeah?”

“But that’s right at the thing!” he thought he’d got port and starboard mixed up, but no… she’d meant to steer into it.

“Do what I say! Port steady!”

She had to know what she was doing, right? Ryan turned into the void whirlpool.

Vhaelyra leaned forward, star eyes blazing with manic excitement. “Oh, you think you’re a tough guy, huh? Big, bad death spiral, all cock and no balls!” she taunted the whirlpool. “You wanna play flindermouse with Vhaelyra? Let’s see who blinks first!”

Or maybe not…

“Good! Now hold it right there,” she ordered Ryan.

The ship steadied slightly, the whirlpool’s pull lessening as they managed to gain some semblance of control. Somehow, they were sailing sideways beside the whirlpool. Ryan felt the deck under him settle, the immediate threat retreating as the sylph worked her magic. It was working… they were moving past the swirling death ball. For a moment, as they rounded the giant ball of black death, he allowed himself a breath of relief.

Then he saw the second whirlpool behind the first.

It poked out from where it had been hiding and Ryan almost leaned into the controls to steer away. But Vhaelyra was quiet. He turned to look at her, eyes closed. Face in a grimace.

“Hey! Hey wake up! There’s another one!”

“Shhh, I know, alright? I see it! Just give me a moment—I'm working on finding a way through this!”

The Aether Spectre started to buck and groaned under their feet, its structure protesting as both whirlpools began to pull at them.

From behind him the hatch to the bridge banged open and Risamun stood there. “What’s happening? Why are we—”

Her eyes settle don the front port and the two giant black holes. Color drained from her face.

“Gigguk preserve us…” she whimpered.

“What’s the matter, Risamun? Never see a swirling vortex of death before?” Vhaelyra grinned.

The girl seemed afraid to go any closer to the window – like the whirlpools could look inside and see her – and clung to Ryan’s back.

“Down!” Vrya yelled suddenly. “Dive and hard to port again!”

Ryan took a deep breath and winced as he yanked at the controls. She corrected him, asking for a steeper pitch down and as he leaned on the rudder the ship lurched, seeming to pitch straight down. Risamun yelped and grabbed his arm, jostling the yoke.

The air inside the cabin felt thick as gelatin. Holding him in place, filling his lungs. As they dove and the storm thundered, Vhaelyra muttered course corrections every couple moments. Ryan had no other choice but let her choose their path, nudging their flight as she told him.

The second whirlpool was close. Big enough to cover the entire horizon. He could see rock and clouds being sucked into it now, and his estimation of its size went up. It wasn’t a as big as a football field, more like a mile across. Big enough to swallow a hundred ships. And as they dove his hair stood on end. A sickening feeling like it was pulling him towards it.

“Full dive! Now!” Vrya screamed.

Ryan’s hands slipped on the controls and he realized he was soaked in sweat. Risamun’s hand joined his and together they leaned down, nosing the ship into a steep dive. The hull made a grinding, moaning sound, like the squeal of wood right before a tree falls. But it was working… ahead of him he saw the curving hemisphere of the bottom of the black globe. They were sailing directly under the first whirlpool. His eyes were drawn to it. To a small speck in the black surface above them.

Reflected the distorted funhouse image of the void was the Aether Spectre.

“Wooo! Look at that spin! Come on, you call this a challenge? Give me more!” Vhaelyra yelled in glee.

They were picking up speed. And as they emerged from under the whirlpool on the far side, the sylph yelled so loud her voice cracked.

“Are you insane?” Risamun blurted.

“Relax princess! Now climb. Hard climb! As far as she’ll go!”

“Val… are you sure?”

“Just do it!”

Ryan obeyed, gripping the unfamiliar controls. His heart slammed against his ribs as the vessel nose came up; so hard he expected it and his heart to stall. But this wasn’t an airplane, and the aether had its own weird physics. The nose of the ship came up and then they were moving faster and faster. Like a bar of soap between two pressing hands, the whirlpools were compressing them between their gravity. Pushing them so fast the ship shuddered and he heard boards cracking.

“Hold on, folks! We’re in for a real ride! Bet you didn’t think today would end like this, huh?” the sylph laughed.

Then they were shooting up above the second whirlpool. Riding overtop of it like cresting a loop in a rollercoaster. Sluggishly at first, then faster and faster. They passed the first whirlpool narrowly, practically skating against the swirling edge, sending more shivers through the Spectre’s frame.

“Whooooo! I think I might actually like this whirlpool—it’s got some style! Keep it steady, Rineskull, or you get to see what the inside of that thing looks like.”

Trusting her against every instinct, Ryan steered the ship straight up, presenting the ship’s keel to the second whirlpool. The ship bucked, control yokes shuddering, the sound of the aether winds howling around them and suddenly they were picked up like a giant’s hand was lifting them and throwing them right for the cloud-thick ceiling of the aether river.

“Now, dive hard!” Vrya screamed over the howl of the storm winds.

He leaned down on the controls, holding on for dear life as they nosed over and dropped. The gravitational pull of the whirlpool was actually slowing them. After slinging the ship forward it was holding on and only the steep dive was peeling them away.

Then with a sudden release like rubber bands snapping, the Aether Spectre was drifting free, and he felt the controls responding again. They careened wildly as he played with the unfamiliar steering, but Vhaelyra wasn’t yelling any more instructions as the ship settled into a lazy path down the middle of the aether storm. Howling winds and pelting rocks that banged loudly against the hull felt relaxing compared to the crushing pull of the whirlpools.

But something was wrong. They were listing and the controls bucked. Until, with a shudder, the ship began to drift sideways.

“What now?” he hissed.

Vhaelyra let out a groan of frustration and kicked the hull. “Oh, brilliant! Steering glyph’s busted, huh? Just what we needed!” she snapped, glaring at the damage. “We lost a glyph on the hull, stupid hunk of magic—always breaks when you need it most!”

The storm churned around the Aether Spectre like an angry Poseidon, flinging chunks of aether-stone on hurricane winds. Risamun gripping the railing around the controls, wincing at every impact.

“Can we keep going without it?” he asked.

“Oh, suuuuure. No problem… then we spin round like a drunk baby until the hull’s gonna rip apart. And then, we’re all getting mashed together, like some sad, chunky soup—arms here, legs there, eyeballs wherever they feel like it. And when it hits the deep aether the whole ship'll crumple up like it's made of paper, with us inside. Like flatcakes, except way less tasty. Real poetic ending, right? Any more dumb questions?”

“So what do we do?” Risamun yelled.

“Well obviously I need to fix it, or we're dust. I knew today was gonna be exciting, but this? This is next level! Let’s see how far we can push it!”

Ryan, snapped his neck to se Vhaelyra was climbing out of the navigator chair. “You're not going out there. You need to navigate,” he shot back.

The girl threw off the white robe she wore and made sure the daggers on the belt underneath were secure. Hesitating one last time, she took a twist of rag and tied her long hair back. “Eh, don’t worry about it,” she said, waving a hand like it was nothing. “It’ll be fine. Worst case? We die. But hey, what a way to go, right?”

“Do you even know how to recast that glyph?”

“Better than you,” she laughed before heading out the hatch and into the storm.

From the bridge, Ryan watched through the louvered shutters, his hands white-knuckled on the tillers. Shit… he couldn’t see a damn thing.

“Lump!” he yelled.

“Yes master?” the homunculus answered from inside the rope locker where it was hiding.

“Take the helm.”

“Me?”

“Yes you! You just got promoted to first mate, congratulations! Now take the goddam helm and keep us steady.”

The creature happily clambered out and grabbed the rudders. Moving to a short ladder on the back of the bridge, Ryan climbed to a hatch in the ceiling and it folded down. Above it was a circular turret in the top of the hull like a primitive periscope and opening the shutter on the portholes he used them to look back along the hull of the ship towards the stern.

Vhaelyra had already exited onto the top of the hull. Bent on all fours she was moving up the catwalk on the spine of the ship, heading for the waist where the control glyphs circled the hull. She was a ghost-white form against the clouds. He watched her draw the twin wind-daggers and with one in each hand she jumped, using the wind magic to propel herself towards the ship's port side hull.

For a moment the wind took her, then with the agility of someone born to fly, she carved her way with the wind daggers instead of wings and landed on the side of the hull, clinging to a railing stapled to the tarred timbers, meant for tying off with a rope harness. Instead, she clung with one hand, holding up the other to start to reform the magical glyph that kept the ship flying.

“Master!” Lump yelled.

“What?”

“Master come quick!”

“What is it?”

“Master help!” the homunculus screamed. Spinning around in the turret to look out over the bow of the ship, Ryan saw the jagged asteroid ten times the side of the ship heading straight for them.

“Rineskull!” Risamun screamed.

Fuuuuuuuuckkkkk…

It was an earthberg. One of the huge pieces of rock scattered through the aether.

“Turn!” he screamed. “Turn hard to starboard!”

“What’s starboard?” Lump wailed.

“Left, turn left!” he yelled as the rock bore down on them.

Risamun threw herself beside Lump and by some miracle she and the creature yanked the correct rudder and they banked hard to starboard. There was a scrotum-tightening moment as the boulder nearly crushed them and a small cloud of skull-sized rocks in its wake pattered the hull, then it was past.

“Excellent job, First Officer, keep it up!” Ryan yelled, but then turning to the rear view his heart nearly thudded to stop.

Vhaelyra was no longer hanging on the side of the hull. She was drifting limply away from the ship.

“Vhaelyra!” Ryan shouted, his voice lost in the storm's fury. “Full stop,” he screamed at Lump.

Risamun's voice broke through his panic. "B-but we can’t stop here, the rocks will hit us!”

Ryan ignored her and went to the magical engine control sphere beside the three rudders; they almost never touched it because the engines were so delicate. He yanked it from the numbered hole and the engine went quiet, the ship suddenly silent. Then the Aether Spectre ship shuddered as it lost headway against the wind and started to drift backwards.

“Let’s go!” he yelled at Risamun and dragged her along. He snagged the harness and the longest length of rope from the rope locker and as they headed for the deck. By the time he rolled the deck hatch back to expose them to the storm, Risamun had gathered some of her senses.

“What are we doing?”

“Man the catapult!” he yelled over the thunder.

As the two of them climbed onto the spine of the ship, pebbles and stones were impacting the hull around them like a dozen kids with slingshots were peppering the aether vessel. The freezing cold wind was like stepping into a blizzard but he ignored the sting and pain. While Risamun attacked the catapult to start winding it into firing position, Ryan secured the rope harness on himself. Lugging the coil along with him, he tied the free end to the heavy iron stanchion bolted to the hull next to the weapon.

“What in Gigguk’s name are you doing?” Risamun yelled, appalled, when Ryan climbed onto the throwing arm of the catapult.

“You’re gonna shoot me at her,” he said, eyes scanning for the sylph.

There… still hanging limp. The headwind was pushing the ship into reverse and was picking up speed. The gap between them and Vhaelyra was only fifty yards but increasing.

“But… but… that’ll kill you!” Risamun yelled. “You don’t even have a suit!”

“Do it!” he screamed, and she jumped to begin aiming the weapon at Vhaelyra’s small shape.

“Lead the target a bit and shoot when I say!”

He had no idea how much lead; best chance was to aim past her and she’d come to him.

“Steady!” he said as Risamun groaned, leaning into the weapon and lined up the shot. The ship was beginning to list to the side and the distance between them was nearly a hundred yards now. “Fire!”

The girl hesitated, face creased in worry, but when Ryan shouted it a second time, she yanked the release.

The force of inertia was like being rear-ended at a hundred miles an hour. A spike of pain went through his neck from the whiplash. He bit his tongue so badly blood filled his mouth. Jaw aching, his body was flung so hard the blood left his brain and he almost blacked out. With a gut-wrenching lurch, Ryan was flung into the frozen chaos of the aether storm. He was weightless except for the velocity of the catapult and suddenly felt a mounting terror that the rope would snap and he’d fly on this path forever.

As the ship dwindled behind him, Ryan realized he was off course. Fuck! He was going to miss her! Closer now… closer… but then he was sailing past her slowly spinning form; a widening V of space forming between them.

He drew his gunpowder revolver. Had seen it in a movie once and hoped he’d never have to rely on it. Aiming it in the opposite direction of the floating girl, he fired.

The recoil threw him in the zero gravity, like a tiny rocket engine. Sending him tumbling on a new course. One of Newton’s laws… something about equal opposite reactions in zero gravity…

The bullet’s mass was tiny compared to his, but its velocity sent him tumbling like a pair of rocket-boots. Closer… closer. He was heading towards her again. In a few moments the girl would sail right past him. Holstering the gun, he opened his arms wide and reached as she was suddenly sailing right past him.

With a desperate lunge he just barely wrapped himself around her leg.

He gripped her so hard he left marks. Reeled her in against his chest and wrapped his arms around her. Vhaelyra's limp form against his chest was covered in blood. Then the rope went taut, and he was yanked to a stop. The girl’s weight almost dragged her from his grip, but the magical belt gave him just enough strength to hold her as the rope made him slam to a halt.

Dangling on the end of the line he waited for Risamun to reel them in. The freezing wind of the aether burning his exposed skin. A stray rock grazed him and tore his clothes, drawing blood. He grunted against the pain but held on. Was she breathing? He couldn’t tell.

And as he hung there, he stared into the distant whirlpool they’d just escaped.

Big as half the horizon. An enormous, swirling abyss. The edges of the whirlpool churned and twisted the surrounding aether into violent ripples, like the surface of an ocean during a storm. Bands of light twisted around it, distorted by the immense gravitational pull, creating a halo that pulsed with eerie, unnatural luminescence. The sight was terrifying… and awe-inspiring.

Some part of his brain surfaced the thought, ‘its like staring into god’s eye’ only he’d met a god, and this was far greater. A raw force of the universe that would make gods humble.

They said if you looked into the abyss it looked back, but the longer he hung there the more he knew it wasn’t true. Looking into the abyss, he was a human speck adrift in the face of cosmic enormity. The whirlpool would only notice him the same way he noticed ants…

But you didn’t get me… He flipped the storm the middle finger.

And a moment after that, the tension in the rope went taut, and Ryan felt himself being pulled back to the ship. His vision was going grey. Specks in the corners of his eyes. Fuck! His hands fumbled numbly to strip his belt off as he fought to stay conscious. Whipping it around them, he tied it around both their waists, so they were lashed together. As he tightened the buckle he blacked out. Feeling a rush of warmth, then nothing.

***

He woke up in the captain’s bed with Lump’s ugly face hovering at the bedside with a cup of water. “Master, you wake. I get funny mistress,” it said in its garbled voice, before scuttling away.

Ryan frowned, puzzled by the reference. “Funny mistress?” he echoed, his voice raspy. The pain lacing through his body forced him back to lay back.

Like waking up with a hangover and stumbling to the medicine cabinet for a painkiller, Ryan reached around inside the Mind’s Eye until he found the green spark and ignited it. Trickling as much energy as he could gather into it until his body started to repair some of the worst damage.

He musted drifted off again. When he woke up the second time, the room was better lit, the soft glow of alchemical lanterns chasing the shadows. He heard the rustle of movement and turned his head slightly, catching sight of Vhaelyra. As she turned to face him, he saw bruises and scrapes like she’d been dragged down a gravel road covered half her body.

“You look like I feel…” he said.

“Well, well, look who finally decided to wake up,” she said. “Thought maybe you were trying to avoid me... that you needed some rest to recover after going hard in Vhaelyra’s pussy the other day… But no worries, I handled it all while you were drooling away.” She patted his cock and balls.

Fuck… was she serious?

She grinned and picked up a basin and a cloth. “Time for a cleanup, Rineskull. You look like warmed over targ meat,” she declared, and without waiting for his permission, began to sponge him down.

“Vhaelyra?” Ryan asked hesitantly. “You okay?”

She chuckled, a throaty sound that didn’t quite fit the delicate sylph. She flipped the sheets back and began washing every nook and cranny down below.

“Hey, I can manage,” Ryan protested, but she ignored him.

And suddenly her rough hands were touching him in a much softer way.

Oh… oh shit…

“Can you?” she asked. “Manage by yourself? Or would you like some help?”

His mind went blank as the girl stripped off her own clothes until she was naked. He took in the collection of scars and silver piercings the ifrit had put in her. As she straddled him, her fingers began stroking him to hardness.

“You’re hurt…” he said.

“Then use some of your magic… heal me too. You need to be touching me to make it work, yeah?”

Ryan gave it one last try to be a gentleman before his demonic desires took over. He grunted, feeling her soft, wet folds slide over what was rapidly becoming an erection. “If you want some healing, it’ll work even if I can just touch your elbow with one finger …”

“I prefer it my way,” she said in a hungry voice.

Then she was sliding down on top of him, tight wet insides gripping him so he forgot what he was going to say.

***


Chapter 16   : Drydock

The bridge of the aethership was crowded for the first time in the entire trip. All four of the skeleton crew crammed inside to witness their arrival. Moving the Bastet statue that controlled the engine into the lowest peg hole, the engine’s hum dropped to a near whisper. They slowed until the Aether Spectre was drifting forward at a crawl.

Dead ahead the shape of a colossal earthberg blocked their path. Emerging out of the green aether clouds like an island in the fog. It was huge. A squashed triangle, its craggy surface taking up the horizon. It looked as big as Everest… five miles high… ten miles… hard to tell. And wider at the base.

Vhaelyra spread her arms wide with a flourish. “Ta-da! Look alive, folks—we've finally made it to the grand, secret hideaway of our smuggler pals!”

“This is a secret cove?”

“Real subtle, right? The perfect place for people who clearly have no idea how to keep things low-key.” She rolled her eyes. “Bet they even put up a welcome sign somewhere.”

Risamun leaned forward, her eyes wide with wonder. Lump's small form pressed against the forward portal , mouth open at the floating mountain. Ryan felt a small shiver up his spine. All this effort and they were finally here. Somewhere on this mountain was the ifrit’s stash of scringe stone, and his ticket to getting his powers back.

“Go under it,” Vhaelyra said. “Head for the base of the island.”

Ryan glanced as Risamun and started leaning on the three tillers until they had slowly corkscrewed the Aether Spectre down the height of the earthberg and arrived at the rocky, jagged underside. The base of the mountain was three times as wide at the top and as they flew under it, it stretched out for at least a dozen miles above them, maybe two.

It could be anywhere.

“Yeah, yeah, just keep going—right past those twin rocks over there,” Vhaelyra pointed.

The ship slowly travelled under the mountain; Ryan used the two spurs of rock as a landmark and strained his eyes looking for anything that stood out in the wrinkled, craggy underside. A vault door, a fissure, a pile of rocks… anything that might show where the buried treasure of the smugglers might have been left behind.

“This is all very impressive but what are we looking for?” Ryan asked.

“You’ll see it,” was all the pale sylph said, staring out the shuttered front portals.

And just past the other side of the two rocky pillars, Vhaelyra pointed towards a massive, cavernous opening at the base of the earthberg. “There, through the maw,” she directed.

The maw?

“Goddam,” Ryan breathed, seeing what he thought was a shadow form into a wide cavern.

As the ship approached the gaping entrance, the scale of the opening became more obvious. Its shadow swallowing them whole as they sailed into the interior of the mountain. As they entered, the green light from the aether outside dimmed. The bridge of the Aether Specter was silent except for the nasally breathing of Lump staring out the forward ports. The gargantuan cave opening was big enough to swallow ten ships their size.

“Risamun, pop the top observation port, tell me how much clearance we have above,” Ryan said.

The girl climbed the short ladder and opened the primitive periscope hatch, sticking her head and shoulders up.

“How’s it look?”

She jumped back down and closed the port. “You could sail a ship five times as big through without worrying about it,” she said.

The tunnel had a right-hand twist and as he brought them around the bend they reached the mouth at the far side.

“Fuck me…” he breathed out.

The interior of the floating mountain seemed hollow. And inside it on the far wall of the cavern a hidden town perched on a crescent-shaped rock shelf. The city shone with what had to be lanterns tall as a man lighting up the pitch dark of the cavern. Highlighting the streets and buildings and towers in a warm yellow light. He couldn’t place the design choices of the builders… somewhere between Japanese pagodas and Aztec pyramids.

“They never mentioned this in the cheat guide,” Ryan murmured.

It was true. Nothing like this had ever existed in the game. Virgin territory.

“Its wonderful,” Risamun breathed out.

But the closer they got, the more the cracks in the surface showed. The stone docks, designed for dozens of aether ships, were cracked and overrun with creeping purple vines. The buildings were colorful and majestic once but were broken and crumbling now. Windows dark, and no movement stirred the dusty streets. The town wasn’t just broken, it was empty. Whatever the story was, it had ended a long time ago.

“What the hell happened here?” he asked.

Vhaelyra shook her head “I don’t know. The smugglers came here sometimes to hide. They called it Etheris, but I don’t think any of them knew what it was either. But it has something we need.”

She pointed upwards towards the roof of the cavern and as Ryan craned his neck to look up, he saw the remains of half a dozen aether ships. They floated, tangled and broken apart, in a silent graveyard.

“We should find what we need to fix the engine in those,” she said.

“How’d they get there?”

“No clue. They used to stash stuff here, but I remember Setekh put in a couple of times to scavenge parts before. Shouldn't be too hard to dig up what we need.”

“Fuck the parts, do you know where the treasure is buried?”

“Not exactly… just that it’s somewhere in the palace,” Vhaelyra pointed.

At the back of the cavern, rising above the rest of the city, was a stone building… or rather a connected series of buildings with ornate pointed roofs and fanciful windows that all seemed to be cut in ‘T’ shapes.

He didn’t much like the look of it. “The ifrits ever run into anything in here?”

“Never. Anippe always bragged about how his magic kept the evil magic of this place at bay… but I never saw him do anything.”

“Asshole probably just trying to sound important,” Ryan mumbled, still staring out. “But there’s no one living here?”

“I never saw anyone… it’s completely dead.”

“Okay… let’s dock and get the treasure. First priority. Once I get the scringe stone and get my powers back then we find the parts we need. After that we’ll get the fuck out of here and back to Verbinnec.”

How long had he been gone already? Ten days? Fifteen? It was almost impossible to keep track of time in the aether.

***

Someone had to stay behind to guard the ship and since Vhaelyra was the only one who was able to do repairs the ship, that meant she drew the short straw. Ryan told Risamun to get ready to go into the city. Lump whined with its big puppy-dog eyes and finally Ryan relented and let the homunculus come along. He was so eager to get the scringe stone that the three of them packed gear for a day trip and headed out within an hour.

Ryan stepped off the gangplank onto the old stone dock, feeling a strange dizziness as the ship’s magical gravity gave way to the island’s weight. It felt slightly lighter than normal; like his steps bounced a little. Followed by Risamun and the excited homunculus they threw their gear into one of three hand-carts at the base of the dock that looked recently used. The smuggler’s must have found and repaired them for their own purposes on previous trips.

The only sound on the air was the gentle creaking of the Aether Spectre tethered to the dock and for the first time he noticed the constant white noise of the aether winds was gone. It made everything feel too quiet. Each footstep might have been the first sound the place had heard in centuries.

There was one main road up the center of the city that seemed to lead to the palace, so they headed out into the quiet of the silent buildings. Everything was overgrown with the strange purple vines, and the thickest growth seemed to be around the lanterns. Those were big egg-shaped stones the size of garbage cans still hung on chains at every intersection, glowing with a magical yellow light. They cast a warm welcoming glow that felt wrong in the silent streets. Like people would return any moment. Each shop, every home, he passed was frozen in time. A movie set waiting for actors who would never return.

Further down the main thoroughfare, they came to what had once been a market square. Ryan stopped to look around. Stalls still standing in messy rows. Here and there, pottery and faded textiles lay forgotten, the vibrant colors leeched away by time. Whoever – or whatever – the people who had lived here had been, they had shops that sold pots, wore shoes, used cloth for clothes and ate with eating picks. Had bakeries with wheel-shaped bread fossilized in piles that disintegrated at a touch. Ancient desiccated meat still hung on the skewers in a tavern, and bits of brass jewelry on a display in a market stall looked like they could be worn on human wrists. Riz picked a few up as souvenirs.

It was the market where they saw the first sign of life other than the plants. There was a clickity-clickity sound from inside a shop and Risamun retreated behind Ryan while he drew his sword. Carefully looking inside, he saw two skeletal black shapes thrashing back and forth and snap-fired a blast of demonfyre at it.

The blast illuminated the room for a moment, and then the flames torched them. Ryan sheathed the emerald blade and stepped inside.

“Its safe,” he said.

He’d just fried a pair of big black insects. They looked a bit like stag beetles – black shells, long spiky horns and limbs, each about a foot long. After that they started noticing more of them here and there; they didn’t react to the visitors and only seemed interested in munching on the purple vines or fighting each other.

So… the magic makes the lights glow, the glow makes the vines grow, and the beetles eat the vines… so why weren’t there more beetles? Had to be something bigger at the top of the food chain, right?

“Val said for sure there’s nothing else living in here, right?”

Risamun nodded. “But Rineskull… Vhaelyra’s mad.”

They kept moving.

Lump didn’t seem bothered by the place – of course the creature had spent its entire life inside a ruined dungeon, so this probably felt just like home. And the knight’s daughter was busy scolding the homunculus to keep it out of trouble. That left Ryan to gawk at the sights like a rubbernecker and keep his hand nervously near the hilts of his sword and pistol.

Deeper into the town, on the hill overlooking everything, they reached the wall of the palace. It looked glassy, like it had been fused from a single rock, and the towers and roofs were made with similar, blue-glazed tiles, but the gates had been crushed by something big. The arch brought down and the ancient doors missing. It was Lump who spotted a trail in the dust that went past the main gate and around the side of the palace where a smaller gate, this one intact but open, showed marks of being used recently.

Past the small gate was a courtyard and after that they entered the building, reaching a wide set of stairs where they had to leave the cart behind. Ryan stepped through the crumbling threshold, his eyes adjusting to the dim interior. A sprawling grand hall that hinted at what it had once been. Alien architecture cracked and crumbling, the remains of towering square columns like fractured skeletons. It had to have been imposing once. But some of the columns leaned or had cracked, and the purple vines clawed their way up the broken stone, claiming it for the beetles now.

“Hell of a place this must've been,” he muttered.

If it wasn’t a palace, it was the most important building in the city. Its grand hallways echoed with his boots. The T-shaped windows were purely decorative since there was no daylight inside the cavern; the stained glass seemed to be abstract patterns of geometric shapes, each backlit with a magic lantern so from the inside they cast light-paintings on the bare walls. Some of the glass was broken or cracked but the damage seemed as old as the rest of the place.

It wasn’t hard to follows the smuggler’s trail; as they walked, their footsteps stirred up small dust storms that danced in the colored light. The air was dry… sterile. Just a faint tang of chemicals under it all… like ammonia. Empty doorways led to dark chambers where stone beds and altars still stood, but they were covered in layers of dust and decay. Ornate tables were still set with delicate plates and cups, an untouched meal preserved under a layer of dust still on some of them.

Then they reached what had to be a throne room, a high-backed, ornately carved chair faced out over a hall lined with square basalt columns. There was a small collection of clay insects beside the throne. Toys maybe, because if they were religious icons they weren’t made well enough for a king. Lump knuckle-walked ahead, sniffing and poking at every object it found. Risamun ran a hand along the dusty throne, before Lump hopped into the chair and rolled on its back on the cushioned seat like a dog in the mud.

“So important, me!” the homunculus declared. “I have a chair… Queen in the castle! Go do this, go do that!” it puffed up its chest giving mock orders.

“Lump!” Riz scolded. “Show respect!”

But it was silent and still; even the ghosts were long gone.

The trail took them through room after room of quiet decay. He ran his fingers over tiled walls, peered into the dark corners of dining halls, and traced the embroidered patterns of silk robes left behind in what must have been royal chambers. Whoever they were they hadn’t been into representative art; the only images of living creatures on the walls or carved into objects were insects… he hoped. Spiny things that might have been beetles or crickets or millipedes. Although the missing people of the city used chairs and seemed to be bipedal humanoids from the clothes left behind, the insects might have been self-portraits for all he knew.

The trail of the smugglers in the dust led them to a massive pair of closed doors in the side of one of the palace buildings. Not locked… but bolted shut from the outside with a big wooden crossbar. Ryan paused, stood back a few steps to examine the building. It was mostly intact and covered in more of the blue-glazed tiles. Curiously it was five stories tall but the only windows were on the top level.

Risamun glanced around, her composure faltering just slightly as she spoke. “Well... what course of action do we take now?”

“I didn’t come all this way for nothing. We go in.”

The door was entirely metal, like brass, and parts of it were covered in green verdigris. The the magical strength of the belt the heavy wooden beam holding them shut wasn’t much of a problem. With a grunt, he tossed it aside and pulled one of the handles. The door resisted, creaking like an old man’s rocking chair. Risamun joined him and even Lump threw itself to the task until the twenty-foot door was wide open.

The air wasn’t like the rest of the city. It smelled swampy… and humid. Something rotting inside. He stepped inside, Risamun right behind him, her nose wrinkling. Lump, completely oblivious, trotted in like it was a trip to the store for a pack of smokes.

Inside, the air felt even thicker. It was cold, but that was just the damp in the air. Clinging like a second skin. Dark. No windows and only a single of the magic lanterns deeper inside the building casting a faint reflected glow. Risamun broke out one of the alchemical lanterns from the ship. The place was a maze of rooms, with no corridors. Just one chamber leading to the next. The layout didn’t feel human, or at least didn’t make him feel at ease. Like a life-sized a rat maze.

They moved further in, their footsteps echoing softly. The floors were tiled and unlike the rest of the city the dust only collected in drifts in the corners – someone or something was using this place. Every echo in the silence made Ryan’s neck tingle.

Risamun suddenly paused, her hand resting against Ryan's arm, her head tilted upward. “Tell me that I didn’t just hear something,” she whispered.

“An echo?” he asked. She shook her head.

Ryan paused, listening, holding his breath. There it was—something faint, like a shuffling bare footstep on concrete. He slowly drew his sword, and they stayed frozen, holding the light up to look all around them.

But there was nothing there. Just the old stone walls, covered in vines. He shook his head, more to himself than Risamun.

“More bugs?”

“Bugs make a clicky sound,” he shook his head.

“Then what?”

“Just stay sharp,” he said quietly.

For the first time he noticed Lump was on all fours, nose buried in something on the floor. The homunculus held it up, a black beetle shell. Torn open and empty.

“Still gooey,” the homunculus licked the inside.

Fuck. So now the mystery of what ate the beetles was back. He didn’t like it. Not even a little. Risamun’s eyes were big as saucers. There was something else in here.

But the rooms were still silent.

“Alright, let’s keep moving,” he said, voice steady, more for their sake than his own.

Ryan moved cautiously, making as little noise as he could as they went deeper. It was a few rooms later that they found the first real sign there was someone else in the building. The normal geometric shapes painted on the walls had been defaced. Painted over in a rust-red stain to make new murals. They were primitive, like a child scratching a paper with crayons, but he could catch glimpses of what the scenes were. Figures standing – humanoid – with arms raised towards the sky, strange spirals and what looked like a circle or maybe an egg-shape surrounding them.

Ryan leaned close to the walls and sniffed. Smelled like rot and iron.

Old blood.

Oh… that’s fucking perfect…

He forced himself to keep going. Whatever it was – whoever it was – they were just people. And nobody was getting between him and the power in the scringe-stone.

“Do you think the ifrits left something here to guard their treasure?” Risamun asked, hanging onto his coat sleeve.

“Well… the bar was on the outside of the doors… remember?”

The alchemical lantern casting everything in long, green shadows. They passed through a series of narrow rooms with slightly lowered ceilings, and the yellowy glow was getting stronger ahead. Sword at the ready he led the way.

They found the source of the light when they stepped into a big room, the four walls ringed in square pillars, and weaving through the stone forest they saw a single one of the city’s stone lanterns hanging overhead. He was so busy looking up he almost missed the figure crouched down on the floor across the room.

He froze, his eyes locking onto the hunched, humanoid figure. The thing was making little crooning noises, singing to itself. It wore rags of some kind, and had long matted hair. And it was female. Obvious from the breasts. Looking closer Ryan saw a pair of curling horns among the wild hair and a long, feral snout of a bestial face with eyes that reflected orange light.

Oh shit…

“Rineskull!” Risamun hissed, spotting the creature.

Its head snapped up at the noise, staring at them. Orange eyes curious but someone without intelligence behind them.

“Don’t… move…” he said quietly.

Lump dropped to all fours, body tensed, a low growl building deep in the homunculus’ throat.

The thing didn’t move, just crouched there, staring. It was dirty, but looked healthy.

And then it moved.

A guttural hiss came out if its mouth and then before any of them could react, she turned and bolted, loping into the dark. The footsteps retreating fast.

Risamun shivered beside him. “What was that?” she whispered.

“That was an ifrit,” he said quietly.

“That didn’t look anything like an ifrit! It looked like a jackal!”

“It was a female ifrit,” Ryan sighed.

In the ‘Western Lands’ V2 expansion DLC for the game there was a quest called ‘Obsidian Spire’ where you met a small merchant caravan of ifrit and the leader had a small harem of female ifrit with him. It was the sort of detail that stood out.

“Ifrit women are considered animals by male ifrit. Barely intelligent. Unable to speak. They only keep them for breeding.”

“That’s vile!”

“It explains a few things about ifrit culture though…”

Risamun seemed to be putting it together. “Are you telling me that the smugglers put that thing in here… for… for safekeeping? Like a harem?”

“That would be my guess, yes. They keep their women locked up safe, show up every so often and make more ifrits. Take the baby boys and leave the baby girls behind.”

“I think I may revisit my last meal,” Risamun gagged visibly.

Ryan didn’t answer immediately. He was listening—straining to hear beyond the echo. He swallowed, his eyes narrowing as he stared down into the dark where the ifrit woman had vanished. Who knew how many more of them there might be. And this was their home, they knew this maze of corridors.

“We need to move… fast. Get to the treasure before they know we’re here. Stay close,” Ryan said. “And keep your eyes and ears open. These things have the home-field advantage.”

Risamun nodded. It was hard to tell in the green light, but she looked sick. Her hand nervously drew the weapon from her belt: a spiked hammer with a haft almost two feet long. on the hilt of her weapon. Lump’s growl faded, its nose twitched as it sniffed the air.

“How do we even find the treasure?” Risamun said.

Ryan had been asking himself the same thing. He concentrated on his magical eye and silently tuned it to detect the aura of magic energy. Looking around he didn’t spot anything except the gear they had on them and the lantern. Stone was reasonably good at shielding magic energy, but when they got close enough it should light up like a billboard. He was ready to follow the ifrit female and see where it led when he happened to glance down and saw a faint pattern of magic glow sprinkled on the floor.

He bent down, nearly on all fours, and saw it more clearly. Pinprick glowing dust.

Scringe dust. Searching around he found a faint trail. Probably had leaked from the crates and barrels when the smugglers brought it in. And it should lead them right to the stash.

“Follow me!” he said and started after it.

The trail led in mostly a straight line, although it had to weave around in the maze of rooms. At his advice Risamun kept the lantern hidden under her jacket so it only provided enough glow she could see where to put her feet down. It let him see the trail batter and was less likely to attract the lady ifrit. He hadn’t heard anything for the last five minutes.

Still… the sense that they were out there, watching them in the dark, made his scrotum tighten.

They moved into a larger space, this one also lit by a pair of stone lanterns hung above, and Ryan paused at the threshold. The place was littered with garbage… no… not garbage, but primitive tools and beds. There were some battered pieces of furniture, ragged blankets, and dented metal pots and tools. It stank… with a pile of beetle carcasses, but against the far wall were broken barrels, crates and urns spilling with dried food. Beans, grain, something that might have been barley.

It was a camp. And by the look of it for a lot of people.

The place was littered with debris—beetle husks, shredded cloth, and trinkets, scattered carelessly across the stone floor. He caught a whiff of it, decay mixing with the earthy, musky smell of animals.

He stepped in and a beetle carapace crunched underfoot. The floor was covered in dried moss, woven into ragged bedding that looked like it had been pulled together by something with hands but no real care.

Lump sniffed along the ground, nosing through the mess.

“Rineskull, we ought not to be here,” Risamun said tightly. “We must leave—now.”

“The trail leads through here and out the other side,” he told her. “And I can see a faint glow ahead. I think we’re close to where they keep the treasure.”

“But these things… this is their lair!”

He looked around. No sign of anything. “Nobody home… maybe they’re more scared of us than we are of them.”

Risamun moved closer, her face a mask of fear as her eyes scanned the walls. There were more of the bloody murals here. She squinted at the shapes. Scratched figures, crude but deliberate. Primitive symbols. There was the football-shaped halo around a bunch of stick figures again…

And suddenly it clicked in Ryan’s head. That was the ship. These drawings were some sort of record the ifrit females had made of being brought here. And looking at the other symbols and figures he saw they weren’t violent… they were describing something else entirely. Primitive, almost ritualistic, but obvious once you knew what to look for.

Risamun’s hands were white-knuckled and the haft of her hammer.

“This isn’t just a lair,” she whispered, her voice shaky, barely audible. Her eyes met Ryan’s, wide with realization. “It’s a feeding ground.”

Lump let out a low growl, and pointed at the far side of the room.

“More of the things, master!”

There was noise. Something moving in the shadows of joining doorways. And then he heard more from behind him. The ladies were surrounding them.

“Let’s move,” he said loudly. “Run!”

There was no point staying quiet any longer. They’d been found. The ifrit that lived here knew these halls better than they ever would, and he had no intention of waiting to meet it on its own terms.

He charged forward, jumping the litter on the floor, heading after the trail of glowing aura that would lead him to the treasure. Risamun and Lump right behind him.

And then, the first yell came. A high-pitched keening ululation that was picked up by another voice and another until it was too loud to hear anything else. It was coming from all sides; the room had five exits and the thunder of bare feet on stone followed the cries. He skidded to a halt as figures appeared in front of them, a half-dozen female ifrit charging out of the shadows of the next room.

Then they were behind him too. The shadows spat out maybe a couple dozen of them. Wild woman. Jackal-like muzzles and orange eyes. Figures popping out of the alcoves, doorways, and even a broken section of the ceiling. The half-naked female forms hopped and stamped into the light, chanting and shaking rattles made of beetle carapaces. Staring without blinking, their heads tilting as they closed in.

They were surrounded.

Lump's growl grew louder, body coiled and ready to spring, and Risamun held the hammer in two hands cocked over her shoulder like a batter, nervously jumping back as the ifrit darted forward and back, and gave a swing at one that came too close.

But Ryan knew it was pointless. They were outnumbered—easily two dozen of the creatures. No time to plan, no time to think. So he went with what he had.

“Anippe dead!” he shouted as loud as he could. “Setekh dead! Nephis, Khamun… all dead!”

That made them go quiet. He had no idea if they understood. Maybe they just recognized the names.

He decided to roll double or nothing.

“I am captain now! Me Setekh! Me Anippe!” and he fired a blast of purple demonfyre into the ceiling.

They went silent, staring and then one by one started stamping their feet. The jackal-faced old granny ifrit queen hobbled forward and she was dressed in some sort of robe and headdress made from stiff leather and coins.

“Kill it!” Risamun shouted. “Kill it with fire!”

“Wait!’ he said. He might have got through to them.

And then the old granny made a yip-yapping sound, and everything went quiet.

“Get ready to run!” Ryan said.

But before they could make a move, the creatures pounced. In a single group they swarmed him. Lump lunged, teeth bared, but they were too quick. Clawed hands grabbed at Ryan, fingers like iron clamps digging into his arms, dragging him away from Risamun and Lump. He struggled, twisting, and the giant strength tossed them aside. But there were too many, their weight dragging him to the ground.

Risamun screamed, managing a single swing of her hammer into flesh that made an ifrit squeal like a wounded dog. Then they grabbed her, pulling her back. The creatures yanked her arms behind her, forcing her to the ground. Lump snapped and growled but it was no use. In a moment they had it trapped inside an overturned crate.

Ryan struggled as he was being dragged backward. He fought, kicking out, and managed to wound a half-dozen of them, but they held him firm. His sword was yanked away. He caught a glimpse of Risamun—her eyes meeting his, wide and terrified, as more of the creatures surrounded her.

And with a scream they started stripping her. Tearing her clothes loose. Leaving her naked and pinned to the floor as she screamed. The realization hit him like a punch to the gut—they were going to kill her. Worse, they were going to eat her alive.

“Risamun!” he screamed and started to summon demonfyre.

He would come back if he died… probably. But not her.

***

How the fuck had this happened? How had he walked into a trap?

Easy… because this was never part of the game, and you didn’t know it was coming. Dagonestra had warned him.

Ryan struggled, and then the ferals started pulling his clothes off. Tearing them away with their claws until he was naked. Without the belt there was no way to overpower them. Every muscle strained against the hands holding him, but it was no use. The empty feral eyes stared at him as they dragged him further away.

He sent demonfyre into his palms, ready to burn. But as the flames formed the ferals forced his hand inside a brass pot. And then his other hand, tying them together. Clever little bitches! He fired anyway and the demonfyre exploded harmlessly inside the metal container.

Being eaten alive was going to be a shitty way to die. His mind raced, adrenaline surging, his heart pounding. He couldn’t let it end like this—not like this. He had to do something. Anything. And then the ferals had picked him up. Were parading his around the room and chanting, like he was crowd surfing at a rock concert. And He caught a glimpse of Risamun being forced to kneel naked on the ground. Pushed onto all fours.

But nobody seemed eager to eat them.

Ryan was finally brought before the saggy-tit, wrinkled old granny jackal and – still spread-eagled and gripped by many hands – he was stood up in front of her.

The granny yipped and yapped and then the other females yipped and yapped back.

Yip!

Yip-yip-yip!

Yap!

Yap-yap-yap.

What the fuck was going on?

Then granny reached out and fondled his junk.

His balls tried to retract into his body as her dry cold fingers checked out his cock. There was much yipping and yapping. Then granny turned and must’ve started barking orders because half of the ifrit females stripped down and went to a basin of running water and started washing up.

One by one they lined up beside Risamun, getting on all fours, asses in the air.

No. Fucking. Way.

“Uhhhh, Riz…” he said.

“Rineskull…”: she sobbed. “I don’t want to dieeee!”

“Uh Riz! Shut up! You’re not going to die.”

“Yes, I am I’m going to be devoured in this forsaken place and my bones sucked dry!” she wailed.

“Risamun listen!” he yelled. “You’re not going to die because this isn’t a feeding station… it’s a breeding station.”

That took a moment to sink into her mind and she blinked tears away. “W-what?” she asked. She looked around and saw what was happening.

Old granny was barking more orders and a pair of matronly, big-titty ifrits approached him. Each of them licking his balls and his cock with the big dog-like tongues.

“Hey… hey!” he shouted. But they held him firm.

Godfuckingdammit… buy a guy dinner and a movie first why dontcha…

“Are they… are they cleaning your manhood!” she asked in disbelief.

Ryan grunted in an effort to stop the inevitable but finally gave up. “And doing a good job too,” he said, seeing his stiffy. “This is fucking embarrassing…” he growled.

Then he saw the lineup was already ten or twelve females long. That was ambitious… even for him. But then he noticed Risamun was at the end of the line. The beginning of an idea formed in his head.

Oh… she is really not going to like this…

Ryan turned to Risamun. “We have one shot at getting out of here,” he said, trying to stay calm.

Risamun shook her head, her eyes wide with fear, her hands trembling slightly. “What are you talking about?” she whispered, her gaze flicking between Ryan and the ifrit captors around them. “We’re surrounded. There’s no way—”

“There is a way,” Ryan snapped. He swallowed, calming himself. “We have to put on a little show for them… you and me… It’s our only shot.”

“Show?”

“They want me to breed with them… but I’m going to convince them I should start with you.”

“What!” she screamed.

“I think they think you’re a new breeder I brought to join them. But you’re the new girl so you go last… probably.”

Risamun snapped her head around, finally understanding what was happening. “I’d rather die!” she shouted, struggling against her captors.

“Shut up!” he ordered. “And listen… if we cooperate, they might ease up and untie us… then we take the chance to bust out.”

Risamun stared at him, disbelief across her face. “You want to… perform congress… Here? You’re mad.”

“Do you have a better idea?” Ryan snapped, his eyes narrowing. “Do you want to make this your new home? I don’t really appreciate the idea of staying locked in a cage and getting conjugal visits every day! Or you eating bugs until you give birth!”

He looked into her eyes, the anger in his voice lowering to something more urgent. “Risamun, it’s this or nothing. We either take the chance or we’re done.”

She hesitated, fear fighting his logic. For a moment Ryan thought she would still say no. But then her gaze shifted to the humanoids, their glowing stares on her, and she took nodded slowly. “Alright,” she whispered, her voice breaking slightly. “Alright. Let’s... let’s do it.”

Soon enough the feral humanoids surrounded Ryan, their glowing eyes filled with a kind of hunger that made his skin crawl. Their clawed hands pushed him forward, shoving him towards one of their own, an ifrit female that weighed at least three hundred pounds with huge dangling milkers and a furry forest that looked like old moss on a willow tree.

Gulp…

The chosen partner got on her hands and knees and two assistants spread her cheeks to give Ryan access to her gaping opening. Like throwing a hot-dog down a hallway. The others began chanting, stomping their feet. Nuh-uh… no way. He glanced back at Risamun, who was still held by two others, her eyes wide and terrified.

Ryan turned back, shouting at the withered old granny ifrit. Her face was a leathery scrotum skin stretched over angular bones, and she made a noise somewhere between a growl and a grunt, as if demanding he get to fucking.

“No!” he shook his head and turned to thrust his bound hands inside the pot at Risamun. “Her!”

He didn’t know if they understood him—hell, he was pretty sure they didn’t—but he had to try. He pointed at himself, then pointed back at Risamun, making a deliberate gesture between the two of them, as if to say, ‘her first, then we’ll talk’.

The porker on her hands and knees hissed, shaking her ass at him impatiently. He raised his voice, shouting now, trying to project authority. “No! Not you—her!” He pointed at Risamun. “First her!”

The other ifrits growled and yipped to each other. Obviously, the ladies in the line were getting impatient for their turn and wanted to know what was holding things up.

Ryan made his movements exaggerated, primitive—like he was trying to communicate with a wild animal. He pointed at his junk. “Me,” he said, then thrust his hips towards Risamun. “Her.” He mimed getting behind her, trying to illustrate doggystyle.

“Are you doing some sort of tribal dance!” Risamun shouted in disbelief.

The wrinkled granny stared at him, her eyes so old they were a dull rust-color. She let out a long howl but Ryan didn’t flinch, refusing to back down. He jabbed his hands at Risamun again, his voice rising. “Her, or nothing!” he shouted.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the other ifrit started yipping into a rising chorus as if they were saying ‘just give him what he wants if its going to get this orgy started’. Finally, the old jackal made a noise—a sharp, guttural bark—and stepped back, its hand waving dismissively towards Risamun. The others moved, shoving Ryan forward in her direction.

Fuck yeah… here we go!

His eyes were on the pile of his clothes nearby. The ifrit females were smart enough to take the Xerxia sword and Risamun’s hammer, but they’d left the gunpowder revolver on his belt – they had no idea it was a weapon. Now… he had to lull them into false sense of complacency, like he’d given up.

Problem… his cock wasn’t exactly… in the mood.

Well, you did what you had to do…

He stood in front of the kneeling Risamun.

“What are you expecting me to do?” she cried.

“What do you think?”

“In front of these… creatures? Absolutely not!”

“For fucksakes Riz… just close your eyes and think of going home.”

And after a long moment she squeezed her eyes shut and used her mouth to work his cock into a half-hard stiffy. Same as the first time, she slurped, hands bound, tongue tickling the underside. Maybe it was his demonically enhanced sex drive, but his flagpole rose to the occasion in record time.

The creatures had gone silent. The entire tribe watched them, heads tilting as if curious, their hands twitching. Looks like he’d just shown them something new…

He pulled away and Risamun almost lost her balance. Opening here eyes she looked a little bit stunned. Like maybe she was getting into it. He got into position behind her as the girl awkwardly balanced on her knees and bound hands.

“Play along,” he whispered and began to make bumbling attempts to get inside her. Each time managing to unbalance and knock her over. Finally in a growl of annoyance one of the ifrits used a rusty blade to slide the bindings free from Risamun’s hands so she could keep her balance.

“Rineskull…” the girl said, shaking. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“I have a plan… just focus on your breathing,” Ryan said, trying to calm her. He placed his bound hands on her backside, feeling the tension under her skin. “We need to let go of everything else. Just breathe and follow my lead.”

Risamun nodded, her eyes closing as she took a deep breath, her body shuddering slightly. His cock parted her folds and found she was tight as a crab’s backside again. Pressing firmly, and she let out a sharp cry. He froze.

“Keep going,” she whispered, her voice strained, her eyes locking onto his. “Don’t stop.”

He pushed roughly inside her cunt, making the girl gasp and they crowd of ifrit began chanting again. And right there in front of a cheering audience he started going to town, thrusting against Risamun’s big round behind.

He closed his eyes, feeling his cock moving inside the intense tightness of her pussy, slow and deliberate. The sensation of warmth began to grow, and her pussy got wetter. Risamun shuddered, her breath hitching as Ryan pressed into her.

“Geezus, Riz… I almost think you like it when people are watching…”

“Shut up!” she whined, gasping as he pumped into her depths more easily by the moment. She was definitely loosening up. “I-I d-do not!”

All evidence to the contrary…

Ryan’s rhythm steadied, his focus narrowing to the distance between him and the pistol. As he pressed his cock into the pressure point inside her that made her moan, her hips began to stir, a warmth spreading down his cock. Risamun let out a soft gasp, her eyes fluttering open, the energy building between them. Ryan continued, gliding inside her until he leaned forward, pressing all his weight on top of her, mouth against her neck, lips whispering in her ear.

“You remember when I met you? You grabbed that wand and started shooting…”

“Y-yes,” she gasped, trying to focus her attention.

“It’s right there, can you see it?”

“Uhhh, uh-huh,” she nodded, moaning.

“Okay… I’m gonna count you down… on the count of ten you grab the gun. Fire a warning shot into the ceiling and that should scare them plenty. Then we run for it.”

“Wh-what? So soon? Wait… I need… just a bit more time…”

“What? Geezus, Riz, keep it together! This isn’t Letter to Penthouse! We’re planning how to escape!”

“I know!” she hissed angrily. “I just… oh fiiiine! What happens if they don’t run?”

“Then you start blasting anyone who gets in our way. You have six shots, that’s it.”

“Rineskull,” she gasped. “You’re… doing something to me. I don’t know if I can continue to focus…”

“Stay with me,” he whispered. Leaning back, he began thrusting into her. “Ten… nine… eight…” he began.

Risamun gasped and her body started to tremble. He could sense her fear still there, but something else too—a flicker of excitement.

“Seven… six… five…”

Risamun was moaning through her teeth now. The heat around his cock like liquid fire until she was squishing with each thrust. No way… she was going to blow…

“Four… three… two…”

Her panting was continual, almost unbearable. He could feel Risamun building to the edge of her climax. And she was thrusting against him, dipping her pelvis so his cock was thrusting lower, pressing into her abdomen, her g-spot getting a pounding.

“One!” he gasped.

Risamun gasped, her body jerking, she came with a scream so loud the ifrit females jumped and started growling, stirring back and forth, their bodies recoiling slightly. Risamun’s breaths came in ragged bursts, body arching as she kept yelling in pleasure… instead of going for the gun she didn’t stop, hips moving, pressing the magic button.

“More,” she whispered, her eyes wet, her voice breaking. “Do it, Rineskull.”

And suddenly her insides clamped around him. The pressure swallowing his cock so firmly that his own spurting orgasm hit him like a surprise attack.

Risamun’s hands reached out, clawing the stone floor, body trembling as she took his white load inside her. His jaw clenched, and with a final surge, he pushed everything he had into her, his balls exploding between them. Ryan gasped, his body giving out, his knees weak, leaving them both panting, sweat dripping from their faces.

And suddenly the girl gave a desperate cry and scrambled forward on all fours. She threw herself on the pile of clothes and grabbed the belt with the gun. The creatures around them started howling in alarm. Her fingers found the grip, and she ripped the revolver out of its holster.

She didn't hesitate. She raised it, pointed it skyward, and pulled the trigger.

The deafening crack split the silence like a hammer shattering glass, echoing off the stone walls, a sharp, violent sound that seemed to slice through the senses. The muzzle flash lit up the room, the blinding burst followed by the thick, acrid blackpowder smoke billowing from the barrel. The creatures around them recoiled, their heads snapping back, the orange eyes blinking. The sudden explosion of sound and light had scrambled whatever thoughts were left in those feral minds.

Ryan didn’t wait to see how long their confusion would last. He scrambled to his feet and shoved Risamun in the direction he could sense the magic of the scringe stone.

“Move!” he barked, his voice barely audible over the ringing in his ears.

Risamun stumbled but found her footing. Her eyes were wide, breath coming in short, panicked gasps, but she ran with him.

“Master!” a voice called. “Master here!”

It was Lump, calling from inside an overturned crate. Ryan charged through the stunned ifrit and kicked his heel against the crate, sending it crashing over to reveal the homunculus.

“Comon, Lump! Run!”

Lump was already in motion. The homunculus let out a snarl that echoed through the chamber, barreling into the closest of the humanoids, sending two of them sprawling. Clearing a path. All around them the feral creatures hesitated, their primitive instincts unsure, unable to comprehend the sudden noise and light. Ryan could see it in their eyes—terror.

But there was still a half-dozen between them and the door.

“Shoot!” Ryan yelled.

Risamun fired again, the revolver kicking in her hand, the flash and crack enough to send the creatures screaming and running. One of their own was left thrashing on the ground with a bullet hole in her stomach. Good thing this was what they called a ‘target rich environment’… Risamun couldn’t shoot for shit, was just lucky there was a wall of humanoid flesh to aim at.

She fired again… and again… pushing forward, giving them enough space to make their move.

And suddenly they were in the clear.

They ran through the exit to the next room, feet pounding against the stone, Risamun’s breaths coming in ragged bursts as they ran. Lump was ahead of them, running on all fours. Behind them, the humanoids screeched, the sound grating along his nerves like biting tinfoil, the echoes chasing them down the hallway. Ryan didn’t look back.

The next room had two exits, and he followed the faint aura of magic to the right. “This way!”

Ryan pushed Risamun around the corner, Lump skidding slightly as its blunt fingers and toes fought for traction making the tight corner. The screeches grew louder, the was tribe in pursuit.

And in the next room, well lit with a cracked lantern stone, they came to a stop facing another set of big bronze doors. They were open a few inches, and the magic glow from beyond told him this was their destination.

“Inside!”

They squeezed through, and on the other side all three of them leaned into the door, forcing the corroded hinges to move as they pushed it shut. There was a small lantern stone on a man-tall bronze candelabra and as Ryan held the door closed Risamun wrestled it into the door handles, barring the door.

For a long few seconds, they stood there, gasping for breath. Then he realized they were naked, dripping with come and had just sexed their way out of a horrible fate. He smiled… and Riz smiled back. Then her turned to the room, and the aura of raw mana was like a bonfire in his magic eye.

***

Risamun leaned against the wall beside him, her chest heaving, her eyes still wide but focused. Lump sniffed ahead, panting but ready, his ears perked, listening. Arms trembling, he held his bound hands out to Risamun and she managed to unbind the rope and yank the bronze pot loose. He held out his hand and she placed the gun in it.

“Not bad,” he said. They weren’t out of danger yet, but they had a chance.

Risamun’s eyes met his, her face pale, but her lips curled into a weak smile. At some point they’d have to talk about what just happened… but that could wait.

“Let’s go… we’re not done yet,” Ryan said.

Risamun nodded, and with Lump leading the way, they turned to the chamber.

They were standing in a courtyard. Overgrown with the purple vines over a fountain and a slab of stone. The violet creepers had slithered over the broken fountain sides and tangled around stone benches. Here at last was the first representation of the former inhabitants. Carved in the surface of the walls and the stone slab and the sides of the fountain were untouched original murals of insect-headed men and women – priests? – leading sacrificial rituals, their hands raised in prayer to what was obviously the mountaintop of the earthberg they were inside as columns of light reached down to them from the peak. In another scene, warriors wearing what looked like bug carapaces as armor marched in procession, faces hidden under insect masks, but leading a mob of human-like figures whose faces were twisted with fear and terror… like one of those medieval paintings of people in hell.

Risamun brushed aside some of the vines to get a better view of the carvings, her fingers trailing across the long-forgotten ceremonies.

“Trail goes this way,” Ryan pointed. Even if the faint dust trail wasn’t there, the magic glow from the opening of the next room was obvious.

She reluctantly joined him. It led down a hallway into a room with no windows. Looking over the room was a twenty-foot-tall statue, facing a large circular platform in the middle, surrounded by low stone benches. In another time, this might have been where priests conducted rituals or where rulers received tributes. The floor was decorated with concentric patterns, each ring of stones painted with faded red and gold pigments. Above them, the ceiling was a high dome of black basalt.

The stone walls were decorated with more carvings, but the vines seemed to have exploded in the sunless room, burying the history of the fallen city. All of the purple tendrils seemed to have grown from the mouth of the towering statue. It was a creature—not human, maybe some sort of worm. Whatever it was its face was carved in eternal anger, the mouth wide and lined with jagged teeth.

At the foot of the statue, wrapped in vines, was a gem-covered bronze sword. Ryan had the feeling of something left unfinished, something deeply wrong. The ifrit smugglers must have noticed it too otherwise why had they left the jewelled item on the floor in plain sight?

And piled on the central platform was the bulk of the smuggler’s hidden treasure.

Among the small chests that held precious goods, bits of artwork or worked metal in silver or gold, were the barrels of greenblood and crates of scringe stone ore from the Weeping Valley; both marked with the jagged symbols of the red orcs of Orctown. The magic aura around it burned like they were on fire.

For a moment he just stood and stared. This was it. His ticket to beating the baroness… to saving the girls… to ending the genocidal war. Then, like he was dreaming it, he stepped forward and onto the platform until he could touch the first crate. Prying the lid up he saw it was filled with the glowing rocks of scringe ore.

He could feel the relief bubbling up inside of him. Mixed with need and impatience and a bit of anger at having to go through all this in the first place. His hands shook and he felt a rush like he might pass out.

“Rineskull?” Risamun asked, worried.

“I’m fine. Just… excited.”

“How do we even get it back to the cart past those things?” she said, eying the pile.

“Yeah… “ Now that he was finally here, he had the irrational fear that every second he didn’t have the power inside him was bringing him closer to something else taking it away. The thought of making a dozen trips through the palace to pile it all into the cart made his entire mind rebel.

Fuck it. He was doing it now.

“We’re not carrying them back.”

“We aren’t?”

“We’ll do it here.”

Risamun looked around. Obviously creeped out by the place. “Here?”

“Absolutely. And once I do those feral breeders aren’t going to be a threat.”

“If you say so…”

“I sure do, now help me get these open.”

Now that he’d attuned to it, Ryan could feel the air tinged with the residual magic of the crates and barrels.

The concept of converting treasure into mana was a straightforward game mechanic; magic items gave you a boost the same way you got mana points killing monsters. And you also got mana points for monetary loot too, so as a player he’d killed everything that moved and looted every copper coin to level up his Tiers as fast as possible.

Only in the real-world version of Eldwick it didn’t quite work that way…

You only got mana from killing monsters and absorbing their life force. Coins didn’t do shit for your mana, although money was always useful. Neither did magic items. But… he had discovered while truly desperate to save Ellsbat’s life that his mana rendering power that could drain magic and his mana infusion power that could transfer it into new objects could convert magical mana from enchanted items into life force mana. By draining the power out of the artifact-class magic sword of Nimue he’d saved Ellsbat's life. In the game the Aether Spectre’s cargo had been worth nearly twenty thousand mana points, and now, surrounded by crates of scringe stone and barrels of greenblood, all he could see was a massive levelling up if he could convert it all the same way.

“What master doing?” Lump asked, perched on the nearest barrel.

“Just trying something that might make the game devs cringe, if they could see me.”

“What they? They your gods?” Lump squinted, homunculus brain trying to wrap around his words.

Well in a way they were, since Dagonestra had been the game developer.

“Not quite. I guess you could say Dagonestra is my goddess,” he shrugged. “Big reveal.”

“The Mother of Demons?” Risamun scoffed. “I was told stories when I was a child how she watches over all demons and eats human babies. But they’re just children’s stories... no one believe in her.”

“Well, she believes in me,” Ryan said. “That’s why she sent me here.”

“You talk like you met her.”

“I have,” he smiled.

“Stop making fun of me, I don’t appreciate it,” the girl frowned, pausing as she rolled a barrel closer.

“If you say so,” he shrugged. He doubted he would believe himself if he hadn’t gone through what he had.

In a few minutes they’d piled all the crates and the barrels full of greenblood into a semicircle – the pungent mushroom wine fumes made his nose hairs curl.

“Listen,” he told the girl, surveying the stack. “This’ll be just like we did before only with more power, but you might catch some residual mana leakage once the process starts, so don’t freak out.”

“I…” she said solemnly. “Will not freak out. Is it safe?”

“Should be…”

“And if it's not?” Her voice had a note of concern.

Glancing at her he saw the girl was scared. He pulled her close and kissed her. “This is where we start to turn things around,” he said. “Do this and we can’t lose.”

Risamun nodded slowly, still not entirely convinced, and took his hand. He turned to the crates and held his hand over the refined scringe powder. Almost immediately a surge of energy flickered through his fingertips. Taking a deep breath, he opened up the mana rendering ability and began to absorb it.

It immediately ignited like fourth of July.

The scringe stone flared and shed sparks in the colors of the rainbow. His energy transformation power opened a conduit so the mana surged through him but just like before it wouldn’t convert, burning up uselessly. Then, holding Risamun’s hand, he sent it through the extra loop of her transmogrification power while he used his mana infusion, and the power surged inward instead of out.

He screamed.

It tore through him like a flamethrower. So much energy it was destroying the channels inside his body to use it. He tried to slow the force of it, grappling with the raw mana inside the stones. It resisted, like holding onto a firehose. And when the hair-fine channels of his chakras were shrivelled and torched, he opened the central core where his mana stayed in the center of his being. It worked. With a grunt of effort he took it all, feeling the mana rush into him. It hit like a speedball of cocaine with a double espresso chaser. Lit him up like a Christmas tree.

He was glowing from the inside. A pulsing orange hazard flash that matched his heartbeat. He couldn’t breathe. Air frozen in his lungs. The energy whipped around him like a dust-devil, each wave of power sizzling his nerve endings and making his muscles try to tear free from his bones.

Focus, Ryan, focus…

His own voice inside his head was barely audible over the howling of the mana storm. Light poured from his eyes, his mouth. Probably was shining out his ass if he could bend and see it… The mana was spilling out of his core and infusing his entire body. Untamed magic. He channelled every grain of willpower into molding and shaping the chaotic energy into something he could use, something that wouldn’t just burn him out from the inside.

Bit by bit he compressed it down, absorbing it all. As the pressure mounted, a low growl escaped his lips. And slowly mastering the power he felt his body being built back up again, the damage to the mana pathways built back stronger and better than before.

When it was done the crates were full of nothing but dirt.

Magic curling off him like steam he trembled.

“Rineskull?” Risamun whispered. She was wobbling on her feet. Even the edges of the magical force that touched her were too much for the girl to handle.

He turned to the barrels of greenblood. The stuff brewed from growing mushrooms in scringe soil. Through the All-Seeing Eye he could see the mana shimmering as it sloshed inside the barrel. He touched the barrel's side, his power reaching into the viscous liquid. The absorption was immediate and overwhelming, sending a wave of dizziness through him as he sucked it dry in a moment.

“Goddam… goddam what a rush,” he staggered. The process of filtering the scringe mana into a living creature – even fungus – made it so much easier to absorb. He felt his limbs tingle.

“Rineskull? What is happening? Is it working?” Risamun asked pleaded, barely able to stand.

“Boy howdy is it working…” he felt alive. Energy racing all through his body. Filling in all the corners from toenails to tips of the hair on his head.

“Master, you sick?” the homunculus asked.

“I'm fine,” Ryan muttered, shaking off the vertigo. “Just need to keep going.”

He moved from one container to the next, each time drawing more mana into himself. The power was intoxicating, each wave stronger and more addictive than the last. His vision began to blur, his steps faltering as the magical radiation began to replace his own mana. He was literally glowing. Lit up from the inside like a walking glowstick. So much of it his original life force was diluted almost to nothing. Damn… he might breeze right past Tier 6… might even hit Tier 8

Risamun tried to pull her hand from his. “Rineskull, stop! This isn’t right!”

But he was beyond caring. And too strong for her to pull away. He dragged her behind him and kept absorbing. This was what he’d wanted. Fought and plotted for. All his lost power, back in a single stroke. He stumbled to his knees beside another barrel, his laughter mingling with coughs as he summoned the strength for one final pull to drain the last of the room’s aura into himself.

The homunculus was yelling. “Master, please, no more!” Lump pleaded.

Risamun was between him and the barrels, screaming into his face. “Rineskull, that's enough!”

It didn’t matter. He could reach the entire room from where he was. The magic was drawn in like smoke through an exhaust fan. With one last pull, Ryan absorbed more mana. He was laughing, the sound echoing weirdly in the room and in his head. Then his strength gave out, and he collapsed onto the stone floor. He felt himself falling… like a pit except it was filled with light. Like falling into the sun. Blinded. Burning up.

And then he passed out.

***

Ryan's eyelids fluttered open. Daylight filtered through arched windows high above and the air smelled of antiseptics and wood polish, mixed with the faint odor of blood and sweat. He was neatly tucked under a scratchy wool blanket on a narrow cot. Somewhere in the distance was the slow clack of leather shoes on wooden floors.

As the static cleared from his head, he saw a figure step up to his bed—a nurse with dark hair pulled back into a severe bun, her face framed by the soft lace of a cap. Her dress was a crisp, clean blue, buttoned to the neck and falling to her ankles, the picture of stern efficiency. But there was something out of place about her—a hint of mischief in her eyes.

She carried a small glass thermometer and a clipboard. “Well, you’re awake… and I was just about to roll you over to take your temperature,” she sighed with disappointment.

It took him a moment, but finally he understood what happened.

“Dagonestra,” he managed a weak smile. “Am I dead then?”

The nurse gave a warm laugh. “Dead? Oh, hardly. Though you did mainline enough mana to blast yourself temporarily to the underworld. But since you're here, I thought I'd check in on you.”

She leaned closer, her face inches from his. “You mustn't be so reckless with absorbing raw mana, you know. Sure, it’s a rush, but it’s dangerous.” Her tone was playful, but there was a stern undertone that reminded him of a mother warning a child not to play next to the road.

Ryan glanced around the room. “What’s this supposed to be? Florence Nightingale?”

She winked, her smile getting bigger. “Something like that. Let’s just say I’m here to take care of you...in more ways than one.” Her hand brushed his forehead, the touch surprisingly cool and soothing.

“But business first…,”she continued, flipping through her clipboard. “I'm quite pleased with your... adventures. So much so that I’m granting you new warlock powers. Consider it a reward for surviving—though I’d prefer you knock up a few more of my daughters. Your numbers still aren’t as high as I’d like.”

Numbers? Plural? Did that mean he had more than one girl pregnant?

“Oh, and before I forget,” she murmured, leaning down to press a kiss to his forehead, her lips lingering a moment longer than necessary. “That should help you remember to be more careful.”

As her lips met his skin, a warm, tingling sensation spread through his body, the energy from her kiss pushing him back to the world he’d come from. With a last grin, she straightened up, her form beginning to fade.

“See you on the other side, Ryan. Don’t keep me waiting too long," she teased.

***
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Chapter 17   : Sword of a God

Ryan woke up with the worst hangover of his life. Head splitting, barely able to move. Couldn’t even open his eyes. Couldn’t think, couldn’t understand where he was. Only the overwhelming pain and sickness. His eyes fluttered open to the familiar ceiling of the captain's bunk, a low groan escaping his lips.

“Not again,” he murmured to himself.

Even talking made it worse. He threw up onto the floor, nothing but yellow bile coming out.

He was naked. Cracking open one eye he saw it was the captain’s cabin. His body felt drained, weak as if each muscle had been a deflated balloon. Body fragile as glass. But when he looked inside, feeling for the pool of mana that was his life force, his arcane chakras glowed like an atomic reactor. Wild, untamed mana surging to be let out. So much. More than he’d had since coming to the real-life version of Eldwick.

It worked.

Forcing his limbs to move he stumbled off the floor, fighting the vertigo that made the room tilt. He found a pitcher of water and drank until his throat hurt and his stomach sloshed. Splashed the last of it on him to clean up a little. As he rehydrated the edges of the headache rolled back and he felt the distant edges of normal come into view. With a dip into the green spark the energy poured out like a river, washing away the last of the sickness in an instant.

Damn… that was fast.

He held up his hand and with the All-Seeing Eye he stared through his flesh and bone until he saw the mana inside it… It wasn’t just the life-force mana that had increased, it had improved the Mind’s-Eye abilities as well, increasing the power and limit of the abilities.

He felt alert now… sharp. Like he’d been looking at the world through a plate of dirty glass before and now it was sharp and clean for the first time. There was a blanket and pillow on the floor beside the bunk. Somebody had been staying here with him while he was unconscious.

So where were they now?

Grabbing one of the captain’s robes from the clothes press, he wrapped it around himself and tied it shut with a belt. Barefoot, he moved silently out of the cabin. Paused in the companionway.

“Vhaelyra?” he called, voice loud in the empty corridor.

No response.

He could feel the fresh power of the mana increase inside his body. Nudging him to use it. Like driving a brand-new Mustang in the city… you could feel the power but there was no chance to use it. You just wanted to find an open road to put the pedal down.

***

As Ryan stepped out of the captain's cabin, the stale air of the ship greeted him. The corridor was dim, lit only by a single alchemical candle. He noticed immediately that something was off. Planks of wood were scattered along the internal bracing of ship, exposing the copper ceiling of the engine room a deck below. Carpentry tools had been left lying around. Chisels, hammers, saws—all the signs of hurried work.

He craned his neck up and saw the deck above had been partially dismantled, letting him look straight up through the middle deck and past the rolled-back hull sections to the cavern of the lost city. So, they hadn't left the city yet… it must have been days to tear the decking up. And he’d been out the whole time.

“So where is everyone?” he muttered.

He made his way toward the middle deck. The hatches were all open, allowing the dry, cool air of the cavern to circulate. Still no sign of Risamun, Vhaelyra, or Lump. The usual creaks and groans of the ship were gone while it hung in the drydock. Made the quiet feel louder.

Leaning over the mid-deck railing, he scanned the city beyond. Nothing different, the same silent streets and lonely stone structures. Then something caught his eye—several chests stacked neatly on one side of the deck: the smugglers' treasure chests they'd found in that bizarre vault inside the palace. Last he saw, they'd been among the now inert crates of scringe dust and raw stone. Speaking of which, there was a crate of scringe stone beside them – still glowing with magical aura. He must have missed one…

“Guess Risamun decided not to leave empty-handed,” he thought.

Couldn’t blame her. Who knew what valuables those chests held. Maybe they'd fetch enough to fund his next move back in Verbinnec, or at least bribe their way out of trouble with the sheriff.

He headed up to the ship's bridge. Empty. A mug of cold tea sat abandoned on the rail beside the steering yokes. Okay… not confidence inspiring. It wasn't like them to leave the ship completely unmanned.

Okay, think, Scully... where would they go?

He turned back to the middle deck and instead of the starboard side, he looked out over the port rail into the caverns. Hanging above was the collecting of wrecks. And in the dim light, he spotted movement on one of the derelict ships. Lanterns or torches. Three of them.

They were salvaging parts to fix the engine.

While he’d been out of order, the three of them had been knee-deep in repairs, doing whatever they could to get the ship worthy to cross the deep aether again. A faint smile crossed his face. Trust Risamun to take charge. Had to admire the work-ethic. He almost felt guilt. While he'd been recovering from the overload of scringe stone mana, they'd been hard at work keeping them all afloat—literally.

“Well… not much to do until they get back,” he said, feeling his stomach grumble.

Ryan strung a hammock across the deck and was lounging in it, nursing a small beer. He watched the cluster of derelict ships hanging suspended near the top of the tall cathedral of the cavern. Finally, the lights converged, and a small flat-bottomed boat detached itself from the cluster, gliding smoothly into the open space. Piled high under a worn tarp, its cargo formed a lumpy mound. Focussing the magic of the All-Seeing Eye, Ryan could just make out Risamun at the helm, Lump's small form beside her. Vhaelyra sliced through the air beside them like an escort, her wind daggers leaving faint trails as she flew alongside the boat.

He watched as they steered the vessel in a lazy arc, heading back toward the Aether Spectre. As the boat drew closer, Lump spotted him. The homunculus began jumping up and down, waving its arms wildly.

“Master! Master!” the creature’s voice carried faintly across the gap.

Vhaelyra reached the ship first, sweeping out of the sky in a billow of white robes and landing on the deck beside him with a light thump. Her wild white hair settled around her shoulders and she rushed to his side.

“Rineskull,” she blurted and placed a hand on his forehead. He felt a literal spark pass between them, and she yanked her hand back hissing in pain. “You’re still crackling.”

Crackling?

Before he could answer, the boat bumped softly against the side of the Aether Spectre. Risamun secured it with a rope, then hopped over the railing. She caught sight of him and her eyes went wide. Relief, not fear.

“Good to see you're back on your feet,” she said.

“How did I get here?”

“Do you not recall what occurred in the palace?” she asked, her voice low, almost cautious.

Ryan frowned, shaking his head slowly. He pushed into his memory and it escaped like water. “No… last thing I remember is... we got away from the ifrit… and starting the ritual. How did we get out?”

Risamun’s eyes narrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line. She looked away for a moment, as if gathering her thoughts. “After you absorbed the magic,” she began, her voice shaking. “We tried to find an egress from the building… but the natives very much did not want to let us go…”

“How did I convince them?”

“Well… it is difficult to argue when one is a pile of ashes. You… crushed them, Ryan. All of the feral ifrit. You were glowing, like pure magic. You walked through them—naked mind you—while they attacked but seemed… impervious. None of them could so much as touch you.”

She swallowed, her eyes widening slightly. “I saw one of them stab you with a rusty knife. The blade shattered against your skin. And then… you called out your fire. Purple flames, a storm of it, and you walked through them like a force of nature. They all... they all burned. There was nothing left but ashes.”

Ryan stared at her, a cold chill creeping down his spine. “They had it coming…” he said.

“Perhaps.”

“They were going to fuck us, kill us and eat us… maybe not in that order…” he said.

“It seems likely so…” she said kindly. “Even so, you were not in your right mind… you cannot take any blame for what happened.”

He was having a hard time gathering any sympathy for the crazy feral bitches… but still. He didn’t like the idea of losing control like that. He shrugged it off. Smiling.

“What have you been up to?” he asked.

Lump scrambled up behind her, nearly tripping in its haste. “We find engine bits! Lots of them!” it exclaimed, pointing back at the boat. “Lots of fixings!” The homunculus clapped its hands together in glee.

Ryan glanced at the tarp-covered heap. “You've been busy.”

Risamun smiled and stepped closer but hesitated as he stood up and stepped back. “We couldn't very well recline on the deck like some Maharaja waiting for you to wake up. It seemed prudent to make ourselves useful.”

“Speaking of such… what are you doing out here?” Vhaelyra demanded, holding his hands and looking up into his face with concern.

There was a slow pulse of cold through her fingers, like touching a battery. Had to be a leftover effect from the mana he’d absorbed.

“Uhhh, hanging out?” he suggested.

“Should you be up?”

“I’m fine.” Except for seeming to be a living battery…

“You were in a coma for days.”

“I was?” Shit. “Well… doesn’t matter now. I healed myself and I’m fine.”

“Yeah, but you’re still zapping us with those magic surges every time we touch you!” she shot back. “It’s like hugging a lightning rod, you know?”

“I am?”

“I’m just happy you’ve regained your senses,” Risamun said. “I wasn’t sure how the two of us and Lump were going to rig this thing… we even considered putting a work gang of the old crew together, chained up.”

Ryan wasn’t sure he wanted the ifrit smugglers in the bilge responsible for repairing the ship’s engine…

He met her gaze, seeing something underneath the smile. She was worried.

“Didn't plan on checking out for so long,” he admitted. “But I'm here now. And I’ve got some ideas on how to get some help fixing the ship.”

“We could use an extra pair of hands,” Vhaelyra said.

“I was thinking a few more than one pair…” he smiled. “Hold my beer.”

He couldn’t be exactly sure how the Aether Spectre’s former crew would react after weeks in the bilge hold, but it probably wouldn’t be thankful. A grin covered his face. If they didn’t want to become crash test dummies they should have gone into a different line of work.

He left the girls and Lump on deck and got halfway to the bilge hatch before he paused. He should probably get dressed, or at least find his sword. He looked down at his bare hands. Rubbing his fingers together he could see the sparks of his new magic energy. So much power inside him now, he was practically sweating beads of mana. He couldn’t be sure, but he definitely felt stronger than he had been before he’d died fighting the manticore.

Nope… there was one sure way to test it.

He got to the bilge hatch in the forward cargo hold and standing overtop he kicked the deck with his heel to get their attention.

“Time’s up, down there. Move it out, you’re leaving the ship,” he yelled into the dark.

Then, pulling the pins out of the hatch, he flipped it open with a squeak of rusty hinges and stood back. There was a confused babble from below and one by one they cautiously emerged. The former crew looked a bit worse for wear. Filthy as if they’d been in a sewer, which was mostly true. Eyes a little feverish. Couldn’t have been pleasant spending the trip down there… but it wasn’t as if he had a soft spot for the smugglers.

“Out,” he said simply. “You're free to go.”

“Go where? What are you up to?” one asked.

“I don’t care where you go so long as its not here. We’re docking and I want you off my ship.”

“Your ship!” someone grumbled before his companions elbowed him to keep quiet.

“Look, assholes, you have two choices; swim in the aether, or stay marooned inside Etheris until somebody comes by. Maybe you’ll get lucky they need extra hands and they pick you up. Decide now, or I'll decide for you.”

They grumbled back and forth but he could see they weren’t going back in the hold. They were desperate, and any chance to get free seemed worth it. He watched them as they climbed out and saw it in their eyes. They were hard men. Tougher than the brigands he’d fought at Varu’s camp. And the ship was their home. As he herded them toward ladder-well up to the middle deck they shuffled past him, sullen and glaring. It was only a matter of time before they decided they outnumbered him and made their move.

Sure enough, as the last of them reached the middle deck the tension snapped. Emerging to see they were inside the cavern of the dead city of Etheris the men suddenly looked panicked. Then seeing Vhaelyra and Risamun glaring at them they immediately started mumbling to each other.

He hadn’t bothered searching them before he put them in the bilge; one man turned, pulling out a long knife, eyes wild with panic. With a desperate yell, he lunged, driving his blade into Ryan’s chest.

“Rineskull!” Vhaelyra yelled.

Ryan grunted in pain, seeing six inches of blade in his ribs. But even as the dagger went in, it did nothing. Nothing but hurt. When the man yanked it out of his flesh, the wound was already healed, not even any blood on the dagger. Ryan checked the spot, poking his finger through the hole in the robe.

“See, that’s what happens when you hit Tier 8 and you get resistance to non-magical weapons,” Ryan told the man, who just stared at him wild-eyed. That was one of the new warlock powers Dagonestra must have given him.

“What are you?” the ifrit hissed.

“Take a shot, I’ll give you another one for free,” Ryan held his arms out.

“Are you crazed?” Risamun shouted.

The man gave a strangled cry and charged, driving the dagger to the hilt just below his collarbone. It stung, but that was it. The blade was in him, but it barely mattered. Ryan’s body, supercharged with mana, healed the wound almost as fast as it was made. And even if his immunity to normal weapons wasn’t there, his life force was now eight times that of a normal man.

“I'm not the man I used to be,” Ryan said. With a quick motion, he grabbed the smuggler by the collar and pulled him close. “And you,” he whispered. “Are out of time.”

The last thing the smuggler felt was the flash of Ryan’s demonfyre as it incinerated his heart, leaving nothing but hole full of ash in his chest. To Ryan’s surprise after it burned a hole through the guy with the shiv, it jumped like electricity to the next man, and the next. They screamed as the magical fire torched them, dropping to the deck, smoking and still. Fuck… not only was it hitting multiple targets, but it was also four times stronger than it had been… at least.

The other ifrit gave yelps of fear, and one made a warding sign against evil.

Wisps of glowing steam came out of the men’s burned corpses: the life force. Ryan held out his hand, watching it curl into his palm like being sucked up in a vacuum cleaner. Compared to the massive intake from the cargo he hardly felt it.

But he’d take it.

But the rest of the crew were already turning on him. The closest had a length of chain from the nearest cargo pallet and came on swinging, aiming to whip the heavy metal links around his neck. Without thinking Ryan shot it with demonfyre and the metal immediately went white-hot, then turned to molten iron and came apart in midair, splattering the wooden deck and smoldering.

That was new—his demonfyre wasn’t supposed to affecting inorganic material, only now it did. More gifts from Dagonestra.

While the man dropped the sizzling iron to the deck from his blistered hands, the others behind him froze, backing up.

“Stay behind me,” Ryan told the girls.

His grin widened as he turned to the fallen bodies, this had been fun, but he could feel other powers waiting to be tested. The magic inside him taking shape all on its own. He felt the new ability begging to be used and he fed it mana, curious to see what happened. He waved his hand over the corpses, and they swelled like bread dough. As he did, the remaining smugglers had gathered themselves to charge.

“Pin him down, and tear out his guts,” a big, scar-faced crewman said.

But before they could rush him, the dead smugglers’ bodies convulsed. The flesh started to move on its own and the corpses twisted, losing their shape and breaking apart. The horrified aether sailors watched as the three dead men formed into six small humanoids. Twisted limbs and neckless, misshapen faces blinking up at them. The newly formed homunculi looked to Ryan for instructions.

“Kill them,” Ryan said, pointing at the men.

The last six ifrit sailors backed up then his freshly born creatures turned on them like monkeys, launching into the air with claws and teeth, grotesque forms ganging up to take down the two men in the front, climbing all over them while the ones in the back watched in horror.

“More,” Ryan said, pouring more mana into it, and as the two men died their bodies deformed and made another four of the pint-sized servants.

The crew were overwhelmed instantly by the fresh wave of reinforcements, and everyone who died Ryan turned into a lumpy pile of flesh that split into two fresh creatures. In the end the last smuggler’s corpse made two more brand-new homunculi and Ryan was surrounded by a three-foot tall crowd of more than a dozen new servants.

“Rineskull… Why? What are you doing?” Vhaelyra asked.

“Clearing dead weight,” Ryan replied casually, nodding at the homunculi. “The crew won’t be a problem anymore.”

“The crew?”

“You're looking at your brand-new sailors,” he said, hooking a thumb at the grotesque gang.

Suddenly Lump burst into tears and knelt at his feet, sobbing as it clung to his ankles.

“What the fuuuu… take a breath, Lump. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

The creature burbled something he couldn’t understand.

“Lump, just take a deep breath. What did you say?”

The homunculus sniffled. “More.”

“More? More what? Use your words.”

“More friends! Thank you master!”

Risamun stepped up looking at the new clot of ankle-biters he’d just made. “Are you certain this is the best course of action… these gremlins?”

“You needed help, now you have help. Quit complaining.”

“If you say it is so…”

“Right… listen, I need some clothes, some food and, for Dagonestra’s sweet cans, something to drink, then I can think again. Uh, Lump… think you can teach the new guys the ropes? Keep them in line?”

“Aye-aye master!” Lump gurgled happily.

“Great,” Ryan muttered. “Let’s go boys, work to do,” he told the freshly baked mannikin, and the fresh servants hopped after him as he headed for the boat filled with new parts.

***

Another day of recovery and Ryan lounged in a hammock, his own little cruise vacation rigged between the catapult frame and dorsal lightning rod on top of the ship where he sipped from a mug of beer, read a book of dirty poetry from the captain’s locker and was gently fanned by one of his newly spawned homunculi.

Below him, the rest of the newly formed gang of twelve homunculi worked like machines, sawing, cutting and carting the decks out of the way to expose the ship’s engine. Repairs were on track and the new pieces of equipment were arranged on the middle deck, ready to be lowered into place as the sylph gave orders to the crew. Once it was working, they’d be back in Verbinnec in no time.

A stabbing homesickness went through him. A pain of guilt in his insides. Verbinnec, the girls… they were all waiting for him. He had the nagging guilt that he was playing tourist while they were in danger.

He watched Vhaelyra as she supervised the repairs. She was still a manic pixie, but she’d become more serious lately. The burden of command. But also more confident now. She’d given up wearing the white robes and instead had put together a slightly oversized set of baggy shorts, shift and vest with tool bag out of the former-crew’s belongings. And of course, the pair of wind daggers. It gave her a little bit of a Peter-Pan look; tomboyish, but with the curves filling out the clothes underneath.

What am I going to do with Vhaelyra once we get back?

That was the question. Ever since he’d rescued Ellsbat and discovered the world of Eldwick wasn’t just populated by NPCs but real living beings, he’d understood that the real Eldwick was not just a game, but a living place. But knowing something and feeling it were two different things… and staring at the snow-pale girl native to the aether he was reminded of it again.

Suddenly unable to relax, he slid out of the hammock, boots thumping against the planks as he made his way back to the construction zone. Homunculi swarmed everywhere, and the hatch covers were all opened and removed, exposing the ship’s innards down two decks to the open copper ceiling of the engine room.

In the heart of the mess, Risamun was straddling a support rib of the boat while she ordered the crew like a drill sergeant. Smeared with oil and soot she worked to uncouple a series of charred pipes and glass spheres, their metal collars warped and blackened from the sabotage he’d done. As the homunculi raised them on ropes and pulleys, Vhaelyra was already lashing together similar parts salvaged from the wrecks to get winched down in their place.

“Careful with those urns!” Risamun yelled out to a pair of homunculi struggling with a massive clay jar. “One slip, and we might all end up taking a much hotter trip than planned.”

Ryan took the ladder down to the cargo deck and crouched over the open engine room.

“Looks like you’ve got everything under control here,” he called down.

Risamun glanced up, wiping her brow with the back of her hand, leaving a smudge. “Just swapping out parts, trying to make sure I remember how it all goes back together.”

“Lump help! Lump draw pictures!” the homunculus said proudly, holding up paper and charcoal with a crude schematic of the engine.

“Honestly, I hope it works… I know engines about as well as you know how to pilot the ship,” she smiled.

“Hey… I do alright,” he frowned.

“Let’s hope ‘alright’ is enough to keep the ship from blowing up.”

“Need a hand?”

“If you’re up to it, I wouldn’t say no.”

Four hours later the open decks of the ship echoed with the clang of tools. Ryan and the girls directed the final stages of the engine repair. The homunculi crew seemed eager to follow orders, but not very bright, and they each kept a close watch to make sure they didn’t put the pieces in backwards.

Freshly replaced, the engine's copper tubes gleamed under the rough lighting, an intricate maze of magic and mechanics that Ryan only half understood.

Not trusting the homunculi, Ryan helped lift one of the last sealed urns filled with rendered aetherwhale oil back down to the reservoir that fed the ship. They had a primitive pump system that was feeding one into the tank already and there were four more still on the deck above, salvaged intact from a derelict. His hands were greasy, and his back ached from bending over the cramped spaces of the engine room, but there was a satisfaction in the manual labor that he hadn't expected to find.

“Can't wait to get this stuff stowed away properly,” he muttered, eyeing the urns warily. “I don’t much like having the equivalent of liquid nitro glycerine stored in a flowerpot rolling around underfoot.”

“Relax, handsome… we’re almost there,” Vhaelyra assured him, tightening a bolt.

Risamun shouted to the homunculi to carefully move the urn back to the insulated fuel system. The creatures, awkward as they were, had been screamed at enough times that they handled the volatile fuel like eggshells, their misshapen bodies working together like ants.

As the urn clicked into place and the pump began chugging it onto the fuel system, Risamun stepped back, wiping her hands on a rag.

“Two more to go then that's it for the heavy lifting. Just need to button up the decks, and she'll be aether-worthy again.”

“How long to get back to Verbinnec?” he asked the sylph who was crouched nearby.

A cloud covered her pale face. “Faster than the trip here. A week, maybe two.”

The sylph mumbled something about checking the old parts for salvage and slunk away.

“What’s bugging her?” Ryan asked.

“Think about it,” Risamun shook her head at him. “You’re pretty happy to get away from here.”

“Of course I am… I want to get home, who wouldn’t?”

“Someone who doesn’t have a home in Verbinnec,” Risamun glared at him. “Or hadn’t you noticed she doesn’t know what that means for her?”

“I noticed,” Ryan grumbled defensively. “I was just busy with other things… like keeping us alive.”

“Well, you’ve got time now,” Risamun snapped. Then taking a deep breath she spoke a little less harshly. “Go talk to her. She’s in pain, and you’re the only one who can ease it.”

He gave the girl a glance. She was being awfully generous towards her only rival. She must have read his mind – or women were just smarter when it came to understanding emotions – because she shrugged and smiled.

“She’s had a hard life, and yet is somehow still a sweet girl. What kind of monster would I be to not be her friend?”

Well, there was one fight he didn’t have to worry about… best to tackle this one right away. He followed Vhaelyra’s path out of the engine room, stretching his sore muscles, and found her with the pile of scrapped parts in the rear cargo hold.

“Rineskull…” she said, almost surprised to see him. “I thought I heard you speaking with Riz?”

“I was, but… I’ve been meaning to ask you… what's your plan?” he asked.

“Plan?”

“Yeah… for your ship.”

She looked at him, confusion clouding her pretty features, ice-pale blonde eyebrows knitting together. “My ship?”

“Yeah, I don’t think the former owners are coming back anytime soon. So it’s yours.”

“I thought… I can’t… don’t you want it?” she seemed dumbfounded.

“I wouldn’t know what to do with it. No… this baby is all yours. Congratulations Captain Vhaelyra.”

She stared at him, mouth open. “My own ship?”

“If I were you I might find a few more crew you can rely on. No offence to Lump, but homunculi aren’t exactly the smartest bunch.”

Vhaelyra seemed lost in thought. Joy, then worry, then hope crossing her face in quick order. “Rineskull, I've been meaning to say... if I could pick my crew… I’d wish you to stay,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

He’d expected this. He took a deep breath, his gaze meeting hers. “Val, that’s the one thing I can’t do,” he said. “There’s people back in Verbinnec relying on me, unfinished business I can’t ignore.”

Her shoulders slumped slightly, but she nodded in understanding. “I know, it was just a thought.”

“But you know… I’ve been thinking about reopening the Aether River to the Weeping Valley,” he continued, watching her reaction closely. “I’m gonna need that route in use to stop the war, and besides, I’m getting tired of walking. That would mean I’d need a reliable ship and a skilled navigator to make the run.”

Vhaelyra’s eyes widened, a spark of hope reigniting. “Really?”

“Yeah,” he smiled. “I’d like to offer you a long-term contract with the Demon Rescue Foundation. We could use someone like you.”

He smiled and she threw her arms around him.

Where their bodies touched his mana seemed to ignite. A hot jolt that made her shudder and sigh with pleasure. And while he was still holding her, feeling the electric current of mana between them, a sound filled the cavern of Etheris.

CHI-CHICHCHCHIT-IT-ITCH-CH-CHIIIIIIIIIIIIII…UDLUDUDUDUUU!

He’d never heard anything like it. The hairs on his neck stood up. As the massive sound echoed across the city, he heard it reverberate from the back wall of the cavern. A stuttering rumble like a giant door closing, and a chittering grinding of metal on metal, like the sound of giant scissors being sharpened against each other.

Both of them froze and he pushed her away, letting the mana flow stop so her eyes cleared, and she looked up, listening.

“What the hell is that?” he asked.

The sylph looked terrified. Shook her head helplessly. “M-maybe the mountain’s just getting restless, huh? Decided it wants to stretch its legs a bit... you know.”

His mind supplied an image of a cave-in, locking them inside the cavern with the dead city forever. His stomach twisted into a knot.

“Let’s go,” he shouted… and had to repeat it twice to shake her out of her stunned paralysis. “Come on!”

He got to the deck by the simple shortcut of using his magic giant strength to leap up out of the open decks like spiderman, reaching the open middle deck and seeing a few of the homunculi pointing and staring into the distance while the others ran in circles, screaming. His eyes followed and saw they were looking at the mouth of the twisting tunnel that connected the inside of the mountain to the aether.

An eerie orange glow was coming from the tunnel, like it was on fire.

It got brighter by the second. As the light intensified, a massive shape appeared out of the opening and for a moment Ryan thought he was looking at an aethership that was making an emergency landing, damaged maybe, and burning. But it was no ship. It was the massive head of a creature, as big as the Aether Spectre. It had multifaceted eyes and a mouth that was nothing but a huge hole surrounded by constantly moving palps like a lobster. The head seemed suspended on a long neck. But that turned into a long snakelike body as it extended into the cavern like a horrible magic trick. The glow was coming from its underbelly, lined with car-sized bioluminescent glands that pulsed slowly on and off. Bright as spotlights. Filling the cavern with a hellish shade of sunset.

“Gonna need a bigger boat,” he said, mouth hanging open as he stared at it.

It looked a little too much like the vine-covered monstrous statue inside the belly of the palace.

“Wait… wait-wait-wait… what… the… actual… fuck,” he breathed out as it dawned on him.

It wasn’t until then, that exact moment, that Ryan knew it was the thing from his glimpse of the future. How hadn’t he seen it before? The cavern, the orange glow, the gargantuan monster… this was it. This was the part where everything went wrong.

The homunculi panicked, scattering in all directions. Vhaelyra climbed out of the deck hatch beside him and as she saw the giant monster wriggling out of the tunnel like a worm from an apple, she shrank back, pale face as white as a sheet.

“Ever seen that before?” he asked her, trying to stay calm.

“Oh sure… all the time…” Her grin faltered, her eyes wide, panic breaking through her usual bravado. “Of course not! It’s a giant monster… what else do you want to know!”

“Fucksakes, Val… take a guess! What is it?”

“I… I think… it’s a Nebulith wurm...”

He’d heard that name before… the dreaded shipkiller encounter result in the fast-travel loading screen of the game.

As it crawled halfway out of the tunnel the huge pulsating mouth spewed another horrible call that made his teeth hurt, the palps around the mouth scissoring together…

CHU-CHU-CHU-LUDUDUDU-CHI-CHICHCHCHIT-IT-ITCH-CH-CHIIIIIIIIIIIIII…

“Does it maybe have an Achilles-heel… you know, a vulnerability?” he shouted at Vhaelyra.

“How should I know? What do we do now?” she yelled.

“Fucking figures…” Ryan forced a laugh. “Looks like we've got ourselves a kaiju situation.”

His knees were threatening to give out. He gripped the deck railing and turned to the sylph girl.

“Get the engine started, we have to move.”

“Where?” she asked, incredulous.

“Maybe we can slip past it once it's fully out of the tunnel,” Ryan said, more to convince himself than her. “Go!”

Vhaelyra shook her head, her expression desperate. “Half the fuel is still on the deck; we haven’t loaded it yet.”

“How fast can you fuel up?”

“Rush it? Oh, brilliant plan!” she protested, mocking him. “Let's mishandle just one urn and watch the whole ship explode into a giant fireball! Sounds like a fantastic way to end the day, doesn't it?”

“Dammit… do we at least have enough oil in the engine to start it up?”

“Y-yes…”

“Then fuck it. Leave the fuel, get us moving.”

“But…”

“We don’t have a choice!" Ryan snapped. “Save your ship!”

A moment later the sylph seemed to swallow the reality, and he watched her turn and bark orders at the homunculi, who slowly stopped running around. As Vhaelyra shoved and yelled at them they hesitantly began to scramble belowdecks to begin putting the engine compartment ceiling back on.

Turning back to the monstrous creature, Ryan’s breath froze in his chest as it fully emerged from the tunnel. Fuck… it was a giant space centipede. Three… four times the length of the ship, and its multitude of eyes seemed to have spotted them.

His mind raced for a solution – any solution – that could get them out of this. What was the biggest weapon they had? His eye went to the compact catapult on the spine of the ship. It looked like a toy compared to the creature, but they had a bunch of those firebomb rounds of ammunition that might be enough to drive it off. For the first time he saw Risamun had made it to the open deck and was gripping to the mid-deck railing, staring at the thing, petrified. Lump was clinging to her leg, letting out a weird keening sound.

“Risamun!” he screamed, and she jumped. “We’re fighting it… drive it off… something…”

She stared at him, eyes big as cups. “How?” she said the one word, pouring every drop of her disbelief into it.

“Master…” the homunculus wailed and cowered behind her as another rumbling cry from the kaiju filled the cavern. “Monster will kill us all!”

“Godfuckingdammit Risamun! Take Lump and man that catapult!” he shouted.

The knight’s daughter blinked at him, face blank and pale as a sheet, and for a moment Ryan thought she was going to refuse. But a moment later Lump said. “Man?”

Both of them turned to the creature, seeing it suddenly stop crying and draw itself up to its full three feet of height. Lump turned on two more of the snivelling crew hiding under a tarp and pulled them into the open.

“We fight!” Lump yelled at them. “Are we not men? To the catapult!”

“The catapult!” the other two echoed and the weird little artillery crew dashed over the deck for the catwalk that led to the covered siege weapon.

“Hey! Curse you for putrid carbuncles, wait for me!” Risamun yelled and ran after them.

The cavern echoed with a giant sail-flapping sound.

The kaiju centipede, like a collection of nightmares, began to unfurl giant bat wings the size of ship sails. Starting to beat them with slow, deliberate strokes, until the air in the cavern began to flow on a breeze that smelled like rancid cheese. A smell strong enough to gag Ryan where he stood.

A distant roar from belowdecks signaled the engine’s ignition. Vhaelyra had got to the controls.

“Step on it!” he urged under his breath.

The ship lurched forward, picking up speed, but the forward motion was short-lived. With a moan through the ship’s frame it came to sharp stop, the force sending crew and gear tumbling to the deck. Stumbling to the railing, he caught sight of the mooring lines still tethered to the dock.

Fuck me… they were tied down.

He risked a look up. The creature’s wings flapped slowly, gaining speed as it prepared to dive bomb them. He sprinted towards the deck locker where his gear was stowed. The ship groaned under the strain of engines… what the fuck was Vhaelyra thinking? Was she trying to tear the lines loose? Grabbing the sword of Xerxia from the locker, Ryan ran for the forward line.

As he drew the sword, he could see the kaiju’s form picking up speed from the corner of his eye. It was a matter of seconds now.

Reaching the forward line, he raised his sword in both hands, the blade igniting with a purple flame—demonfyre. Using all the strength of the magic belt he brought the blade down on the arm-thick rope. There was a flash of exploding flames and the tough fibres parted in one blow, ashes erupting as it fell away from the rail and dropped to the dock.

One down.

He had to race the length of the ship to the second mooring line at the stern, the kaiju’s glowing belly growing brighter until the ship was bathed in orange light. He fired a blast of demonfyre from halfway there, the flames tearing into the rope until only a few strands held. A moment before he could reach it and cut through the last stands with the sword, they parted with a crack that sent the closest end whiplashing back like a scythe.

Ryan hit the deck, rope snapping through the air above him.

But the Aether Spectre surged forward, the ship now free from its tether. The kaiju, still in diving at them, couldn’t brake fast enough. As they slid away, it crashed into the dock where they had been with a ground-shaking impact. The force of the collision sent debris flying, shards of stone and wood arcing into the air, caught by the zero gravity of the aether and sailing past the ship, pelting the hull. The creature recoiled, screaming.

…CHU-CHU-LUDUDUDU …

It seemed momentarily stunned, thrashing and shaking before it looked around, trying to spot where the ship had gone. Then with a convulsive flex it flipped itself into the air, wings unfolding, and was rapidly gaining on them. Mouth full of nightmare tentacles open and wet under the back of the ship like a pit full of eels.

The creature’s segmented body, five times the size of their ship, came right at them, its insect wings slicing through the thick aether air. Each flap sent ripples across the cavern walls, the vibrations beating through the ship’s hull and making the wood groan under the strain.

Ryan turned and dragged himself towards the cluster of homunculi and Risamun around the catapult. Throwing himself at the ladder he jumped onto the hull’s catwalk and ran to the device, reaching the catapult just as the others tore the canvas cover off it. Hands shaking, he threw the crank-levers into the slots and started winching the throwing arm down furiously, preparing it to fire. Seeing Ryan’s magical strength was doing it all himself, Risamun shouted at the homunculi to open the ammo lockers. As he worked the ship shuddered and he saw the magic circles around the waist of the ship came to life, flickering and glowing to match the zigs and zags Vhaelyra was throwing them into.

Glancing back, he saw the centipede lazily drifting closer, right at them.

The homunculi arrived, all three of them carrying one of the heavy rocks.

“Fuck that!” he told them and looped the restraining rope to hold the arm in place.

He kicked open the second ammo locker to grab a firebomb; pushed the rock aside and seated the incendiary payload in the bucket at the end of the arm. It was the size of a bowling ball. Ridiculously small as his eyes measured the bomb against the massive form of the approaching beast.

“No way this is enough,” he muttered under his breath, patting the missile in the throwing arm basket. But it was all they had.

“Take aim!” he shouted at Risamun.

“Me?”

“You’re the best shot!”

With Ryan and the homunculi pivoting the catapult on its mount, Riz stood behind it, sighting at the creature.

“Stand clear!” she yelled. Yanked the release.

The catapult let out a groan and bucked as the arm hit the crossbar with a CRACK! The firebomb arcing through the cavern’s stale air.

Ryan tracked it, watching as it hit the kaiju dead-on, exploding in a flash of orange flame and dark smoke. For a moment, the homunculi cheered and Risamun let out a yell. The creature hissed, its massive form twisting as it absorbed the blast.

It didn’t even slow down. The explosion did nothing but annoy it, like a bee sting to an elephant.

“Sonofabitch!” Ryan yelled. “Do we have anything bigger?” he barked, but there was no time for an answer.

The kaiju lunged forward, ramming into the Aether Spectre with a jaw-snapping impact. Ryan barely kept his footing, his shoulder slamming into the railing as the ship spun violently, the deck tilting at a sickening angle. The groan of cracking hull timbers mixed with Risamun’s scream from somewhere behind him.

Ryan felt a sickening spin, struggling to stand as the ship helicoptered into a steep dive. The lights of the dead city below flew past in his vision, closer every time. Blurred outlines of structures, alternating with the empty cavern and the creature’s maw. The city was coming up fast, way too fast.

“Pull up, Vhaelyra!” Ryan shouted, knowing she couldn’t hear him.

Then, somehow, the ship slowed, coming out of the spin and fighting to nose up. The engine roared in protest, and for a moment, Ryan thought they weren’t going to make it. But then the ship leveled out, skimming over the tops of buildings, just barely avoiding becoming a smeared pile of wreckage in the streets.

Fuck… she did it.

Ryan shouted a hysteric bark of laughter, relief washing over him for a split second before his gaze caught something on the deck. His stomach dropped. During the spin an urn of aetherwhale oil had come loose from where it was tied down and was rolling toward the open hatch that led into the hold. If it fell and shattered...

He didn’t let the thought finish. Sprinted and jumped into the open mid-deck, lunging for the urn, every muscle in his body straining as he reached out. He caught the clay pot just as it tipped over the edge, his hand wrapping around one of the cool ceramic handles for attaching it to a winch. He might be magically strong, but the urn was as big as he was, and the mass began pulling him over into the hold as it fell.

With a desperate grab his free hand gripped the edge of the hatch, his fingers curling around the wood. Taking the full weight of the urn nearly dislocated his shoulder and he screamed in pain as he swung there, suspended above the hold, the urn dangling from the end of his arm. And as the ship zigzagged violently, Vhaelyra trying to avoid the kaiju, he could feel the weight of the whale oil bomb, the dangerous sloshing of its contents inside. One crack, and they’d all be done for.

The deck tilted again, a hard zig to the left, and Ryan’s grip nearly slipped. The urn yanked in his hand, the slick surface almost impossible to hold onto. He clenched his jaw, magical strength surging through his arm. His muscles burned, the strain pushing him to his limits.

Hold it together, Scully… or you’re all dead…

Then the next zig turned into a roll, the ship rotating on its axis, and a moment later started a full 360 barrel roll. The sudden motion yanked the urn upwards out of the hold, dragging Ryan’s body upward with it. His body momentarily lost contact with the deck as everything not bolted down flew into the air. He saw tools, crates, and worst of all—the urn—floating away from him. Time seemed to slow, his eyes locking on the urn as it drifted above him, just out of reach.

“No, no, no,” he growled, his body twisting as he reached out.

The Aether Spectre righted itself, and Ryan slammed to the deck, flat on his back. The urn dropped on top of him. The impact nearly crushed him, even his extra life-force mana taking a beating as he instinctively gripped the urn, cushioning the fall with his body.

The air rushed out of his lungs in a whoosh.

He lay there, the urn clutched tightly against his chest, trying to work air back into his lungs. Feeling the thrum of the ship’s engine through the deck.

Then he was surrounded, Risamun and the homunculi lifting the urn off him and tying it back into the cradle on the deck.

“Are you injured? Speak to me!” the wolf-eyed girl demanded.

He gasped and wheezed and finally nodded, managing a lungful of air. He climbed up the railing to look for the creature.

The Aether Spectre tore across the cavern in a curving arc, engine thudding like a giant heartbeat as they picked up speed, aiming for the exit tunnel in the cavern wall ahead. He could feel the deck vibrating as Vhaelyra coaxed all the speed out of the ship she could, like a greyhound straining for the finish line. He glanced back, catching a glimpse of the centipede kaiju, its massive body filling the darkness behind them with pulses of orange light. It moved with frightening speed, insect wings flapping like enormous sails.

“Almost there!” Risamun shouted, voice hoarse. She gripped the railing, knuckles white.

Ryan squinted against the wind, focusing on the opening of the exit tunnel, getting bigger by the moment. The kaiju had noticed their course too, its multi-eyed head tilting. The creature veered, giving up the chase and angling towards the tunnel.

“It’s gonna try to cut us off!” he yelled.

Somehow the ship’s curving flight tightened, the hull shaking with the strain. Vhaelyra was forcing them into a smaller turn, cutting the distance. The engine was a hammering drumbeat as the ship lurched forward, speeding towards the narrow opening.

It was a flat-out race. No room for error.

Geezus, if they entered the tunnel at this speed there was no way they’d make that first turn…

The tunnel entrance grew closer, the walls of the cavern flying past on either side. The kaiju angled towards cutting off their escape, its massive maw opening and closing in anticipation.

Ryan held his breath, eyes going between the creature as it closed on them and that sliver of hope.

“Come on, come on…” he muttered under his breath.

And with barely a ship length to spare, the Aether Spectre shot into the tunnel ahead of the massive monster.

The kaiju’s maw full of palps screamed just yards from the ship's stern and a wave of sickening hot stench covered the ship.

CHI-CHICHCHCHIT-IT-ITCH-CH-CHIIIIIIIIIIIIII… CHU-CHU-CHU…

The tunnel that had seemed so big when they entered at a crawl seemed terrifyingly narrow at top speed. The ship twisted and rolled, Vhaelyra’s reflexes keeping them just ahead of the pursuing monster. The jagged rock walls flashed by, lit only by the furnace glow of from the kaiju’s bioluminescent glands. Ryan held onto the railing, his body jerking with every course correction and made his way to the stern of the ship. Until he could feel the heat of the kaiju’s breath behind them, its slavering pit-like hole open and writhing… practically grazing the back of the ship.

Looking into it was like looking up the devil’s anus… tentacles and teeth all the way down.

And suddenly the ship banked port, then with a twist that yanked his guts to the back of his throat, they went hard to starboard.

The turn… the sharp elbow in the tunnel. Vhaelyra was taking it without slowing. The rock wall was coming right at them, then the ship grazed the side, sending up a rain of splinters and the deck shuddered. She desperately fought them back under control and Ryan watched the kaiju slam straight into the wall, starting a small rockfall that sent boulder-sized rocks in all directions. The tunnel twisted in a serpentine pattern, and Vhaelyra navigated it barely slowing.

But a moment later the kaiju was slavering just behind their stern again. It’s body twisting as it followed them.

Ryan’s gut twisted. They were running out of room. The tunnel’s exit was fast approaching, but it would catch them before that could happen.

Staring at the creature, he began to summon as much demonfyre as he could make, feeling the familiar surge of magic, the heat building in his palm as flames flickered to life. Filling one hand with a barrel sized ball and holding it… then repeating the process in his other hand.

“Smile, you sonofabitch,” he growled.

From the stern its half-dozen eyes were car-sized orbs, showing a reflection of himself. And Ryan knew exactly where to aim.

It made one final lunge, its jaws closing in—and Ryan let loose. He fired both blasts of demonfyre, every ounce of his newfound Tier 8 power surging through his hands, the purple flames combining and striking the creature directly in one of its massive eyes. The eye burst, flames consuming it, leaving a smoking pit behind.

The kaiju screamed, an ear-splitting cry that echoed through the tunnel. Its body jerked back, the momentum disrupted, its scissor-like mandibles snapping together a few feet shy of the ship’s hull.

The light of the exit washed over the deck, and they reached the freedom of the open aether beyond. The ship burst out of the tunnel, the sudden cold wind of the open aether a shock to the system after the protected shelter of the cavern. Like stepping from a sauna into a blizzard. They shot into the open aether, the vast, endless green clouds around them.

He looked back, seeing the kaiju reeling in the tunnel’s mouth, its massive form struggling to recover from the wound.

“Fuuuuuuuuck, you!” he yelled back at it.

And then, like the Chaos God was purposefully reaching down from its other dimension to fuck with him, Ryan felt the shudder through his feet. The hammering noise of the engine rising to a shriek and then nothing. The Aether Spectre shook. And the glyphs in the hull went dark. They still had their momentum but the ship began a sickening slide, the power draining as if someone had flipped a switch.

And then the vessel was drifting, the hum of engine dying to a whisper. The ship hung there, adrift, the cold emptiness of the aether closing in.

And behind them the gargantuan centipede gave another cry.

CHU-CHU-CHU-LUDUDUDU-CHI-CHICHCHCHIT-IT-ITCH-CH-CHIIIIIIIIIIIIII…

Its massive body slowly emerged from the tunnel’s darkness, wings opening.

“Fuck me… how do you stop something that big…” he said to the empty horizon.

Then his eyes came to rest on the urns of aetherwhale oil still laying on deck. Enough energy to burn the Aether Spectre to the keel… a hundred times bigger than the little firebombs. Each one had to weigh as much as he did.

He jumped back into the mid deck, sprinting for the urns in their cradles. He sliced the straps loose. Getting a firm grip, he grunted at the weight and hefted one in his arms before he turned back to the catapult.

He practically slammed into Vhaelyra as she stumbled out of the bridge hatch.

“Hey, guess what? The ship's throwing a fit—won't start!” she called out with mock cheerfulness. “Magical conduit's busted somewhere! So, you got a miracle up your sleeve, or am I saving the day again?”

“Fucking fix it!” he shouted, pushing past her.

“I don’t even know where it is!” she screamed. Then her eyes registered what he was carrying. She immediately gave an evil chuckle. . “I like where you’re going with this, Rineskull… perfect for a little fireworks display, don’t you think? Just a touch of chaos to spice things up.”

She glanced back at the hulking creature, its eyes burning with fury as it closed on the ship.

“Look at this beauty,” she yelled up at the centipede. Voice barely carrying over the rush of the wind from the centipede’s beating wings. Like a hurricane at a garbage dump. Then she flipped a rude gesture at the monster. “Hey beastie, we gonna fuck you up!”

“Rineskull!” Risamun was yelling. “What are you playing at?”

“We need more firepower, and this might just do the trick!” Ryan called back, struggling with the weight of the urn as he climbed the ladder to the spine-platform.

“You know you’ll kill us all, right?” the sylph shouted.

“Thanks for the pep talk, Val… help or get out of the way.”

Ryan ignored her. The homunculi scattered out of his way, and he balanced the big clay urn on the throwing arm of the catapult and into the bucket.

Risamun took one look and her eyes widened as the reality of his plan set in. She didn't argue, just rushed to help him. Together, they wedged the urn into the seat meant for a smaller missile. As Ryan made the final adjustments he saw the centipede almost on them.

Vhaelyra laughed, a wild, carefree sound. “I’m all for a good show, but maybe let’s think this through, genius.”

“Line it up, fast!”

The catapult was on a swivel mount and with a squeal of ungreased wood the three of them rotated the artillery piece until it was pointing right down the creature’s mouth. The palps ground together in a bone-grinding orchestra of knives, and its remaining huge, faceted eyes seemed like they were staring right at him. Another booming call reverberated through the aether, sending a spike of pain through Ryan's teeth.

CHU-CHU-CHU-CHICHCHCHIT-IT-ITCH

“Clear!” he yelled and Vhaelyra and the crew stumbled back. His hand gripped on the release lever of the catapult. “Please work,” he begged it under his breath.

With a sharp pull, he released the arm, and it kicked like a mule, slamming the crossbar and pitching the urn of aetherwhale oil end over end through the air towards the monstrous centipede. It was slow… the missile making a lazy tumbling path. The seconds felt like time went still as the urn sailed across the cavern. Right on target.

Yes… yes… yes!

And at the last moment the creature drifted to the side, wings stalling and swinging it from the path of the payload. The urn sailed past the centipede, missing its target by a few feet.

No, you motherfucker! “No!”

He was so busy staring at the creature in disbelief that he forgot to follow the missile they’d sent into the void. It continued on until a few moments later the payload crashed against the underside of the mountain-sized earthberg far behind the creature, erupting in a massive explosion. Flames and debris showered down, briefly making a mini-sun light up the sky like noon.

The thud and heat of the blast reached them a few moments later, tightening the skin around his eyes, making the deck shake. But the blast was almost quiet compared to the sound the creature made in reply.

CRU-CRUDULU-DULUDULU-CRIII-KI-KI-KI-KI-KI!

Ryan stared. If he didn’t know better, he’d say they just made it angry.

“We missed,” Risamun wailed, unable to wrap her head around it. “How did it move?”

The kaiju’s massive form was now casting an orange glow over the ship. Closing the distance with each huge flap of its wings.

“Stop staring! Move! We've got time for one more shot!” he screamed. “Help me reload. We need to make this count.”

She nodded numbly and took Lump to head for the other urn of oil. He heaved against the catapult’s winch, the gears groaning under the strain, yanking so hard that the pair of homunculi of the other arm were being jerked off their feet. He was only halfway done when the long, segmented body of the creature was close enough that its bottom end curled forward, and the lowest set of its many legs latched onto the ship’s hull.

There was a horrible splintering sound. Timbers being shattered as each pinching appendage grabbed hold. Cracking like falling trees told him planks were being crushed beneath its weight. The deck tilted. Loose boards and old parts tumbled sideways, along with a few homunculi. Risamun made a desperate grab for the last urn of aetherwhale oil and wrapped herself around it like a cushion so when it slammed into the railing her body took the force of it.

Even over the distance Ryan heard a crack and saw her cry out in pain, spitting blood.

A moment later the throwing arm of the catapult locked into place and the homunculi gave a shout of satisfaction, but Ryan just stood there, staring up at the monster that had finally reached them.

It was too late. The centipede's gargantuan body began to coil around the ship, its glowing underbelly casting an eerie, hellish light over everything. The mouth, a writhing nest of palps and snapping mandibles, opened like the gate to hell and lowered towards the ship.

“Master, the urn!” Lump's voice shouting from the middle deck broke through his tunnel vision.

Even injured, the homunculus and Risamun had rolled the second urn of the volatile aetherwhale oil across the deck to the base of the ladder.

“It’s too close!” Ryan shouted, backing up. “If it detonates this close the explosion will destroy the ship.”

Risamun stared up, panic making her voice break. “Maybe there’ll be enough of the Spectre left to repair!”

Ryan glanced at the aetherwhale oil, mind weighing options. She was right… the alternative was not an option. He could try getting the creature to swallow it maybe… but how? How did they explode the thing inside the creature instead of spilling flames all over the ship?

The idea popped into his head.

Oh… oh that was the shittiest worst idea ever…

But it was the best one he had. Grabbing the urn, he hauled it up by one hand and carried it to the catapult. He climbed into the seat of the catapult arm, awkwardly holding the urn in his lap.

“What in Gigguk’s name are you doing?” Risamun screamed, trying to pull him out.

“I’m going with it,” he said.

Lump wailed in distress. “No, master, will kill you!”

“Rineskull? What madness is this?” Risamun screamed, trying to wrestle the urn away from him. When he didn’t budge she started to plead. “Don’t do this… stop it…”

“Shut up!” he yelled. “Do you know how much energy I took from the scringe-stone? It’ll be just like that.”

She shook her head helplessly.

“I can to this… convert it all to magic… just shoot me.” He drew his sword and gripped the urn in one hand, the blade in the other.

“Rineskull…” she cried, shaking her head.

“I can do it… just… shoot me,” he told her again.

The monstrous creature's mandibles snapped closed above them, the symphony of scissors too loud to let him say anything else, the wind of its reeking breath washing over them. He pushed Risamun away and she staggered to the release arm.

Shaking her head and crying, the girl released the catapult.

Just like it had before, Ryan felt the blood rush from his head as he was lobbed out of the catapult seat, gripping the firebomb of the urn. The world slowed to a stop as he flew. Flung upwards at the kaiju’s horrible head as it lowered towards the ship. The sheer enormity of the creature loomed up like a wall, like flying towards a building that glowed and shuddered with a hundred man-sized legs.

And as Ryan and the urn met the beast's armored belly, the container burst open on impact, unleashing its volatile contents in a spectacular explosion.

But Ryan, like a human detonator, reached deep into the recesses of his Minds Eye. Grasping the ember of energy transformation, he began to swallow the explosion’s raw power as fast as it spread. Absorbing it and converting the destructive blast into a pool of mana.

It tore through him like he was being ripped apart from the inside.

The energy release was too much. Way more than he’d ever managed before. If he hadn’t been infused with enough mana to reach Tier 8, he wouldn’t have made it. As it was the limits of his power were stretched out to its breaking point. His body screamed in protest, every cell burning with the effort. But as he collided with the creature, the impact hard enough to stun him, he managed to drive the sword of Xerxia into the creature’s soft underbelly. The enchanted blade slid through the thick chitin like a needle through fabric.

And as he swallowed the entire explosion, Ryan immediately let the energy go again, funnelled through the sword as demonfyre.

It was like a blade of pure burning plasma thirty feet long. A thermite lance of purple flames that erupted inside the creature’s body. With a roar that made the ship shake, the centipede thrashed wildly, and Ryan barely clung to the sword. He used every ounce of his strength to hang on as he funneled all the absorbed energy into the blade. His warlock fire, magnified by the bursting dam of magic, carving a path through the creature’s organs and exploding out the back in flames and steam.

For a moment, Ryan knew what a circuit breaker felt like. Nothing more than a conduit for a lightning bolt that wanted to cut off the power but was forced to stay open. The magical storm tore through reality like a god and emptied a blade of fire into the creature.

The bubble of energy he’d consumed from the explosion was draining like an untied balloon shooting around the room. As the entire explosion was channelled through the sword, into the kaiju, the energy exploded like dark fire from every gap in the creature’s segmented body. The middle half of the centipede vaporized in an inferno of purple-black flames, filling the aether with a cloud of black smoke. The steam explosion tore apart what was left. Chunks of chitin and embers of bioluminescent tissue expanding outward at the speed of a fastball, right underneath him.

It stung like a motherfucker.

And Ryan was flying, blown backwards, free from gravity but thrown clear of the explosion and into the cold of the aether. As he spun clear of the expanding cloud of what had been the kaiju, he watched the bottom limbs of the creature that had gripped the ship come uncoiled and drift into the void.

Body limp, mana drained to the last drop, Ryan barely hung on to consciousness. If the hilt of the sword hadn’t been seared to the flesh of his palm he would’ve dropped it. His vision blurred, each spin bringing him further from the ship until it was the size of a toy in the distance.

Dagonestra was going to be pissed if he died again.

And then he felt the life force of the gargantuan creature come free from its body. Saw the cloud of its shining aura released and watched it splitting up, being absorbed by the living creatures who had killed it. One arm of the cloud found him and infused his body. He let out a single bark of painful laughter as the mana boost filled him; the life force jump-started his body, bringing him back to life and he whooped a breath into his chest.

He was still on a one-way trip to the far side of the aether ocean… but he was alive.

He could use the revolver bullets to fly like he had before… His hand went to his belt but the gun wasn’t there. He’d left it in his cabin. Would demonfyre work?

He sent a blast of flames to try and halt his spin but it barely slowed him down. Shit… not enough kinetic energy. As he drifted end over end – the ship smaller each time – he caught a glint of light. It sped out of the night and right for him. As it took shape, he saw it was Vhaelyra, propelled by a magical wind dagger in each hand, slicing through the weightless aether with the speed and grace of a falcon diving for a kill. And as she sped at him like a superhero, she threw her arms around him, gripping him tight and brought his flight to an end as the wind daggers braked.

With the sudden reprieve Ryan felt laughter coming up from his throat and he chuckled as her face stared into his from inches away.

“Rineskull? Oh no… the explosion made you an imbecile!”

“I’m fine,” he croaked.

Searching his face, she decided to believe him and with one arm around him she used the remaining wind dagger to cut through the air, flying them back towards the ship. The last bit of the smoldering remains of the centipede monster hung grotesquely from the ship’s hull, and the homunculus crew was hopping up and down in victory on the deck.

“That was the dumbest, bravest thing I’ve ever seen, you crazy bastard,” she said, a lopsided grin spreading across her face. “I mean, are you trying to impress me, or just get yourself killed?” Her eyes locked with his as they flew back across the cavern.

He managed a weak smile. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Vhaelyra tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “You keep saying that… maybe it’s time you start using that brain of yours a little more before pulling stunts like this again,” she said. “I mean, killing yourself once is thrilling—twice? Just showing off.”

And as they floated down to the deck of the ship Ryan slid from her arms to lay on the deck as the homunculi swarmed around them, cheering. Risamun limped towards him, wincing, as she pushed the creatures aside and slumped to the deck putting an arm around him. Pale and covered in sweat. She might have a few broken ribs.

“You’re truly fortunate to be alive,” she said, shaking her head and coughed painfully. Her voice dropped, softening, as she looked away briefly. “Please, don’t ever scare me like that again.”

“Everybody’s a critic…” he winced. “Didn’t see you volunteering to blow yourself up.”

“That’s exactly what I did!”

“When?”

“When I said we should fire the urn at the creature!”

“So, what are you complaining about? That’s just doing what I did with fewer steps…”

“You’re mad!”

“Why are you fighting?” Vhaelyra demanded and scowled at them. “You should be happy to be alive!”

Ryan winced a bit and nodded to Risamun. “She’s got a point.”

He lay down on his back, staring at the green sky. “I’m just gonna take a rest for a moment,” he said, and feeling for the healing spark he found it had a small charge. Good.

He pointed a finger at Risamun and sent a surge of healing energy at her. With a yelp her color improved and she started breathing easily. A moment later she lay down beside him. A moment after that Vhaelyra lay down on his other side. As the three of them stared up at the bits of exploded kaiju glittering in the green light of the aether, each girl took one of his hands. He was so low on mana there wasn’t even a spark.

And the homunculi started to dance a victory dance around them, singing, “Are we not men!”

***


Chapter 18   : The Curse

The new crew of half-sized homunculi kept busy while they sailed back to Verbinnec. There were dozens of non-essential repairs the ship needed after its dust-up with the kaiju. Planks to replace, structural damage, cracked members, sprung hatches and broken portholes. They’d stuck around in the cavern only long enough to repair the most important parts of the ship – the engine, the glyphs and the holes in the hull – before setting course back home.

Lump took its job as second officer seriously and Risamun rarely even had to ask the misshapen crew to do anything because it was usually already done. That meant he, Riz and Val had the rest of the ship to themselves with not much to do. And despite being the only guy with two actively interested girls on board, his first idea on how to fill the time wasn’t possible.

Vhaelyra and Risamun were closer than ever, and the small horde of homunculi were as happy as the lollipop guild, but Ryan kept mostly to himself. The camaraderie of the tight-knit crew felt frustratingly close but out of reach.

He was cursed.

It was the mana overdose from the scringe stone. He could still feel it, that throbbing pulse of energy in his bones, like his entire body had been overloaded, stretched thin and then soaked by the magic coursing through him. He was saturated with mana, and no matter what he did, it felt like he was a ticking bomb, one accidental touch away from harming anyone close to him.

The first day out of drydock he’d reached out to steady Risamun, just a casual hand on her shoulder when the ship had hit minor turbulence. The surge that had passed between them had been intense—too intense. He’d practically sent her into the wall as a fat blue spark of magic jumped between them. Even Vhaelyra, who loved to push boundaries, had stopped her teasing when a playful brush of her hand had ended with a crackle of energy that had left her stunned on the deck.

Not exactly romantic.

So, he isolated himself. He stayed away from the others as much as he could, sleeping opposite shifts so he wouldn't run into them and risk another accidental magical pulse. It was lonelier than he'd expected, and he found himself missing the noise, the laughter, the constant banter.

Every third watch, when the ship was quiet and the girls were asleep, Ryan made his way to the open deck. The chill of the aether sea bit at his skin, but it was better out here—better for what he had to do. He stood at the railing, staring into the endless void, the cold light of distant lightning glimmering against the green storm clouds. Once there he raised his hands and felt the magic pooling beneath his palm, the pressure almost painful.

And then he’d let loose, sending a blast of demonfyre arching into the void. The flames roared, illuminating the deck in their purple light. Shot after shot, letting the energy drain out of him, feeling the weight in his chest lighten with each blast. The magic burned, the heat radiating off him, sweat beading on his forehead as he pushed himself.

He bled the mana out of him, dissipating into the nothing of the aether Until his arms felt like lead, his body drained.

But every time he emptied it, the mana came back. Within a day it would be back, filling every inch of him until it threatened to overflow. A bottomless cup. A battery than recharged itself. He felt like maybe the size of the mana reduced a bit each time, but it was such a tiny amount it might just have been wishful thinking. Every time he created a mini nova of flames in the void it felt more and more like a losing battle, but it was all he could do.

***

Ryan sat hunched over the magical relay glyph outside the ship's engine room. It was part of a conduit that carried magic to the propulsion magic that made the ship move, and it had been acting up, so he decided to redraw it. The paired glyph on outer hull was fine but this one was easy to reach, and it would keep him busy. He was tweaking the magic resonance when the scuttling in the background alerted him he wasn’t alone.

“Why you do that?” a small voice piped up.

He looked over his shoulder to see a cluster of homunculi gathered behind him, their wide eyes fixed on his every move. Lump was at the front, wringing tiny hands.

“Hey, Lump. Because if I don't fix it, the engine might overheat,” Ryan explained, turning back the glyph.

“Why engine overheat?” another one asked.

He sighed. “Because magic energy builds up if it's not properly channeled.”

“Why magic build up?” a third chimed in.

Ryan paused, gripping his calm. “It's just how the system works.”

“Why system work like that?” Lump tilted its head.

He felt a twitch developing in his left eye. “Because… the ship was designed this way,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady as he lost concentration.

Silence, finally.

“Why they design it this way?” Lump asked innocently.

He dropped the brush he was using to redraw the glyph to the deck. “I don't know, maybe they thought it was a good idea at the time!” he said, rallying his calm.

“Why they think that?”

“Do I look like a fucking aethersip designer to you? I don’t know… because… because the ship could explode!” he snapped.

The homunculi exchanged glances. Silent from his outburst until one quietly ventured to ask.

“Why ship explode?”

That was it. “Because that's how things go when everything decides to fall apart all at once!” Ryan burst out. “Sometimes, things just go wrong, and we have to deal with it!”

Like you kill yourself to get your magical powers back and find out you’re cursed…

There was a moment of silence.

“Why—” Lump opened its mouth and Ryan cut the creature off.

“Because life isn't fair, and the universe loves to fuck with us!” he yelled.

The homunculi nodded thoughtfully. They began to murmur among themselves, like university professors discussing some egghead theory.

“Universe loves to fuck,” one repeated.

“Life isn't fair,” another echoed.

“Yes, quite…”

And the tension worked its way out of him in a laugh. He laughed so hard he could barely stand.

It’s not that funny…

No, but he needed the release. He worked through it eventually, wiping his tears as he chuckled. Fucking idiots… but at least they kept him from getting too serious.

“Hey, Lump,” he said, glancing down.

“Yes, Master?”

“How about you all pay attention and learn how this whole system works? That way you can be engineers.”

Lump's face lit up. “Yes! We like that!”

“Great.”

He picked up the brush and showed them the sigils in the magic glyph then nudged the ship’s aura back into alignment. Made them practise drawing until each of them could do a decent copy of the magic symbols.

“But remember, this isn’t a game… one wrong sigil could blow up the ship.”

Lump nodded earnestly. “Because universe fucks with us.”

“Uh… exactly.”

The homunculi grinned, clearly pleased with themselves.

“Now,” Ryan clapped his hands, “Who wants to help me test the engine?”

A chorus of excited "Me! Me!" filled the air.

The homunculi were not bright, but Lump showed an almost-human intelligence. Maybe it was a mutant, or maybe it was so much older than the others it had become fully sentient. Either way Lump was an interesting a case. The more Ryan treated it like a person, the more confident it seemed to get. On third watch the day after he taught them engines he was making his way below deck and heard the murmur of voices. Carefully approached the forward cargo hold where the homunculi had made their home he paused outside the open hatch and peeked inside.

Lump, as the senior homunculus, was holding court among its younger peers. Standing at the head of the plank table, wearing an oversized crewman’s jacket, Lump held a fork overhead.

“No, no magic. Just hands. Rineskull says, 'Use what you have.' We use hands,” Lump continued, its chest puffed up proudly.

Ryan watched, unseen, as Lump taught them table manners.

“No, no, eat like this,” Lump instructed, demonstrating how to use a spoon. “Rineskull says, 'We sit, we eat, we talk. No one eats alone or like we are less.' We listen to Rineskull.”

The other homunculi mimicked Lump, clumsily grasping their utensils and trying to mirror his actions.

“See?” Lump continued, mimicking Ryan’s tone. “We sit at table. We are crew, not beasts.”

“Life isn't fair,” one whispered appreciatively.

“Universe fucks with us,” another nodded.

“Fuckin right,” all the others repeated like a mantra.

“Ryan teaches, we learn. We better... better than before.”

He wasn’t sure if he should feel proud… or alarmed.

***

Two days later, after his watch was done and he’d spent an hour firing magic into the aether, he staggered to his bed in the crew quarters, feeling exhausted enough to sleep. He washed up, stripped out of his clothes and climbed into the stack of mattresses pulling a blanket over his head.

He didn’t know how long he’d been sleeping when a voice made him jerk awake, reaching for his pistol. Seeing it was Vhaelyra and Risamun he put it back under his pillow. Groggy, he got up, moved to a small keg of beer and tapped a mug. By the time he had a few gulps his mind registered a few things.

First, both girls were wearing silky white robes. Second, he was sporting a semi just being in the same room with girls and he knew he’d gone too long without a real release.

Turning around to face the girls he asked, “So what do I owe the—”

Vhaelyra dropped her robe. Naked as a pole-dancer, eyes as serious as Mormon’s who’d just arrived to tell him the good news. His first thought was ‘Goddam’ closely followed by ‘don’t fuck this up…’. But as the girls stepped forward his mind was suddenly elsewhere, remembering the unfamiliar surge of energy pulsing through him. He felt like a live wire, every nerve ending buzzing… somehow it was worse when one of the girls was near him.

“Couldn't sleep?” he asked.

“Something like that,” Risamun replied. “Just restless.”

Vhaelyra stepped closer, her gaze never leaving his. “You've been avoiding us.”

“I wouldn’t really say avoiding…” he said, taking a step back. “Just... trying to get a handle on this new power.”

Risamun smirked. “I thought so… and I also don’t think you should be trying to handle it alone…”

She reached out to touch his arm. He pulled back.

Vhaelyra moved beside him, trapping him between them. “The winds are restless tonight,” she murmured, gazing upward. “And it’s making me horny.” She tilted her head, studying him. “You've been avoiding Vhaelyra since... since the incident.”

Shit. This couldn’t happen.

“It’s not you. It's… hard to describe. Ever since I absorbed that energy, I feel like a ticking time bomb…”

The sylph reached out, her fingers hovering just above his arm but not quite touching. “You won't hurt me.”

"Val, I can't control it,” he warned.

She smiled gently. “Energy seeks balance. Maybe we can help with that.” Before he could protest, she placed her hand lightly on his.

A tingle like static electricity formed between them, only it was a prickly field of mana. She let out a small gasp but didn't pull away.

“See?” Ryan said, reluctantly. “This isn't safe.”

But the effect didn’t seem to have hurt her… quite the opposite. He saw her flush and gasp.

“Sometimes, the best way to tame a storm is to push right through it,” she said.

Risamun stepped closer and put her hand on his chest. There was a moment of static between them and then she was acting the same way. A flush rising out the neck of her robe.

“What she said,” Risamun said shyly, meeting his eyes and looking away for a moment before she pulled off her robe. For a moment she covered her breasts and her pussy with her hands. Then gathering her courage, she dropped them to stand entirely naked in front of him.

Ryan stopped fighting it… there was only so much resistance any man could have in a moment like this.

He pulled the girls against him, feeling their naked bodies against his bare skin and watched them shudder as a flash of magic aura wrapped around them. Val’s pussy pressed to his hip, and he pulled Risamun closer until her cunt was squeezed against his thigh.

“Feels weird,” Riz giggled, squirming a little.

Vhaelyra didn’t think so; she gave a gasp and arched her back, biting her tongue and wriggling against him.

In a moment he was in a sandwich between them on the bed. Despite burning off as much energy as he could, the moment his hand wandered between either of their legs the static charge began to build up. Finally, out of desperation, he rolled to push the two girls together.

“Wha-what are you d-doing?” Risamun gasped.

Ryan pressed her down to the mattress, took Val’s hand and covered it with his as he moved to circle Riz’s soft furry mound. As they made smooth circles Riz gave out little gasps and closed her eyes shyly.

“Look at me,” Ryan said and turned her chin to face him.

When she opened her eyes, he kissed her and her lips parted for him, gasping into his mouth as he and Val fingered her pussy. A spark snapped between them, a sharp jolt that made her gasp and pull back – upstairs and down.

Vhaelyra stared at her hand, then back at him. “What was that?”

“That's what I've been trying to warn you about,” Ryan said. “I'm carrying a lot of excess energy. It's not exactly safe.”

Without hesitation, the pale sylph closed the gap between them again, hand on top of his as she fingered Risamun. The girl rolled her yellow wolf eyes back and leaned into it, shaking. In moments she was soaking wet.

“Riz…” he said.

“I don't scare off that easily,” was all she said.

Before he could protest, the other girl leaned in, her face inches from his. The air between them crackled. As she tilted her head up to kiss him, a tiny arc of electricity jumped from his lips to hers.

He pulled Vhaelyra closer and whispered what he wanted into her ear. Then Vhaelyra was bending over his cock as he kissed and fingered Riz she slid her mouth over the slick, hardness of him. Riz watched it happen, mouth open in wonder.

“Put the whole thing in your mouth,” Risamun begged her.

So the slim pale girl opened wide and sank to the hilt. Taking him all the way with nothing but a quiet sound and started swirling it there while he was at the back of her throat.

“Fuuuuck…. Damn girl…” Ryan moaned.

The air around them seemed to charge, tiny motes of light flickering like fireflies. As her lips closed around his cock, a surge of energy arced between them—a brief flash of light and a soft crack. She slowly drew back until she played with the head of his cock on her lips.

She inhaled sharply but maintained her composure. “That tickles,” she said with a faint laugh. “What else can we do?” the sylph asked when she finally came up for air, licking the wetness off her lower lip.

“Now that you ask,” he smiled.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, both girls kneeling between his legs, Ryan guided both of them gently to put their mouths on his cock at the same time. They licked it slowly up and down, gently passing it back and forth, until Val lifted her eyes to him. Moment by moment the mana seemed to pour into them – pleasantly – until they were feverish and flushed. His cock was like a magical lightning rod, flooding into the girls at a touch.

“Should I kiss her?” Val asked softly.

“W-what?” Riz paused sucking his cock.

“Yes,” he nodded.

In a moment the sylph was gently kissing the other girl and Riz seemed paralyzed. But after a moment whatever was resisting in her seemed to melt away and she gently kissed her back. For a moment they were distracted with each other, the wet sounds of their lips meeting, then with a sigh of desire they traded between his cock and each other. Eager lips and tongue slippery and soft.

“Come here,” he said and pulled Riz up onto his lap.

She made quiet little protests as he guided his cock between her open legs and lifted her up so she was poised over the tip. “W-wait… what are you…”

The he pulled her down and as his cock stretched her open, she went rigid, head bent back and shivering as he reached the deepest part of her. A magical aura began dancing around where their bodies were joined.

“I really don't want to hurt you,” Ryan said, guiltily.

She moaned lightly. “It'll take more than a little spark to get rid of me.” Determined, she sank lower.

As she wrapped tightly around him, he stifled a moan and admired the way her tits swayed. The aura spread, wrapping all around her.

“Risamun…” he said.

But he was already balls deep. This time, the sparks intensified, tiny lightning bolts dancing between them. As Ryan reached out, taking her by the hips, a tiny spark of energy leaped between them—no more than the flicker of a candle flame. A subtle heat grew where the aura touched their skin, a gentle tingling that spread across her belly.

Then, grabbing her hips, he began dragging her back and forth on his cock, thrusting up each time, until she was moaning and whimpering in pleasure and, finally, was moving without any guidance from him, bouncing up and down on his cock. She met his eyes and still a little shy shook her head.

“You could have just asked, you know,” she gasped as she rode him.

“I wanted to feel that wet pussy and watch your face when I slid into you,” he smiled and as she was about to complain he circled one thumb over her clit, and she squeaked and rode him harder.

Kneeling beside them, Val wrapped herself around the other girl, one hand finding her tits to massage them. “Oh yesss,” Risamun moaned, and then gasped as Vhaelyra’s other hand moved to feel where his cock was inside her.

And as soon as she touched it Val gave a shuddering moan, eyes fluttering. The spark of mana between Ryan and Risamun grew into slender threads of light, weaving from Risamun’s cunt up through her fingertips. The luminous strands pulsed softly, winding around her fingers and creeping up her wrist like water flowing over her skin. Damn… a contact high. The light began to intertwine between all three of them.

“Do you feel that?” the pale girl asked, her eyes half-closed as if attuning herself to some invisible rhythm.

Risamun nodded slowly. “What is it?”

“Connection,” she said simply. “Let it flow.”

“Ungh – do you – ahh – want to – unmmm-hmmm – feel it – unghhhh…” Riz asked the other girl.

As a reply Val lowered her mouth to her tits and started licking them so Riz forgot about the question. Ryan could feel her getting closer… her cunt pulsing and getting hotter around him… and at the last moment he pulled her forward, his dick slipping out of her wetly and held her against his chest. She groaned in frustration, desperately trying to ride his cock but he wouldn’t let her. Made room for Val by leaving Risamun trembling and half-conscious on the bed beside him, and pulled the slender girl onto his lap instead.

“You sure you want to do this?” he asked.

She kissed him, made a soft ‘yes’ against his lips.

Perched on his lap, he teased her folds with the head of his cock and watched her begin to pant like a wild animal. Sparks danced between them like tiny lightning bolts. The sensation was intense—not painful, but overwhelming. He felt the energy spiraling, both within him and around them.

“Put it in!” she moaned.

Ryan chuckled. “Easy there, tiger.”

It was only then he guided Risamun’s mouth down to his cock and she didn’t hesitate. Licking her taste off him, happily swallowing him until he was slippery and polished for Val’s pale, tight cunt.

She was squirming, pale thighs tense as she wriggled and pleaded with her eyes. So Ryan slipped into her. The thin threads of magic energy exploded into ribbons of energy, racing from her pussy up her torso. The glow intensifying. The light wrapped around Vhaelyra's body, swirling in delicate patterns. A soft hum filled the air—a resonance that matched the steady rhythm of their breathing as they moved together. The light spread upward, and Vhaelyra groaned, gasping in pleasure.

He thrust into her and she gave a yell of surprise. Not expecting him to go so hard.

“You did ask for it…” he told her, and kissed her.

He drove up into her so she was frozen, impaled, prisoner to taking a pounding and moaning as he touched off her insides.

“Yes, yesyesyyes… harder,” she begged, arms around him.

The aura began to seep inward, the external glow gradually absorbing into her body. Ryan could feel the mana moving into her where he penetrated her body, reaching every corner of her flesh. Spreading to her hair… her fingers… her toes. Her skin took on a radiant sheen, and her star-shaped silver eyes sparkled with violet light of his magic.

Her body was warm, her insides hot to the touch as her pussy squeezed him.

Bodies pressed together, she ground her pussy on him, desperately pleasuring herself while he hit her g-spot. She was going out of her mind. Given in to the pleasure and riding him hard. She panted as he pushed deep and fast, eyes almost scared and voice catching as he drove her to her limit.

“You okay Vhaelyra?” Risamun asked, whispering in her ear.

“It feels amazing…” the girl replied and pulled her in for a kiss, so in a moment all three of them were connected, the glow pouring into the other girl’s mouth and into her chest. “Energy like this is powerful but it feels so good...”

“It’s all yours,” Riz gasped, holding her.

“A-are you sure?”

In reply Risamun Straddled Ryan’s leg behind her, sandwiching the girl between them. Well… good deeds shouldn’t go unrewarded…

Ryan slid his hand between Riz’s legs and found her dripping wet cunt. Slid two fingers inside her so she gasped, so tight.

The ribbons of magical light coursing through the sylph opened like a flower so the aura wrapped Vhaelyra completely. The light danced around her like pale fire, gentle hues of blues and greens that rippled like waves. Making a cocoon of pure energy, the boundaries between her and the magic waves blurring.

And as the contact high bled into Risamun, the girl who had already been so close to coming was driven over the edge as his fingers stroked inside her. The sudden surge of energy pulsed outward, and a bright flash enveloped them. Risamun gave a wordless cry as a shockwave sent her crumpling backward, like she’d just rode a rocket off his fingers. She hit the bed with a thud, her body momentarily stunned and shaking as she came… and came… and came…

And with one girl clinging to him, the other coming so hard her back arched like a bridge, his cock began to swell, balls ready to empty. Ryan felt a gate inside him swing open… a pool of mana inside it spreading out of his body. The girl riding him responded, shrieking and clinging to him, body shaking uncontrollably as she came next, yelling for more with each thrust until he finally let go and started to empty into her.

Ryan collapsed next to the girls, breath in ragged gasps as his entire body seemed to be filled with a hot glow. The air still crackled with the residual energy of his excess mana. And on top of him Vhaelyra was literally glowing from inside, like a hot coal had ignited in her stomach and was shining a dull pink flashlight from the inside. She lay on top of him, shuddering, mind gone blank as she attempted – and failed – to recover from the mind-shattering things he’d gone to her body. Leaving her with back arched as she kept coming uncontrollably.

For a moment, he admired the sight of her entirely swallowed by the ecstasy, a grin covered his face as he saw it go on and on… but when the light in her body grew brighter and began to spread, his smile faltered. Something was off.

“Val?” Risamun asked, starting to look concerned.

The girl clutched her stomach and her wide eyes looked to him for an explanation before she rolled out of the bunk and stumbled unsteadily to her feet. She swayed slightly, hand reaching out to steady herself against the wall of the cabin. Her face twisted in confusion.

“Rineskull... I don't feel—" Val gasped suddenly.

The light wrapping around her intensified, glowing brighter until it seemed as though Vhaelyra herself was the source. She was so bright she was hard to look at, like staring into a flood lamp, the magic illuminating her from the inside out. The energy coursed through her veins like liquid gold, and she became weightless… levitated off the ground by the sheer force of the magic flowing through her. The air crackled, and tiny glowing particles started to float around her like glimmering dust.

“Oh shit…” he gasped, staring up at her. What the fuck was this?

Horror grew in his chest. Vhaelyra's arm, outstretched towards him, began to flicker in and out of visibility. Her fingers first, then her hand, became translucent, then returned to normal, only to fade out again.

“Vhaelyra!” he scrambled from the bunk to grab her, but his hands passed through her arm as if it were made of mist. “Hold on, just hold on!”

“Huh,” the sylph said, her voice strangely calm. “So this is how it goes, huh? Gotta say, not as dramatic as I pictured. But, hey, it’s kind of fitting, isn’t it?”

There was a vortex of glowing particles of light gathering in the room, circling around the girl. No… coming from the girl. She was shedding a cloud of glowing energy. She looked up at him, a smile across her features as parts of her began to dissolve into streams of glowing mana.

Ryan's mind raced, panic threading through his brain. It was as if she was being infused with mana… too much mana... until it was eating her alive.

Oh fuck. Ohfuckfuckfuck… it was him. He’d juiced her up when he’d juiced her insides…

He needed to get it out of her… quickly. Putting his hands inside the glowing cloud he tried to draw out the mana using his energy absorption power… like sucking venom out of a snakebite.

She screamed. Like he’d just ripped part of her body away. He stopped, cutting off the removal of mana.

Fuck.

It was happening too fast… she was dissolving in front of his eyes. For one last, horrible moment she smiled. Then, like a drowning victim going under and vanishing, she was gone; nothing but the magic cloud left behind and the clattering of silver piercings falling to the deck.

His mind stuttered… she was just… gone. A person had just dissolved in front of him.

“Rineskull!” Risamun screamed.

It shocked him out of his paralysis. He had to fix it… But how?

Well… if she was dissolving like mana then he might be able to contain it somehow… keep her mana from scattering. But he’d need a container… something able to hold that much energy.

Stumbling across the room he drew the sword of Xerxia from the sheath and stood in front of the cloud. The Xerxia blade was a unique artifact, maybe the most powerful thing on the ship…

“Don’t hurt her!” Risamun shouted, misunderstanding.

Val was barely visible now, a wisp of what she once was, her form shimmering with the force of the mana that threatened to disperse her essence completely.

“I'm going to try something—just hold on!”

He closed his eyes, focusing all his will on his abilities to transform and infuse energy. But even as he did his magic eye saw through everything, seeing the room as a lattice of magical energy. Like he was looking into the matrix. He imagined weaving the dissipating strands of Vhaelyra’s being, pulling them back from the brink of oblivion. Channeling his power through the sword, he directed the flows of magical energy into the emerald blade. As soon as he did the blade flashed with an aura so bright it lit up the cabin.

Mystical energy swirl around him as Ryan fought to keep Vhaelyra from disintegrating. Bit by bit, the light began to concentrate within the sword, the blade acting as a vessel, a temporary container for her dissolving essence.

Ryan opened his eyes to find the sword before him, glowing steadily with a soft, green light. He carefully touched the blade, half-expecting to feel the warmth of Vhaelyra’s hand. Instead, his fingers met the cool surface of the sword, now pulsing gently with the life force it contained.

Silence filled the room.

“Vhaelyra?” His voice was a whisper, filled with both hope and dread. “Are you there?"

Risamun had retreated to the corner of the room, trying to get away. Eyes wide, trying not to panic. “What precisely do you mean by ‘is she in there’?” she yelled. “Explain yourself! What has happened, and what calamity have you caused to Vhaelyra?”

Think, Scully… what the fuck do you do?

The game never had anything like this… In the game using his magical energy absorption and his ability to render or infuse mana had been as easy at selecting a screen menu option… but in the real world he didn’t actually know how or why they worked… he’d been making things up as he went along.

So get creative…

One of his new gifts from Dagonestra was ability to dampen or dissolve the magical bonds in a spell. He started there. Tried to stabilize the mana within a containment circle and stabbed his thumb to draw one on the deck in blood – the best thing he had available – and slowly draw the mana out to materialize it into a new form.

He got maybe a tenth of the energy to form before the whole thing fizzled out as the energies were too chaotic, escaping the circle like water through fingers.

“What are you doing?” Risamun begged.

He ignored her. Okay… okay what else?

He stumbled to the box of treasure he’d collected and overturned it on the deck; scooped up every gem in the pile. Gems were decent storage crystals, but there were all so small. He tried siphoning as much energy off as he could, bottling it inside each stone as a kind of capacitor. But one by one they shattered under the strain, unable to contain the life force mana. Risamun yelped in fear each time.

He’d need a ruby the size of his fist – the Emerald Bane might have worked but it was back in Verbinnec.

All this experimenting wasn’t making the sword very happy. The green Xerxia blade steamed, and whisps of Vhaelyra's essence began to seep out, burning off into the air like mist on a hot morning. Panic clawed at his throat as he watched parts of her dissipate into nothingness. Time was running out, and with each failed attempt, the chance of losing her forever became more real.

He rallied his calm. Think, don’t react!

Maybe he was going through this all the wrong way… When he’d swallowed all the mana in the first place it had been hardest – rawest – absorbing the mana from the scringe stone. The mana that had been brewed into the greenblood from mushrooms grown in scringe soil had been easier. The organic component… it filtered it.

Picking up the sword he crashed out of the crew quarters and ran for the ship’s rear cargo hold, which they’d turned into an improvised morgue; he’d stashed the bodies of the ship’s officers in case he needed to make more homunculi… including the three golem consorts for Anippe.

If Vhaelyra needed a body, he could use one of them.

Banging open the hatch he saw his breath – the room was open to the aether, and almost freezing cold. He drove the sword into the deck so it stood quivering, and went to the bodies wrapped in sailcloth. Grabbing the first golem, he dragged it into the middle of the floor. Risamun arrived in the doorway behind him, babbling questions, but he tuned them out as he hastily drew magic a containment circle around the sword and body on the deck, each symbol glowing faintly as it was drawn with his blood. It was crude but it should keep the mana from escaping.

His hands were shaking.

He yanked the sword free and, with a deep breath to steady his control, plunged it into the dead golem’s chest. Risamun shrieked. The air seemed to thicken in the room as the potential magical energy gathered and he sent Vhaelyra’s life force from the sword into the new host.

It shone like an arc welder. His palms were slippery with his own blood and he concentrated, reaching for the power to control the mana, rendering it out of the temporary storage. Drawing it out he began to use his infusion ability to transfer it.

It wasn’t taking.

The power pooled around the body, refusing to go in. The body twitched under the incoming mana, like it was being hit with shock paddles in an emergency room. Using force of will he channeled it into the corpse. Almost immediately, it started to convulse, threatening to dissolve under the pressure. The magical energies were too much and as he watched the body started to dissolve. Then with a POP like a balloon the body exploded into a mist of energy.

“No!” Ryan gasped, staggering back.

It should work… it had to work… why the fuck wasn’t it working?

The magical energy that was all that was left of Vhaelyra was floating free but at least it was contained inside the circle.

“What are you doing?” Risamun pleaded. “What’s happening?”

“I’m trying to put her back in a new body!” was all he had time to shout as he grabbed the second sylph body.

Into the circle, sword as a lightning rod, channeling the mana, he repeated the process. This time, he made the transfer slower, smoother, giving it time to seep into the body. And for a moment, it seemed like it might hold. He got further, nearly half the life force crammed into its new home, before the magical energies pouring in began to pulse like a flickering fluorescent light fixture, the body blurring and starting to dissipate.

Then it got loose and continued to gain speed until the second body exploded like a rock dropped into a pond. Painting the room in liquified golem.

It was working – in theory – all he needed was to control it better.

Heart pounding, Ryan turned to the last remaining body; last remaining female body anyway; leave using one of the male ifrits as a last resort. It was now or never.

He couldn’t bear the thought of losing Vhaelyra to the horrible future she’d predicted. He wasn’t going to let it happen. Sweating and shaking, he set up the third attempt with even more care, adjusting the containment circles, recalibrating the flow of energy to be more gradual, more controlled.

But then it occurred to him; he hadn’t been able to absorb the mana from the scringe stone alone… he’d need the transmogrification power inside Risamun.

“I need your help,” he told her, grabbing her by the hand and dragging her into the circle.

“What? Me? No!” she protested.

“Listen!” he turned, shouting into her face. “I need you… Vhaelyra needs you! I can’t do this alone; I need the power you have inside, just like before. Just add it to mine and let the mana go through another circuit so it can adapt to going into a living body!”

“But…”

“Do you want her back?”

Risamun’s face hardened. “Yes!” she snapped. Then she stopped pulling away. “I’m prepared… start.”

Taking her hand, he plunged the sword into the chest of the third golem. Gritting his teeth, he pushed more of his own energy into the containment circles, trying to stabilize the form. And as he channeled the mana he felt it passing from him, through Risamun, and felt it transform.

It was working…

He layered the transmogrification with green spark healing energy, weaving them together to both repair the sylph's body and adapt it to sustain Vhaelyra’s spirit, and opened the floodgate.

The body lasted longer this time. It twitched and convulsed under the river of incoming mana, threatening to dissolve as the others had. But Ryan was ready, combining Risamun’s transmogrification and his healing powers, repairing the damage even as it occurred.

“Come on, hold together,” he muttered under his breath.

Energy was smoking and arcing off the body, scorching the wooden deck. As he fought to stabilize the merging process the light show was like sparks off a grinding wheel. Then, as the last of the energy was pushed out of the sword, the body convulsed one last time and went still.

Ryan staggered back, pulling Riz with him. The sword was empty of Vhaelyra’s mana… it had either worked, or she was gone. Sweat dripped into his eyes, but he blinked it away, panting. Risamun sagged against him, hand gripping his like a vice. The body lay still for a moment longer before a slow, steady breath lifted its chest.

Fuck yeah…

He dropped to his knees inside the circle and leaned over, watching as the sylph’s eyes fluttered open. Risamun joined him, picking up Vhaelyra’s hand and rubbing it, like she was a drowning victim who needed to be warmed up. The golem’s eyes were still white orbs, but now they have the silvery star-shaped pupils of a sylph. She blinked as they came into focus and star-shaped irises looked up at them.

“You in there?” Ryan asked.

“Well, that was a wild nap,” she croaked. “What’d I miss? Did anyone cry for me? I swear, if nobody cried, I’m gonna be disappointed.” She tried to sit up, wincing slightly.

“Are you… you in there?” Risamun asked.

“Yeah, it’s me. The one and only. Who else would come back to life just to put up with you?”

“Do you know who I am?”

Vhaelyra squinted at Ryan, her expression blank. She tilted her head, trying to remember. “Hmm, let me see... obnoxiously know-it-all, always so serious, kinda cute in that stubborn way... Oh, yeah, you must be Rineskull,” she said, grinning. “And this hot princess, did I scare you Riz? If I was going to forget anything I think I’d have forgotten the part where you’re such a pussy tease you wouldn’t bang me.” She gave him a playful slap in the face. “Nice try, though. Vhaelyra is better than ever!”

“How do you feel?”

The sylph – well she wasn’t really a sylph anymore – looked at her hands. “Well, I gotta say, that was one hell of a way to go. Ten outta ten, would recommend—except for the part where I turned into a sparkle cloud. Feels like I got hit by a ship.”

Relief flooded through him. She was alive, and still the same old Vhaelyra… Dagonestra help him.

***

The journey through the aether had taken ten days, and in that time, shipboard life had taken a new, lighter turn. Vhaelyra was still getting used to her new body; being an albino golem, a full foot taller with the muscles that went with it made her awkward as a puppy sometimes. She’d bang her head into doorframes, or break wooden spoon just by holding them too tight. But other than that, she loved it. She especially loved trying to get Risamun to arm-wrestle her.

Risamun, for her part, had undergone her own transformation. She wasn’t the hesitant debutante princess she used to be, although it poked through every now and then. She spoke with more certainty and less like she was the boss of everyone, without the brittle edge it used to have. She and Vhaelyra still argued constantly, their bickering filling the ship like background noise, but it wasn’t the rivalry it once had been. Now, their sniping was full of fondness, and Ryan could see they were quickly becoming inseparable—best friends… though neither of them would admit to it.

Then there was Lump. The first officer homunculus had taken to running the crew of its fellow homunculi like some kind of philosopher king. Tough but fair. Ryan had to watch what he said around it, since anything he ever said was treated like he was some new age guru giving wisdom. Random comments about magic, engines, or even random life hacks had a tendency to be parroted back at him by the crew but through a broken game of telephone.

Like, ‘doesn’t matter how good you are at something, it’s how good you look to people when you’re doing it’ he had mentioned once – something he’d learned climbing the corporate ladder. He couldn’t figure out why the homunculi all stared at him like they were in a staring contest for days until he overheard Lump talking to the crew while they were gathered in the galley: “It doesn’t matter how good you are, it’s about looking at people real good while you do it.”

Assuming Vhaelyra was still as good at navigation in her new form, she’d predicted they would arrive at Verbinnec in a day. With only a few more watches until they arrived, Ryan had climbed out the top hatch and sat on the catapult platform, braced by cold aether winds, watching the clouds shift as the ship glided forward up the aether river

The one thing that wasn’t fixed on the ship… was him.

While he could risk some quick touches here and there, he was still so magically overclocked that he had to stay away from Vhaelyra and Risamun. When he fell asleep at night he still replayed the moment over and over in his mind—the surge of cursed mana as he climaxed with Vhaelyra… watching the resigned look on her face as she started to vanish.

I mean… he was the number one lover man in Eldwick, but he’d never actually made a girl come so hard she exploded before…

He’d managed to save Vhaelyra, but he’d had plenty of time to think it through. The problem would be the same with anyone. He might be cursed this way forever now. A walking ticket to get blasted into raw magic every time he was with a woman.

And he had nobody to blame but himself.

It was reckless to absorb the scringe mana. He had been so consumed by the need to regain his own powers, so focused on the how, that he had never stopped to question if he should. Now he had his abilities back – and was stronger than ever – and he could destroy everyone he cared about with the same energy he had hoped would protect them.

“Good fucking job, Ryan… so busy playing the hero, you became the villain,” he muttered to himself.

“Ryan?” Vhaelyra called from behind him. “I found you... have you been out here for hours.”

Ryan looked back to see the pale shape of Vhaelyra moving up the spine of the ship’s hull towards him. Her new form was perfect, without scars, brands or magical glyphs to seal her power. Built like a heavyweight boxer… maybe like that Gina Carano chick when she was still fighting. The face was pretty but wasn’t the one he’d grown to know, at least the eyes and the mind behind them were her.

Despite the ordeal, she seemed as relaxed about her fate as ever.

He couldn’t meet her eyes. “I needed some time.”

She settled beside him, comforting warmth of her body leaning against his as her bare legs hung over the void next to his.

“Why are you always so far away, huh?” she asked, her voice softer than usual. “Not talking distance—I mean, why are you keeping yourself locked up in there?”

“Well for starters I nearly killed you, so been thinking I should keep my distance.”

“Listen, you couldn’t have known how it’d all turn out, alright? You did what you thought needed doing. And when everything went sideways, you pulled me back. You made something out of nothing, a damn miracle when no one else would’ve managed it.”

“Sure… I’m a hero.”

“Do you think I resent you? Or am scared of you?”

“It had occurred to me,” his voice cracked slightly. “I put you in danger because I was selfish.”

Vhaelyra reached out, placing a gentle hand on his. There was a thrum of magic energy that connected them like trying to hold the lid on a blender. “You were just trying to keep us safe, you know? You acted because you wanted to help, to save us. That’s not selfish—that’s gutsy, even if it wasn't perfect. We’re all still here, still kicking, still in this together, and that’s on you, Rineskull. So cut yourself some slack.”

She was trying to be kind, and her words soothed some part of his pain. She turned to him and leaned in to kiss him. When he pulled away, she was faster and planted a kiss on his lips. Little electric ribbons of mana passed between them and crackled on her lips when she pulled away.

Her face was flushed. “You want break me so easily,” she said. “I’m stronger now. See?” She flexed her bicep.

“All the same… I’m not risking it,” he sighed. “You know the first thing I’m gonna do when we get home?”

“Start a fight club?” she suggested.

“What? No… first thing I’m gonna do is find a cure for this curse.”

“Oh…” she said, disappointed. “Fight club could wait for a little bit… I guess.”

He had a feeling they wouldn’t need a club… there’d be enough fighting when the baroness found out he was back. He winced. That wasn’t nearly half as scary as how Ellsbat was going to react to his new vow of celibacy.

Badly… he thought, she’s going to take it badly…

***

Ryan and his demon harem are back in book 4 where they face the baroness, become land owners, go to Orctown, and deal with the worst curse of all – potential celibacy!

Get notified when new books come out by signing up to the mailing list.

Like this book? Please leave a review!

If you enjoyed this title and want to see more, please consider leaving a review and maybe a comment… I don’t farm reviews from China so feedback from real readers like you goes a long way to help me keep telling more stories like this. Thank you all!
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