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NOTE: please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!

When you stare into the void, the void has your back!

The untamed wilderness, land of the free. Safely sheltered under the protection of demons, orcs, vampires and the Sorceress of Pell’s Doom herself, the lowest of the low goblins, kobolds, rats and skeletons… and even Fetch, the sorceress’ familiar… live their quiet lives in the sprawling dungeon of the Veil of Nethermire.

Monster society might live by its own gob-eat-gob code, but at least they have a code. Sure they summoned Fetch’s soul from another world to serve a sorceress, and okay… orcs bully him every day, and maybe his job is cleaning up after sacrificing virgins to demons… but that one’s not on him… I mean… how hard would it have been to lose your virginity and avoid being sacrificed?

But everything changes when the ‘hero’ adventurers of the Black Company show up to take over the land. They destroyed his home, killed his master, butchered everyone he knew and chopped up his girlfriend. But the heroes made one mistake: underestimating the weakest monsters and leaving Fetch alive.

Now the useless sorceress’ familiar has to build a team of losers to get their revenge and take out the heroes who thought they were too scrub to matter. And to do it he’s got a secret weapon: steal the enemy’s humanity.

With a mimic that loves chaos, a goblin queen with a past she can't escape, and a skeleton warrior who can’t die, there's no horror they haven't already faced on a Tuesday, no common decency they haven’t already trampled over, and no plan more evil than what they do before breakfast every day.

Can Fetch lead his ragtag band of monsters to turn the tide against an encroaching wave of heroes? Or will their newfound humanity make them too soft to unleash hell on their enemies?

18+ CONTENT WARNING: this story is a fantasy harem adventure where the morals and social constructs of today’s world don’t apply to monsters. Be prepared for shapeshifters in the bedroom, goblin husbandry, dating your boss to get ahead, fang addiction, moonshine, smoking halfling pipeweed, prying of muskets from cold dead hands, dominant demons getting put in their place, hooking up on the job, and stepping on slimes. And that’s what they do for fun, just wait until they decide to get revenge.

If your monocle just popped out and you’re clutching your pearls, then don’t blame me if you read this story and never look at a halfling the same way again. You were warned.


Prologue

From the air Manhattan Island almost looked like it did in the Used-to-be. The skyscrapers weren’t there, of course, but the shape of the island and rivers were mostly the same, and he felt a moment of vertigo as memory washed over him, which was a very bad idea riding the back of a wyverex.

But for a moment there he felt like he was coming in to land at LaGuardia and seeing the city laid out in orderly rows below as the plane banked.

“You’re thinking again, aren’t you?” the goblin girl beside him said. “You think too much. Time to stay with us; this is your day.”

He gripped the saddle on the half-bat, half-lizard creature, terror at a long drop to his death rising up in his throat, but the goblin only hooted in excitement. Instead of steel and glass skyscrapers, colossal stone towers and temples rose up from the spreading maze-city of wooden buildings. A new world, a new version of the city. Patches of it still smoldered, the battle scars sending thin plumes of smoke into the clear sky that the wyverex’s wings cut through.

Ren shouted where to land and the creature descended toward an immense stone pyramid that overlooked what, in another world, would have been Central Park. Here, it was a big artificial lake surrounded by a paved square, ringed with columns like the Egyptian temple at Karnak

Did the pyramids and the sphinx still exist in this world, or had they never happened? Part of him wanted to travel there and see, but then again… if they weren’t there it would be even worse.

The winged beast stirred up a dust cloud as if braked on the air coming in to land in the center of a screaming mob of his own occupying army – goblins, trolls, elves, and more, all cheering – Ren dismounted, glad to be on solid ground again, and was swept up onto the back of the war wagon; it was beat up, old and made of painted wood, and still looked like the circus caravan it had started as, and not the command center of a revolutionary army. The gnome driver goaded the woolly mammoth pulling it, and the parade set off down the road toward the grand pyramid, through the thousands of defeated humin subjects.

The Ratling shock troops – in trench coats, spiked helmets and armed with musket rifles – held back the enthusiastic crowd, humins and monsters both chanting, ‘Ren, Ren, Ren!’ He gave them the tiniest nod and wave, his face breaking into a reluctant smile, and the small gesture made them go berserk.

He was about to take a seat when the chair on the back of the wagon shifted and melted until it became the naked form of Casket, throwing kisses to the crowd, long pink hair waving. Great, now what was he supposed to sit on?

Not that she ever had much shame, but this was a new level of exhibitionism he was afraid might awaken something in the girl. She posed for the crowd like a mix of a WWE wrestler and Mylie Cyrus. Even after all this time he still admired the naked curves of the girl. The crowd cheered her, waving and dancing with shouts of ‘Cas, Cas, Cas!’

After her public display, she slipped beside Ren and Needy. “Great choice of wheels for your big parade, Ren. Hey, here’s an idea, next time instead of riding a piece of garbage like this why not just rent out the shitwagon that collects all the chamber pots for the city?”

“Thanks,” he replied, shaking his head.

“It’s humble!” Needy scolded her friend.

“Sorry… what’s the humble part?” Cas asked, leaning on the rail of the wagon. “The chariot riders throwing coins to the crowd, the honor guard of naked dryads tossing flower petals for him to walk on, or the banners with his face painted on them we handed out to the crowd that they’re waving?”

Back in the used-to-be of pretending to be a languages student, he remembered a lecture where the teacher mentioned how Roman emperors marching in victory parades would have a slave standing beside them whispering in their ear what a piece of shit they were… as a reminder not to think they were super-human. Cas was doing a pretty good job at it, but the problem was… he kinda was super-human.

As the cart reached the foot of the pyramid where the dignitaries, generals, captives and enemy leaders had gathered, Ren hopped off the wagon and signalled to the elven band. They began to play their horns, drums and stringed instruments a tune he’d taught them. And as he climbed the steps of the pyramid above the crowd, the elfhorns began to play the theme from the Rocky movies. Ren jogged up the steps, pumping his fists over his head, mugging to the crowd and they ate it up. Damn… hard to beat the classics.

He was still humming ‘…Duh-na-NAH, Duh-na-NUHH…’ to himself as the rest of his generals and consorts met him with hugs and high-fives him on the speaker’s platform. Needy and Cas joined him at his side.

Overlooking the throng from the pyramid, he raised his hands for quiet and the orc wardrums pounded, big as cars, loud as a stack of amps at a heavy metal concert. He could feel the sound in his chest and the noise sent a shockwave through the crowd that forced them to quiet.

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire!” Ren began, pointing to the still-burning city. “Anyone can see the writing in the sky, and from this day forward, my people will no longer hide and cower waiting for humins to plan for our destruction.”

His words echoed out over the silent stone square packed with defeated humins. “We could have burned your city to the ground and BURIED IT in bodies. We could have made the ocean a DEAD SEA, turned all your lands into a WASTELAND. Could have made you live the same way my people have, cowering in the dirt, LIKE GRUBS! Because that’s WHAT YOU’D DO TO US!”

His voice had risen to a scream. Faces in the crowd scared, and pale. He was shocked by the anger in his own voice. The pure, fist-clenching pain and fury that made him want to do it… made him want to make them suffer… made him want to see how they liked living in fear…

Beside him, Needy’s small green hand slipped into his. And Cas rested hers on his shoulder. He looked at them, and some of the raw fury drained away. If he did all those things he’d spend the rest of his life as a dark lord, destroying everything in his path. But…

“But that’s not what we want,” he shouted to the crowd.

“Your people have always been afraid what would happen if our kind ever fought back… if a leader brought all the monsters together out of the dark ages. Shitting your pants at the day when we could build our own cities where humins had no place, when we have our own armies, our own religion, our own kingdoms! And that day of reckoning is on you... now!”

A silence went through the crowd, loud as a whisper, chills going up their spines. Ren let the moment hang uncomfortably long.

“But now... now we will put away our magic. Now we will put down our swords. We’ve proved to you we’re not slaves or vermin or monsters anymore… And you… who used to call yourselves better than us… are now the dirt between our toes. And we, who are monsters, can be more humin than humins.”

The monster army he’d brought with him cheered at that, while some of the humins sobbed in relief. That’s good. Good that they wanted it too.

“If it is humin's destiny to be dominated by monsters, then it is my will that he be ruled with compassion and understanding. So, no vengeance, no burning, no destruction… Today we see a new world, where we live together, or die alone.”

The cheer started from somewhere and went on until the orc drums pounded them to silence.

“And to begin the new world, we have something special planned to show the end of the old one!” Ren yelled and motioned to his General of Rats.

A cannon was wheeled out, and the orderly marching rat soldiers escorted a bound prisoner to the artillery piece. The little man was a harfoot – a race of humin-looking creatures done in half-scale – fully grown at three feet tall. Ren had ordered the rocket made special… not for the assault and bombardment of the city, but for this one execution.

The crowd watched as the artillerists loaded a rocket as big as a tree trunk to the firing platform, then, as the harfoot struggled and screamed and begged, they strapped him securely to his ride and cranked the platform, so it was nearly vertical.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t know! I’ll do anything you want!” the little man screamed desperately.

Ren waved to the band and they began to play the stars and stripes – another tune he’d had to teach them – and then the Rat General lit the rocket’s fuse. There was a moment as it burned down, then as it lit the solid fuel there was a massive hissssss as the engine ignited and the missile – harfoot and all – vanished upwards in a spiral of smoke and a single cry of ‘I’m soreeeeeee…’

High overhead the rocket exploded with a dull BOOOM and disintegrated into a huge shower of red crackling sparks.

“In the rocket’s red glare! Bombs bursting in air!” Ren sang at the top of his lungs, but he sang it alone, in American, and there weren’t many who could have understood it that well.

Then he laughed maniacally at the destruction of the most hated harfoot in the world. A weight off his shoulders that made him feel lighter than he had in years.

“Welp… that little shit’s finally dead. Now the fun can really start!” Cas slapped her hands together eagerly.

Ren eyed the two girls suspiciously. “Wait… what are you talking about, there’s the ritual and the ceremonial sword breaking and all that surrendering of kings… and…”

“Yeah, yeah… save it for later,” the mimic put her lips over his mouth to shut him up.

“We have a better surprise for you,” Needy smiled. “Bring in the princesses!” she shouted.

The goblin shock troops swarmed forward herding two groups to the courtyard in front of the stage. They were clearly nobility and looked like the royal families of Zuider Zee and Accomack. The ones dressed in severe black with dark hair would be the Lord Regent of the Dominion of Accomack, and the ones in the gaudy colors with blonde hair would be the viking king of Zuider Zee – it was his capital city Ren was currently occupying.

“I demand that my claim for petition of marriage be heard first!” the Lord Regent shouted angrily.

“Step ye back, ye insufferable black hat!” the huge King of Zuider Zee shouted back. “Tis my daughter who shall offer her bridehood to the Usurper first!”

“Unspeakable!” the Lord Regent foamed at the mouth. “He shall marry my daughter!”

“That pale witch? No, mine!”

“Your buxom hussy of a daughter hasn’t a thought between her pretty ears!”

“Take that back!”

“Make me!”

A donnybrook broke out between the two kings, with none of the goblins looking interested in stopping it. They were actually taking bets. Like kids on the schoolground.

“Bring forth the slime of judgement!” Cas yelled dramatically, grinning.

A platform with a shallow ten by ten wooden vat was wheeled out. It was filled with hundreds of blue slimes – harmless, but slipperier than KY jelly. And without prompting, the princesses eyed each other evilly and stripped down to their undies to face each other at the slime pool.

The pale figure with severe dark hair threw the first insult. “My blood runs with the magic of generations of wizards… and my loins with give the Usurper an heir with unlimited magical power!” the princess of Accomack glared.

“Ha! I’ll beat you to death with nothing but my chest and the heir will be mine!” the princess of Zuider Zee shouted back. She was a true viking beauty, six foot tall and double Ds. “And besides… with those narrow hips you won’t be able to have more than six or seven children!”

“You cow!”

“Say that again, witch!”

And the two princesses threw themselves at each other, slipping and sliding in the vat of slimes, kicking and biting and pulling hair, but in the frictionless pool it was aggressiveness that counted more than size. The crowd cheered, goblins betting, Rat Soldiers leaning on their rifles and taking a smoke break.

“They do they know there’s already several heirs ahead of them, right?” Ren asked Cas quietly.

“Shhh,” Cas said. “Don’t ruin it! Just… let it happen.”

“A hundred gold on the one with bee-stings for breasts!” Needy shouted. “She looks scrappy!”

Ren sat back, shook his head, and decided to let the girls have their fun. He’d fought and bled and killed his way to this day, and so had they. How long had it been? How long had they been fighting? Since he been reborn? No… not when he’d arrived, but around the time of Isidore’s last Dark Gathering.

***


Chapter 1   : The Used-to-be

The monsters getting ready to pierce the Veil of Shadows looked as busy as a pit crew at the Indy 500.

The summoning chamber was packed by the time Ren got there. The air so thick with incense he felt like he’d walked into a feminist bookstore. This was the first of three forbidden rituals the sorceress had planned leading up to the Dark Gathering and his sixth in as many months since he’d arrived. He’d stopped asking questions about what the rite was going to require.

He didn’t want to know.

Not that it bothered him, he just figured he had a good thing going here – cheating death – so what if it involved a few dark rituals?

There were a pair of ogres hauling a big iron cauldron in, so that probably meant something horrific. Most of the basic stuff was done already: eerily glowing runes painted on the floor in blood – check, candles made from the rendered fat of a pus demon lit and casting weird shadows – check, blood-crusted copper dagger and blood collection bucket – check. It was time for the detail work and that meant him or one of the other familiar-candidates.

He spotted Kyra hovering over the altar, re-arranging the demon fetishes, delicate bronze wings buzzing as she hovered over the table to get an aerial view of the summoning circle. He felt a surge of nervousness that had nothing to do with dark sorcery.

Don’t fuck this up…

Tucking the bag under one arm Ren hopped into the air, flying over the heads of the two wolf-weirds polishing sacrificial daggers, and flew up beside her. His batwings felt clumsy beside the dragonfly wings of the pixie.

“Hey, Kyra,” he greeted her, speaking up to be heard over the noise of the chamber.

She spared him a brief glance, a smile there and gone in a moment. “What do you want, Fetch?” she asked.

Ren showed her the leather sack of powdered silver. “I’m on protective circle duty,” he said, trying not to sound like he was boasting.

“Right,” she said. “Well, somebody’s got to do it, right? Gotta have the basics.”

“Right,” he sighed. He’d busted his ass studying glyphs for a month to get a job closer to her on the summoning crew. And she acted like it was drain-cleaning duty. “Well, the altar looks good. Nice placement of the aetheric collecting crystal; get maximum arcane resonance there.”

Kyra's eyes narrowed, looking for an insult but softened slightly at his genuine appreciation. “Thanks,” she muttered, her attention already drifting back to her task.

He felt a stab of disappointment but pushed it aside. “I’m gonna be pretty busy but I could lend you a hand if you wanted.”

Kyra gave him a stare. “No, I've got this,” she replied.

“Yeah, I see you do; just let me know if you need anything,” he said with a smile, and flew back to the summoning circle on the floor.

Six months and he was no closer to hitting that. He could’ve stayed in the library, on a nice cushy job translating books from Saexony into Frankish. but she never even would’ve known he existed. He worked like a bastard trying to get in with Isinore’s top familiars, just to be around her. You think she would’ve respected the effort.

Kneeling on the cold stone floor, he began pouring thin trails of powdered silver in meticulous patterns to cage angry spirits once the ritual started.

“Another piece of trash, fished from the waters of the underworld… just like you, Fetch. And for this I have to stay up after daybreak?”

Larion, the number two ranked apprentice, was drawing a sigil at the pentagram point nearest Ren, and he heard the bored vampire apprentice muttering under his breath. The vampire was a fickle princess and even a sideway glare might set him off, but Ren studied his work. Looked over the demonomicon Larion was using to draw the sigil. Pay attention, see what you can learn.

He was still there when Kyra had finished up and gone for the night. Lost in his task, Ren muttered the incantations from memory, brow furrowed in concentration. The air hummed with magical energy as the other servants hustled, smudging incense and chanting incantations to prepare for the real deal when Isinore took over.

Finished the third ward, he admired the work. Not bad.

Back aching, he pulled a strip of dwarf jerky from his satchel and flew over to settle on a stool by the door to take a break. He’d barely started gnawing on the rock-hard jerky when the chair suddenly bucked and there was a sharp pain in his ass.

“Fuck!” he jolted off the stool into the air, hovering as the meat dropped out of his jaws.

The three-legged stool was hopping back and forth under him, a giant mouth splitting the seat with sharp teeth and a pair of eyes growing from the sides. It caught the dropped snack and chomped it up.

“Fucksakes, Cas!” he snapped. “Don’t you have to be a bucket somewhere?” he massaged his sore backside.

“Bahahahaha! Got you! Geez, Fetch, it’s almost too easy,” the stool howled laughter.

This was the mimic’s idea of a good game – a sortof ongoing contest of hide and seek where she was always the one that hid. Had to be a mimic thing.

“I’ve got this whole pentagram to finish before morning could you maybe not sneak up on me? One wrong sigil and whatever Isinore’s gonna summon will break right through the protection circle.”

“Yell all you want but the phantom ass biter will never stop!” Cas laughed. “Better watch yourself or next time I’ll bite your dick.”

“Uhhh, Cas, dude…”

“That’s right I’ll just fit your whole dick in my mouth and you won’t be able to stop me!” she went on, apparently unaware what she was describing.

“Cas…”

“Ha-ha terrifying, right?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he shook his head.

Her monster grin slowly faltered as she saw the look on his face. “Hey, Fetch, what’s up buddy? You look like crap.”

“Just another day in paradise,” he muttered, exhausted.

“What did she do now?” Cas asked.

“Who?”

“Stop pretending. Every time Kyra is a bitch you get all mopey.”

“I do not!”

“Fetch, you’ve been trying to get with her for months, I'm telling you, you'd be better off without her. She’s not that special anyway.”

“Thanks for being so supportive…”

The stool rolled her eyes. “Remember last week when she made you cancel our plans to watch the new orc recruits get hazed so you could hang out? And then she never showed up?”

He shrugged. “Well, she said something came up.”

“Yeah, the fact you’re a pussy.”

“Listen if you’d ever had a boyfriend…” Ren began.

Cas made a barfing sound.

“Or girlfriend…”

Cas made an even louder barfing sound.

“…you’d know this is just how it is.”

Cas's big eyes softened, and she continued in a much quieter voice. “You just shouldn't let Kyra treat you like that.”

Ren's jaw tightened, a flicker of annoyance hitting home at her words. “I've got bigger things to worry about right now. I've got to focus on this ritual. We can talk later, okay?”

She pursed her mimic lips and stared at him hard. “Yeah, sure thing, Fetch. We’ve all got work to do…”

He knew Casket was trying to be helpful, but she had no clue what he’d gone through.

You didn't hear me complaining when I died in a car crash and got summoned to this dump. And I had a lot more to lose than you.

In his old life in the used-to-be he’d been rich, young, good looking… had everything to live for. Now what did he have? Mopping up innards from a sacrificial altar. He glared at the other monsters preparing the room. These chumps were a bunch of illiterate minions too useless to survive on their own… or at least he assumed so. He’d never really seen much of his new world outside of the Veil of Nethermire. Point was, its not like they had much to lose.

Not like he did.

***

Six months ago, it had been a ritual just like this one that had brought him to this world.

He’d been in a car… that much he remembered. And… a car crash?

So, what the fuck was he doing hovering in the air in a dungeon with a bunch of assholes in hoods chanting? His first thought was a prank by his fraternity bros as part of some sort of reunion bullshit. Then he looked at his hands and feet and saw he was a ghost.

Or transparent… or whatever – either way, he had no fucking body. And the more they chanted, the lower he was pulled down, like being a fish on a line. A disembodied spirit, floating outside his body, tugged bit by bit to the uncomfortable end.

Keep it together Darren… think back… what the fuck happened?

Last thing he remembered was… the leather upholstery of the Mercedes. Good! Progress. A bunch more came tumbling all at once: the cool desert wind, an empty highway between LA and Las Vegas, and a girl. What had her name been? Something almost like a real name but sounded made up, like Kaylor or Britalee… He remembered there was drinking… and she was definitely blowing him while they drove… and he remembered the lights of an oncoming tractor trailer. But it was thin, like smoke. The more he focussed on details, the more it slipped away.

It all that felt like a story someone had told him

Okay… so, dead? Yeah?

That was supposed to mean the afterlife, so if he wasn’t in the great beyond, this was one of those near-death experiences… kindof a shitty one. Instead of floating above a hospital surgery, looking down on a sterile operating theatre with doctors and nurses trying to put him back together, he had this shit. A stone room with weird circular drawings on the floor. And instead of his normal body laying on a stone slab there was a little corpse – child-sized, not even two feet tall – and standing over the boy was a startling raven-haired woman in black with startling blue eyes.

Damn. She was something. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to fuck her or get spanked by her.

The black silk robes she wore clung so tight to her smokeshow body that he could tell how cold her nipples were. But he would’ve been hypnotized even if she was wearing a potato sack. She was like a black-haired dark angel. The aura around her filled the room.

Then his attention went to the kid’s body on the slab. It had an open ribcage and didn’t seem entirely… normal. It had big blue eyes like a cat, pointed ears, a pair of bat-like wings on his back and long clawed toes. As he watched the woman in black ran a curved knife over the palm of her hand, but instead of blood it dripped wisps of black steam. She dripped the black steam inside the open rib cage and the heart began to beat.

Fuck…

The dark angel’s chanting got louder until it was echoing through the chamber like thunder. He felt himself being reeled downward with each word, until he was hovering just overhead. The air crackled with arcs of black energy jumping across the stone slab. Then the woman in the black robe looked up and stared right into him. The blue eyes sent shivers down his spine.

“It's ready. Now hurry up and jump into your new body,” she commanded. It was a mashed-up strange dialect of French. Which he understood reasonably well.

‘What the hell are you talking about?’ he replied. He wasn’t talking… not really, but somehow the woman heard him

She almost looked amused, and this time spoke in a weirdly thick English that sounded a bit like she was an extra at Ye Olde Renaissance Faire…

“I summoned you from the underworld web of souls because I needed a homunculus.” Her tone said she wasn’t used to people arguing with her often. “Now get in,” she insisted.

‘Fuck that.’

The blue eyes narrowed, her patience wearing thin. “Your name. What is it?” she demanded.

Ren hesitated. ‘Darren,’ he replied.

A flicker of amusement crossed her features. “De reign?” she mused, testing the sound of the name on her tongue. “You call yourself ‘the king’. That won't do at all. I shall call you... Fetch,” she declared.

‘Fetch? What kind of name is that?’ he protested.

“Because you shall fetch my things,” she stated matter-of-factly.

‘Look, lady, what are you even talking about?’

She looked at him with a smirk. “Ah, well, you were in another world, and you died. Now your soul is owned, by me, in this new one,” she explained, as if she were discussing the weather. “You can never return to the used-to-be.”

And before Ren could gather his wits to reply to that bullshit, her hand shot out like a snake, grabbing his soul out of the air in a vice-grip. Then she stuffed him into the cavity of the tiny body.

A wave of dizziness washed over him as he watched her begin to chant, holding her hand palm-down over him. It had a tattoo. A black symbol that moved, shifting like it was alive. To his horror, the rune seemed to look back at him. Until with a crunch the ribcage slammed shut, everything went dark, and the next thing Ren knew he was sitting up and coughing, his body freezing cold, his flesh tingling like a film of plastic-wrap being stretched over his skin.

And that was how he was reborn into the body of a tiny homunculus in the service of Isinore Crowstrike, Sorceress of the Nethermire veil, The Hexminder, Maiden of Pell’s Doom.

***


Chapter 2   : Another Day, Another Ritual Sacrifice

“No way am I cleaning this up,” Ren grumbled.

The lead-up to the Blood Pledge Ceremony was getting more and more hectic. After the Veil of Shadows, it was the Rite of the Shadowborn and then Isinore had to complete the Sanguine Pact before the Dark Gathering. Ren stood in the dimly lit chamber of the sorceress's psychomanteum, taking in the horror-movie scene in front of him. The Sanguine Pact had left the air thick with the metallic tang of blood. And the piles of bodies were making him a bit queasy. And to top it off nobody had bothered to dispel the lost souls trapped in the hall of mirrors. The wailing of their eternal torment driving nails into Ren’s skull.

When he’d first arrived, he’d been horrified by the rituals, and bit by bit he’d lost his sympathy and then become flat-out annoyed by the sacrifices making such a fuss about dying. Having your beating heart cut out of your chest was probably no worse way to go than a car crash. Back in the used-to-be thousands of people died in automobile crashes every day, just going to work. The Mayans had sacrificed people to appease their sun god and it had just been part of daily life. There was probably about the same chance of a violent death either way… what was the difference?

He avoided most of the mess by taking flight to head for the podium, trying to ignore the sight of the scattered remains and the pooling blood that was starting to congeal. But then he set down at the podium he noticed some of the blood splashes had reached the pages of the book laid open there.

“Fuckers!”

Great… now all the pages would stick together, and that fucking golem would be on his ass about library fines. He gritted his teeth, head throbbing with each scream form a lost soul.

“Would you just shut up already?” he muttered, rubbing his temples in a losing attempt to ease the headache. “Some of us have hangovers… If they hadn’t wanted to be virgin sacrifices, they should've just lost their virginity… How hard is that?”

Speaking of which, if he didn’t – finally – get laid with Kyra during the Dark Gathering, he was gonna start to go blind.

He blamed the – uh – bonus-sized junk his new body had. It hadn’t been something he paid attention to when he first saw it, but his two-foot body grown out of magic and Isinore’s blood had a very full-sized humin dick and balls. He didn’t want to think about why… But the end result was a sex-drive that would make rabbits blush. And considering Kyra was giving him a serious case of blue-balls, he only had one way to release the backed-up tension.

Turning his attention to the blood-spattered ancient book propped open on the bookstand, Ren sighed. What were the odds he would end up in some kind of parallel world where weird versions of French and English existed. This book, for example, was written in some sort of really old French. But the stranger coincidence was that he’d studied languages in college, which had seemed like a useless degree, but now seemed to be his main job requirement. He knew French, some Spanish, a decent amount of Latin and a bit of ancient Greek. But what nagged at him was that maybe it wasn’t a coincidence at all; that maybe Isinore had chosen him because he could already speak the languages. That maybe that last-minute jerk on the steering wheel that drove him head-on into a semi wasn’t an accident either.

Now you’re getting paranoid…

He squinted at the faded pages, his brow furrowing in concentration; he tried his best not to think about the fact he seemed to be in a parallel world, especially if he wanted to sleep at night.

“What's virginity?” a voice asked out nowhere.

Ren jumped back from the book as the podium under it began to melt and reform. The mimic lowered the book to the table of knives and metal bowls for holding still-beating hearts and Casket shifted her body into what he assumed was her favorite shape: a small treasure chest. Two big gems on top blinked open as her eyes and the lid of the chest formed her mouth.

“Seriously, Cas?” he yelled. “Quit sneaking up on me like that!”

“You love it,” she grinned. “So… what’s virginity?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m serious.”

She had to be pranking him again. “How can you not know?”

“I dunno… must be a two-leg thing. Cross my heart and hope to die,” she replied.

Ren sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he attempted to wrap his head around the concept. She was a weird monster, after all. Maybe her kind didn’t have a word for it?

“Alright, if you really want to know…” he began, launching into an explanation of what virginity entailed. He glossed over the metaphysical concepts that for the purposes of magic ‘virginity’ was considered more of a state of innocence rather than a physical state. At least that’s what the books said. He was pretty sure the concept of innocence and morality in general was something that the monster-girl would just have no concept of.

As he spoke, he noticed Cas's curious gaze fixed on him, hanging onto his every word.

“Well, that explains it,” Cas interrupted, nodding thoughtfully. “Mimics reproduce by growing a smaller mimic on their back until it falls off, like my cousin Kiki grew off of Uncle Bart.”

Ren blinked in surprise. He hadn't realized that mimics reproduced through asexual budding; Isinore had a monster bestiary in the library he should check out; there was probably a lot of things about the creatures that lived in his new world he didn’t know about.

“And that’s gotta be what’s got Needles so hung up,” the mimic went on.

“Huh? What do you mean?” Ren asked, nudged out of his thoughts.

“Well goblins aren’t exactly known for being innocent. She’s eighteen, that’s an old spinster among her kind. Most goblin girls her age have had a dozen kids by now.”

“What does that have to do with—”

“I was getting there. Needy says she can’t have a man touch her or she’ll lose her magic powers.”

“Needy has magic powers?”

“Well… she says she does.”

“Huh…” Ren stood there with his mouth open. How had he not noticed it before?

It was then the clean-up crew arrived. A dozen kobold servants scurried in, yapping and chattering to each other. Kobolds were skinny lizards that walked on their lower legs like people, and had a bug-eyed, nervous look like a gecko. Goblins might be considered Isinore’s weakest minions, but kobolds were the lowest of the low. The illegals of the monster world, doing jobs nobody else wanted to do for a tenth of the price.

This bunch carried mops, shovels and buckets and set to mopping up the remnants of the recent ritual. They looked sickly, probably from scrubbing up the remains of dark magic and arcane energy that clung to the room. Stuff was pretty toxic. Like handling industrial waste with your bare hands. No wonder nobody else wanted the job. The kobolds nattered amongst themselves as they worked, their movements quick and nervous as they scrubbed away the stains of dark magic.

His thoughts were interrupted by a lisping voice.

“Good evening, fellows! May the invisible light of the dark star shine upon you this glorious time!”

One of the kobolds had approached them, chin held high, wearing a rusted pot for a helmet and wielding a dull knife with a broken tip in his belt. He bowed, almost losing the pot in the process. Ren suppressed a sigh as he recognized the familiar figure.

“Not this guy again,” Cas muttered under her breath.

Sweep's lizard eyes sparkled as he adjusted the makeshift, wobbling helmet again “My lord Fetch,” he intoned. “It is an honor to serve in your presence.”

Ren offered a half-hearted wave in response, mustering a small smile as the kobold drew nearer. “Hey, Sweep,” he greeted him reluctantly. “How's it hanging?”

“It hangs heavy like a dark cloud of fate above me,” Sweep answered solemnly.

Cas scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Give it a rest, Sweep. You're a mop and bucket, not some noble avenger.”

But Sweep drew himself up to his full eighteen inches of height. “I shall remember these slights when I am a dragon,” he proclaimed angrily. “And pay you back tenfold… furniture!”

“What did you just call me, you son of a newt?” Cas immediately snapped in fury. She turned a bright red color. Mimics were like mood rings, and right now she was furious.

The chest lid grew fangs that snapped shut as she lunged at the kobold. Sweep let out a startled cry, scrambling away to avoid the chomping chest. Items on the table went flying and Ren had to make a leap to catch the book before it fell in the blood.

Ren threw himself between the two, holding Cas back. “Hey! Chill out!” he shouted. “If this book gets ruined, Isinore will skin us both alive!”

Cas turned on Ren, eyes blazing with fury. “Did you hear what he called me?” she seethed. Then shouting at the dog-lizard as he scuttled back amongst his own kind “Keep walking you jumped up skink! Say that again and I’ll swallow him whole and spit out the bones in the latrine!”

Calling a mimic furniture was one of the worst insults in their society, and Ren knew that Cas wasn’t about to let it drop.

“Keep it together, Cas. He’s just a fucking kobold… not even worth it.”

“I’ll disappear that little bastard!” Cas ranted.

“Geezus, Cas. Enough.”

The mimic stomped towards the exit. “I’m out of here!”

“Cas…”

“I don’t have to listen to a lizard!”

“Okay fine. See you for feeding duty tomorrow, kay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” the mimic grumbled as she left.

***


Chapter 3   : Moonshine

Ren got up early, flew down from his next above the kitchens, grabbed a sausage roll from the orc cooks that was intended for the guards, and headed for the library with the blood spattered book. He’d spent an hours scrubbing the cover clean and luckily the golem didn’t open the book when he returned it. Ren then looked up some books for Kyra, lugged them to a cart and wheeled it to the entrance of the Great Hall of Maldredd. He was early enough he watched the bosses arrive, ready for their dark council meeting.

Kif waved hello as she arrived, and he nodded; kid was the nicest person here, and she was a thirteen-year-old half demon. Larion glared and hissed at Ren for no reason and Messalina the succubus handmaid refused to even look at him. Ren ducked behind the cart when Agaroth the Tainted One arrived with his honor-guard; the orc’s casual violence towards underlings was infamous. He’d slit the throat of a gnome scribe for correcting him once, sat on a pair of goblin maids who were ‘late’ with his breakfast until they suffocated.

Finally, Kyra showed up.

“Fetch?” she seemed nervous. “You weren’t summoned to the council… were you?”

“No I just brought you some books you might find useful,” he smiled. “This is ‘Transmutations of the Fifth Essence’, it explores alchemical transformations. And this is ‘Threnodies of the Ethereal Bridge’, on theories and practices of creating extra-dimensional portals. I know there’s been no progress in harnessing the umbral magic for the Dagan summoning… and thought maybe if you suggested an aethereal wind gateway, that might fix the problem.”

“How did you know about the umbral blockage?” she snapped, eyes narrowing.

“Word gets around,” he shrugged.

“An aethereal wind gateway isn’t stable enough,” Kyra snapped. “This is useless.”

“Not without a fifth essence exchange, it isn’t” Ren explained. ”Put that the middle and it should be fine.”

Her eyes widened, finally seeing it. “I have to tell Isinore!” the pixie blurted and the smile she gave him set off a shock of satisfaction.

Bingo… Ren grinned. Finally scored some real points.

Just then the feeding wagon clattered up and Cas shouted for the skeletons to stop, interrupting the moment.

“There you are,” the mimic called. “Time to get to work, bro.” Then Cas eyed Kyra. “Hey Kyra,” she said coldly.

“Casket,” the pixie said even more frostily.

“You letting Fetch do your homework for you again?”

The pixie ‘hmmphed’, kissed Ren on the cheek, and grabbed the cart, pushing it into the Great Hall.

“Great seeing you again!” Cas called. “Always fun conversation!”

Ren fumed. Fluttered up to join Cas on top of the cart.

“Why’d you have to piss her off like that?” he asked.

“Yeah, you’re right; her snottiness and being a lazy cow really are a winning personality combo. What was I thinking?” She eyed the pixie vanishing into the council room. “How does she even fly with an ass that fat?”

“Her ass is one of her best features,” Ren chuckled, unable to stay mad.

“Only feature…” she grumbled. “Move it, boneheads,” Cas ordered and the cart moved on.

The dimly lit corridors of the sorceress' lair echoed with the clatter of bones and the squeal of ungreased cart wheels. Ren folded his ears down against the noise and eyed the backs of the skeletons pulling the feed wagon along. At least this job didn’t involve mopping up as many bloody corpses as working on ritual sacrifices. Feeding the traps was a good gig but it was only scheduled one day a week – to keep the guard monsters hungry.

The cart was being hauled by a dozen animated undead skeletons, like those old Ray Harryhausen movies that played on late night TV sometimes. They were cheaper and easier to use than horses, just not very bright. They barely had enough brains – well not brains exactly, but smarts – to follow simple commands and needed to be constantly supervised. One time Ren had tried just telling them ‘Feed the monsters’ and taking a nap and had woken up to the boneheads stuffing all the harpies into the Targ’s maw, screaming and feathers everywhere. He’d got in deep shit.

But, on the bright side, the skeletons were so dumb that Isinore could never replace the monsters in her lair with them, including him. Occasionally he heard the orcs grumbling about ‘fucking skeletons coming to take our jobs’, but it was an empty threat.

From where he perched on top of the wagon’s cage, Ren glanced at Cas where she was in the shape of a barrel.

“This is a waste of our talents,” the mimic girl complained loudly. “We should be focusing on more important tasks, not babysitting these lazy guard-beasts.”

“Tasks like what exactly?”

“Well for starters I’m a natural spy! I should be sneaking into throne rooms and council chambers and bedrooms and waterclosets, finding out what our enemies are up to!”

He was afraid to find out what she expected to learn in bedrooms and outhouses, but sure…

“We know what our enemies are up to,” he said, bored. “The Black Company is in the Qartlands, sweating their asses off in jungles and getting eaten by jaguars… if we’re lucky.”

“I could be in their innermost sanctums!” Cas said, imagination running wild. “Listening to all their deepest secrets, slowly destroying them from the inside!” she growled like a cartoon villain.

“Yeah, well, somebody has to feed the monsters,” Ren said. “And since you speak, like, every monster language known, who better than you?”

Cas shot him a glare.

“Besides, Cas, we’re just servants. Barely even minions. Losers.”

Cas got angry. “Are you kidding me? No way! I know I’ve got boss monster in my future. My grandmother? She was a legend! She ate so many humins, got so big, she could turn herself into a house! An entire frikken house! They say she’s still out there, in the shape of a cottage made of candy in the middle of the forest, luring children in to eat them.”

Ren stared at her. No fucking way…

“One day I’m outa here and I’m gonna be a child-eating legend, just like gran.”

As the feeding wagon approached the Hall of Whispers – named after the whistling sound the wind made among the pillars – Ren called out to the skeletons.

“Whoa there, boneheads.”

At each stop in the different chambers, Ren and Cas had to tell the skeletons what to feed the creatures that lived there. In this case, birds. The skeleton crew tossed some fresh bird carcasses to the giant spiders dangling from webs like gruesome chandeliers. Ren sat back while the arachnids skittered eagerly to devour their meal.

“I’m no loser, and you're selling yourself short,” Cas picked up the conversation. “You should be Isinore’s new familiar any day now! And who knows? Someday you could even be one of her apprentices. She made you, man, out of her own blood. One day I could be calling you boss!”

He hadn’t thought about it that way before. That almost made him her clone or son or something. “Yeah… right,” he mumbled.

“You just need to believe in yourself…” Cas said. “…and stop being such a pussy.”

Ren was about to give her shit when he spotted the skeletons had fucked up.

“Aw shit,” Ren sighed.

“What?” Cas asked.

“Boots got caught in the webs again.”

Sure enough, one of the skeletons had been nabbed by the car-sized spiders along with the wild turkey it held and hauled up into the webs where it was quickly being cocooned. Most of the skeletons in the lair were animated from corpses dug out of the nearby Plain of Fallen Knives – an ancient battlefield with hundreds of warriors half-buried by the passage of time – and wore scraps of armor or rotting clothes but one of the skeletons in the feeding detail still shuffled around in a tall pair of remarkably well-preserved boots.

“Fucking idiot skeleton,” Cas grumbled. “Your turn.”

Ren shook his head and searched for the curved short sword they kept lashed to the wagon, about the size and shape of a machete; in his current size the blade was nearly as tall as he was, and he needed two hands to lift it. He waited for the spider to finish its business and then flew up to the squirming bundle. Sawing at the bottom of the silk, the skeleton slowly worked its way loose and dropped. Somehow the sure-footed undead warrior landed on his feet.

“Watch yourself there, Boots,” Ren said as he flew down to inspect the undead for broken bones. Any damage and there’d be hell to pay from Bufort the apprentice who was in charge of the trap monsters.

The skeleton considered him gravely and gave a brief nod before stumping off to join the others pulling the wagon. Weird. The skeletons were entirely mindless but sometimes he got the feeling Boots had a tiny flicker of intelligence in his empty eye sockets.

Next stop was the pit trap; after triggering the collapsing floor they wedged it open and the screaming selkies from the water-filled well below started their godawful screeching. Ren winced at the noise as they fought each other for the carcasses the skeletons tossed their way.

“Hey Fetch, how about a quick game?” Cas asked eagerly as the skeletons finished up.

“You ready to lose again?” he asked. “I’m starting to feel guilty about taking your scrip.”

“Well, I’m feeling lucky today!”

“You still owe me.”

“I’ll pay you back tomorrow… have I ever lied to you?”

“Uh-huh…” Ren raised his eyebrows.

Ren undid the pouch with his deck of cards and laid it out on the roof of the cart, shuffling the cards. He didn’t really care about the money, and the game would pass the time. It was actually how they’d met.

Ren had made the deck himself after asking a few questions and finding out the traditional deck of playing cards had never ben invented here. The monster servants in Isinore’s lair loved gambling, it seemed to be their favorite pastime, but usually played games with dice or a weird little cross-shaped board with knucklebones for pieces. Ren had vandalized several sheets of blank heavy cardstock out of a library book, and hand-drawn the cards with ink and a feather quill in the potion lab. Cas had been disguised as an oil-jug in the orc kitchen when he’d been playing solitaire one day and asked him endless questions about the game. Then been even more fascinated when he explained how you could play all sorts of different games with them. They’d been friends even since.

After making the rounds at the hellhound kennels, the two-headed troll who worked the main gate winch and leaving a tall jar of turkey blood outside the door of Larion’s personal chambers, they made their way to the Targ’s den. On the way there Ren packed up the game and scratched another 87 copper coins to the total Cas owed him, adding up to a grand total of 156,362.

He needed all his concentration for the Targ.

The glacier of ice under the sleeping segmented body of the Targ made the room cold enough for Ren to see his breath, despite the Targ’s back vanes glowing cherry red like a space heater. The creature stirred slightly as the cart approached the doors, but Cas and Ren had to haul the food the rest of the way themselves; the Targ wasn’t fussy about what it ate but they’d found out the hard way it preferred bones over anything else; the skeletons were its favorite snack.

“Hey big fella…” Ren approached carefully, dragging the burlap sack. “It’s just me… let’s stay calm and I’ve got a nice, juicy bag full of fresh beef bones in here… okay?”

The Targ studied him with at least six of its eyes and then made a lung for him, man-tall palps around its mouth grasping for Ren so he had to drop the bag and fly for his life. The mouth palps snapped closed inches from his toes.

“Fuck this… never again with this bastard!” he snarled as Cas laughed at him.

The mimic began to click and growl at the Targ, and it responded the same way, only its clicks sounded like gunshots. Cas trundled forward as the barrel, extended her big tongue, and tossed it the bag. The giant beast went to town crunching the six-inch thick bones like a dog with a rawhide. The mimic joined Ren back as the cart where he was trying not to shake at the near-death experience.

“You want to blow off the rest of the day?” Cas asked.

“Fuck yes.”

***

Ren and Cas leaned against the stone battlement of the sorceress' lair, their backs against the cold, weathered stone. The fog that blanketed the Nethermire day and night swirled around them, leaving the parapet cold, damp and shadowy, but at least it was fresh air. He was starting to forget what daylight even looked like; the sorceress’ lair was nocturnal, and he hadn’t felt the warmth of the sun in six months.

Ren closed his eyes and relaxed into the rare moment of peace in the never-ending tasks.

“Feels good, doesn't it?” Cas sighed, reclining next to him in the form of a dented shield against the wall.

“Nice to take a breather for once.”

They enjoyed it for less than ten minutes before the clomp of orc boots approached through the fog. As the guard patrol appeared, Cas gave a snarling curse in the Targ’s language seeing it was led by Yaghed.

“Well, well, if it ain't the two little troublemakers,” the orc growled. “Stand up when I’m talking to ya…”

Ren clenched his jaw but got to his feet. “Why do you always have to hassle us, man?”

“What’s your name, punk?” Yaghed asked.

"Seriously?” Cas said. “He’s like the only homunculus in the entire lair! You know his name.”

“I don’t remember asking you a fucking thing, furniture!” Yaghed leaned over to snarl at her. And planted a boot on top of the shield, pinning her to the wall.

“Hey, ease up," Ren said. “We’re just doing our jobs. We’re on feeding duty.”

“Just doing your job? Heard that one before. Your type always has an excuse, always got somewhere to be, but somehow always in the wrong place.”

“There a rule about sitting on the wall?” Cas asked.

“I say you don’t belong here, that’s the rule!” Yaghed kicked her. “This here is for real warriors, not for your kind.”

The orc stomped down on her. The mimic gave a grunt of pain but kept her mouth shut. Before he knew what he was doing Ren stepped between Cas and the orc, pushing his boot aside.

“Get off her!”

“Oho, boys, we got us a hero!”

“Sounds like it,” one of the other orcs chuckled.

Yaghed turned back to Ren. “You think we don’t know what’s going on? We’ve seen plenty like you, always sneaking, always lying. The Hexminder has no tolerance for your sort.”

“How do you know?” Ren yelled angrily.

“Heh?” Yaghed seemed unprepared for the question.

“I said… how do you know what Isinore likes or doesn’t like… you fucking pig. You’ve never even talked to her!”

“You uppity little…” Yaghed raised his fist.

“Fucking do it!” Ren hopped onto the wall so he was eye-level with the brute. “Hit me, motherfucker, I fucking dare you!”

Presented with something it had never seen before, the orc’s brain misfired; Yaghed took a step back, goggling at the tiny homunculus yelling at him.

“What’s wrong? You don’t want to mess me up? I’d love to show up at the Dark Gathering – at Isinore’s invitation – with my face mangled and tell her exactly which fucking asshole put a beating to her familiar!”

Yaghed looked to the other orcs in the patrol, but they were no help. Unsure of what to do he backed up. “I’m gonna let you off with a warning… this time.”

“Warning? Warn my dick, you pig-faced motherfucker!” Ren screamed.

The orcs made a retreat off the battlement and Ren stood on the wall fists clenched.

“Ren…” Cas said in wonder. “You got a deathwish or something?”

“I’m just fucking tired of those guys treating you… treating us… like shit.”

Cas was silent a moment, staring at him. “We… should probably get back… don’t you think?” she suggested quietly.

“No fucking way,” Ren said and settled back down on the parapet to lean back against the wall. “We came up here to enjoy the fresh air… that’s exactly what we’re gonna do.”

He wondered why Cas was so quiet until he saw the shield had turned bright pink and settled down against the wall beside him.

“Whatever you say, boss,” she said softly. “Speaking of Isinore’s familiars, why do you let that snooty fairy walk all over you?” she asked.

This again. Cas seemed to hate Kyra, although she’d never said why. “You wouldn’t get it,” he said.

“Try me.”

In six months, he hadn’t told anyone that he was from another world… one a lot different than this one. Wasn’t sure if they’d believe him. “Where I come from, I used to be a –“ how did you explain being a trust-fund kid with nothing to do but party? “—a prince. I had whatever I wanted. Good clothes, a penthouse on each coast, fast… horses… faster women. And now all I’ve got is…” he gestured vaguely. “Is orcs hassling me, blood rituals and that fucking Targ trying to kill me every week. The only good thing I’ve got going for me is Kyra. She reminds me of the life I used to have, I guess.”

Cas made a retching sound.

“Thanks for the sympathy…” he grumbled.

“Kyra isn’t so great, you know! She’s just manipulating you into thinking you're not good enough. You're fine just the way you are, she’s just jealous.”

Kyra? Jealous? “Of who?”

“Of you, idiot!”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Ren, why do you think she’s constantly shitting on the work you do for the Crowstrike? Why she makes you feel like crap?”

“She doesn’t—”

“Spare me. Its because you’re way more talented than she is.”

Ren stared at the mimic, floored. “What?”

“You learned ten times as much as she has in like six months. She’s worried you’re going to take her job and be Isinore’s new familiar.”

“There’s no way that would happen…” he said.

“Sure there is,” Cas said with a grin of jagged teeth. “Why do you think you’re invited to the Dark Gathering? Would I lie to you?”

***

Ren wasn’t sure how Cas and Needy got their jobs done so quickly in a day, but they seemed to spend most of their time getting in his way while he worked in the alchemy laboratory. He was beginning to suspect he did way more work than any of the other monsters in Nethermire. The lab was bigger and more comfortable than his nest among the rafters of the orc kitchens, so he slept there a lot of nights. The living plants – even if they were carnivorous – made it feel a lot homier.

“That looks complicated,” Needy said as he flipped through the pages of the potion book.

The round little goblin girl was the size, shape, and color of a prize-winning watermelon at a county fair, with two slightly smaller watermelons for legs and two equally sized watermelons for tits. She was wearing the uniform dress, cap and apron of one of Isinore’s serving maids. A pincushion was secured around one plump wrist, and a pair of knitting needles kept her messy orange hair pinned in a bun on her head. Needles – or Needy for short – was his only other friend.

There were a few things that set her apart from the other goblins Ren had met in the Nethermire. For one you could hold a conversation with her because she wasn’t psychotic. From what he could tell she had been raised apart from the normal gob-eat-gob of normal goblin society and hadn’t learned to backstab everything that moved. She also had something of an education, although she could barely read a little Frankish. The other thing about her was the unruly mop of bright orange hair instead of the greasy black manes that the other goblins had.

“The recipe is just poorly written,” he answered.

The writing seemed amateurish at best, the instructions vague and confusing. Even the basic high-school chemistry he’d barely passed made him an alchemist prodigy in this world, and seeing his work, Isinore had quickly put him to work here not long after his arrival.

He’d read the same set of instructions three times, and it still didn’t make sense. He skipped down the recipe, his brow furrowed in concentration as he translated each line into something he could understand. The first time he’d seen Isinore do actual magic he’d decided that weird parallel world or not, he was fascinated. Even translating this crappy old book felt exciting when it let him make an actual magic potion. Wading through the bullshit archaic language and cryptic instructions was a small price to pay.

Behind him he heard a splashing sound and turned to see the figure in the cauldron trying to climb out. It looked like a wax museum figure that had been half-melted, or maybe a loaf of bread not done baking so it had a yellowy crust, but the insides were all gooey. With a low groan, it rose to the surface, hand reaching for help.

“Yeah, yeah, big guy,” Ren muttered irritably, barely sparing a glance in its direction. “You're not done cooking yet.”

Grabbing a two-foot-long spoon he shoved it back under the surface of the cauldron’s murky liquid. It sank with a gurgle. But in the process a splash of the burning liquid sizzled onto the knuckles of Ren’s left hand.

“Sonofabitch!” he hissed, hopping up and down as blisters formed. Acids didn’t seem to bother him, but his new body had no special resistance to heat.

“You alright?” Cas asked.

“No!”

In a moment Needy was by his side. “Let me take a look,” she insisted and grabbed his burned hand. After a moment she spit on his knuckles.

“Hey!”

“I’m trying to heal you!” she insisted, grabbing his hand back. Then sticking out her pointed goblin tongue she began licking his wounds, like a dog. Ren was about to object again when he noticed the pain was fading.

“I need to keep working,” he mumbled but she wouldn’t let go. Ah well… making his way back to the book on the table Needy followed along, lapping at the back of his knuckles.

Most of what Isinore’s minions spoke around her secret underground lair was what they called ‘Frankish’, but to Ren, it was just a twisted version of French, like it hadn’t quite diverged from Spanish. The book open on the bench beside him, was written in what Isinore called ‘Saexony’. It reminded him of the time he spent studying Chaucer in prep school, struggling to decipher the meaning behind the Olde English words. But for everything familiar about his new world – like being able to speak the languages – there were ten more so weird he felt like he was on an alien planet. The history of this world had taken some big left-turns from the one he used to know. For one thing, a book he’d read said North America had apparently been discovered way earlier by Phoenician sailors around the time of Alexander the Great.

He re-read the title of the recipe again and mentally translated it: ‘To create the water of life…’

The alchemical process seemed overly complicated, and Ren decided to take a shortcut. Trying to stand up he was yanked back down as Needy gave an angry growl and stuffed one of his fingers in her mouth. “Nur not nealed net,” she said, mouth full.

“Cas,” he asked. “Mind fetching me a fresh slime?”

Slimes were goopy little critters that seemed to be single celled organism evolved into a macro size. They ranged in size from a baseball to a garbage can and Ren had discovered a dozen different uses for the weird little creatures. Cas went to the bucket of slimes he’d harvested from the fungi cave and flipped one out, lobbing it overhead, to land like a Jello-mold dessert wobbling and unharmed on his workbench.

Ren scooped it one-handed into a bowl. After feeding it a few chopped-up potatoes the slime made a cooing sound and rubbed against his hand affectionately as it dissolved the meal.

Rather than following the elaborate process outlined by some medieval coot, he took the shortcut. The slimes were like living lab equipment. Feed them ingredients and dissolve them in its gooey innards then with some careful tweaking it could be filtered or heated up, elements mixed together or purified, distilled, whatever.

With the mixture stabilized he continued to add ingredients until the slime began to shiver and shake like it was sitting on a massage chair. Carefully lifting it up over a waiting beaker, he plopped it inside to ferment. Adding heat – one handed – he put the beaker over a small oil lamp and waited. The slime jiggled and tried to climb out, but this variety was oddly heat resistant and as the liquid inside it began to boil Ren grinned and lifted it off the flames.

“Looks like we're in business,” he grinned.

He was about to tell Needy that whatever healing she’d managed by now would have to do, when he saw the little goblin had three of his fingers stuffed in her mouth and with her eyes closed in ecstasy she was slurping and sucking them to the last knuckle, his fingertips down the back of her throat.

“Uhhh, Needy?” He waved his free hand in front of her face. “Mind giving me my hand back?”

The goblin came alert, and she looked up at him in confusion. Then her eyes went wide, and she yanked his fingers out of her mouth, dripping saliva.

“How dare you!” she yelled and slapped him across the face.

“What the fuck?” he cried.

“I know what you’re up to!” the goblin girl shouted. “With your… your genital voodoo! Doing pervy stuff to me!”

“Geezus Needy, you’re the one who started it!”

“Are you victim-blaming me when all I was doing was being a caring friend that wanted to tend to your wounds? That’s disgusting. You should be ashamed of yourself!”

“Yeah Fetch, shape up, huh?” Cas sniggered, trying to keep a straight face.

“This isn’t funny!” Ren and Needy both yelled at the same time.

Needy glared at him, crossing her arms – or at least trying to – over her chest and then turned her back, stalking to the other side of the lab to plop her plump behind down on a bench. The goblin didn’t look as alien as Cas, but in her way her psychology was just as weird.

He’d met her a few weeks after arriving, where she’d been trying to clean up Isinore’s meditation chamber and hadn’t been able to move the giant toad from inside. The toad was one of Ren’s rival familiar-candidates, and when he’d tried to help Needy out it had swallowed him whole. Ren had bit the creature’s tongue trying to get free and that’s how he discovered he had a venomous bite. After Needy had pulled him out by his feet, she’d thanked him for saving her job. They’d dragged the toad to one of the garbage chutes, assuming it was dead, only for the thing to wake up partway through shoving it into the hole. The fight disturbed something, though, because it had been grabbed from underneath and the croaking monster dragged away.

They’d never seen it again. But he’d been friends with Needy ever since.

As the beaker cooled, Ren began to tidy up the mess, carefully placing each vial and jar back in its rightful place. “Looks like we're almost done here,” Ren announced. “Just gotta wait for this to cool.”

He closed the book of potions with a soft thud. Whistling for Kiki the key-shaped toddler mimic hopped onto the table and he unlocked the secret wall compartment to return the book. Aside from the book were a few other magical oddities and curios, including a weird wand of some silvery metal, an amulet in the shape of a skull and a severed red eyeball floating in a beaker of liquid that followed him as he moved.

“You really know this stuff. When are you gonna step up and take over from Kyra as Isinore’s familiar?” Cas asked, lounging nearby on top of the workbench in her treasure chest form. “You're practically running circles around her.”

“You know that's not how it works,” he replied, tossing a handful of potato peels into a waiting bin. “I'm just a Fetch, remember?”

“Look, I get it. She’s got you by your short hairs and you’re a pathetic loser,” Cas said sympathetically.

“Gee thanks.”

“But you're my best friend, and we used to have so much fun together before Kyra came along. Remember when Isinore first made you? And you were all like, ‘waahh who are you people help, help I’m surrounded by monsters’, and I was the most awesome person you’d ever met and showed you the ropes as one of the sorceress’ servants?”

“Yeah, I miss those days too.”

Cas had kept him from going completely insane trapped in this parallel universe.

Needy, who was still sitting with her back to him, focussed on a speedy click-clacking of needles, glanced up from her work with a frown. “Why do you care so much, Cas?”

The mimic paused. “Why do you not care more?” she snapped defensively.

Cas meant well, but the monster girl didn’t exactly understand humin empathy.

While they waited Ren took care of a few other tasks, tending the other creatures in the lab. He carefully fed a vampire rose bush a mouse and watched the thorny vine whip around it and suck the mouse dry. Watered a potted pink mushroom with arms like tentacles that shivered in happiness at the shower.

Returning to the slime, Ren saw it had turned completely clear and using a wooden mallet he squeezed it down as hard as he could until it gave a squeak and spat out a stream of clear liquid into a waiting beaker. Eyeing it carefully, Ren lifted the beaker up and took a sip. He immediately winced and gagged, the harsh taste burning his throat all the way down.

“Ugh, tastes worse than Mexican vodka,” he stuck out his tongue to wipe it on his sleeve. “But hey, at least it gets the job done.”

“Lemme try!” Cas hopped closer and, swirling the liquid around in the flask, snaked her long tongue out and took a taste. She recoiled. “Blerg! That’s worse than the last batch! What do you call it?”

“Aqua vitae,” Ren replied, laughing at her. “In other words… moonshine. Cheers!”

Aqua vitae was latin for 'water of life’, and in a world where Rome has lost against Carthage and never been much of a big deal, the only people to use it were certain oddball scholars looking for ancient secrets in a dead language.

Like a sorceress.

Ren took another swig. Man, it was rotgut! He glanced up as Needy approached. The rotund goblin girl was holding something in her hands.

"Finished!" she announced proudly, thrusting a pair of thick mittens toward Ren.

Ren blinked in surprise. He took them from Needy's outstretched hands. "What are these for?"

Needy's smile widened, her pointed teeth gleaming in the dim light. “For picking up hot things, silly!” she exclaimed. “So you don't burn your hands.”

“Thanks, Needy,” Ren said sincerely, slipping the mittens onto his hands. “They fit perfectly.”

Needy beamed at him, her apple cheeks lighting up with joy. “You're welcome, Ren!” she chirped.

“Who wants to get wasted?” he asked, holding up the bottle. “Drinks are on the house.”

***

“Thass the lass of it,” Cas slurred her words slightly as her tongue upended the bottle over the wide, open mouth of her treasure chest lips, shaking the last few drops.

The booze didn’t seem to hit Cas as hard – she’d drank half the bottle herself; it might have something to do with her mimic metabolism. Needy on the other hand was snoring slightly under the table, passed out with her thumb in her mouth.

Yeah… what would Freud have to say about that?

For his part Ren felt pleasantly wasted. Limbs at once heavy and light as a feather. Or maybe that was just because the room seemed to be floating slightly. He leaned back against the form of Cas’s square body and sighed happily. Life wasn’t so bad… so long as he didn’t think too hard about cheeseburgers, or the internet, or his three-spout marble rain shower…

“I like this stuff, Ren…”

Ren? When had she stopped calling him Fetch?

“Its not a bad vintage… chateau de Nether three hours ago…”

“And I like you…” Cas sighed.

“Me too,” Ren patted the side of the chest. “You’re a good friend.”

Then somehow, suddenly her soft tongue was sliding up his neck and as he turned he blacked out a moment. The room swung back into focus, and he could hear a wet lip-smacking sound and managing to focus his crossed eyes he discovered he and Cas were making out.

What the fuuuuu? This wasn’t right… how drunk was he?

Despite being a treasure chest, the mimic’s huge lips and tongue were soft as plump sausages. Despite his mind telling him to stop, his body wasn’t listening.

“Yer a fuckin… treasure chest…” he slurred, pulling away slightly.

Cas’ tongue licked his ear and her lips nibbled on him, sending a pleasant shiver through his whole body.

“So?” she asked.

“So…”

So? Fuck it… he didn’t care anymore. A long, slobbery make-out later Cas gently pulled away. He blinked his eyes into focus.

“Wass wrong?”

“Um… are you hard?” Cas asked quietly.

“What? No,” he snorted. But no… looking down he saw his dick standing at attention, tenting the front of his tunic.

“You are hard!” she declared happily.

“Hey! Its… um… natural, just ignore it an-and it’ll go away,” he tried to laugh it off.

“Ignore it? But you’re hard for me,” she said mischievously. She nudged it with her tongue. “Look it just moved when I touched it!”

“Hey, stop that! What are you doing?” he tried to cover it unsuccessfully with his hands.

“You liiiike it when I tooooouch it,” Cas teased him.

“No!”

“Why? What’s wrong with buddies touching their buddies?”

Okay… making out was one thing, but he was absolutely going to draw the line there. She wasn’t… she wasn’t even humin!

Well, neither are you, technically…

“Cas we’re friends… its not right.”

“What? I’m not going to tell anybody… that you’re a degenerate.” She burst into giggles.

“Very funny!”

The mimic bent close, the pretty blue eyes on the top of her lid inches away. “Its just so big. Is it supposed to be that big?” Poke. Poke. “How does it even work?”

“How does what work?”

“Huminoid mating, what else?”

“I’m not gonna tell you that! Read a book!”

“Duh, I can’t read…”

“There are plenty of books with pictures on the subject, trust me,” he told her. Isinore’s library had a suspiciously large erotica selection.

“Nu-uh… I rely on having smart friends like you explain everything. So… how’s it work?”

Oh god. “It gets hard… sometimes it squirts stuff out.”

“Sometimes?”

“Ideally… all the time.”

“So? Can I see it?”

“That’s… crazy…” he said, a candleflame of interest starting to burn in his brain.

“Really? Try to be a bit more convincing. Come on… I never ask you for anything!”

Maybe it was the booze. Maybe it was the weeks of blue balls. “Okay fine, feast your eyes you sex-craved weirdo,” and flipping up his tunic he let the flagpole fly.

Cas gasped in appreciation. “Cooooool stabbing appendage!”

“It’s not a… its not that kind of stabbing appendage.”

“Maybe I could just touch it a little bit?”

“Come on… you got to look, now drop it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to touch it? You don’t want to see how it feels?” she said seductively.

Her long mimic tongue slowly extended and gently ran the tip across the palm of his hand, promising how she’d touch him other places if he let her.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if it happened, would it?” she whispered.

He glanced over his shoulder at the sleeping form of Needy. “Needy is right there…” he said hesitantly.

“It’ll be really quick, I promise!” Cas whispered.

“That’s not exactly a selling point…”

“See I need you to explain these things. Now I know you like it better it if lasts a long time. Come on Ren… let me kiss your stabbing horn!”

“Well… if you insist…” he caved.

Cas gave a gasp of happiness, and the long, washcloth-sized tongue delicately licked the underside of his shaft. It felt like an electric charge. He moaned. With a small chuckle Cas’ tongue began to lick him up and down, polishing the head then moving from the root to the tip again.

“Ummmm, Cas?”

“Mmmm-hmmmm?” she asked with her tongue twisted.

“I feel a … little weird… doing this with a box…”

“Oh.”

For a moment he thought he’d offended her. Then Cas began to shift and slowly the chest melted away and reformed as a two-foot-tall statue; it was a one-third scale replica of the life-sized nymph statue in Isinore’s fungi garden.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“Ehhh, you’re a statue.”

“But a sexy statue!”

“Couldn’t you just be, I dunno, a girl?”

“I am a girl,” the statue wiggled its hips.

“No… like a soft girl instead of made from stone.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Can you be a humin girl or not?”

“Who would want to be a humin girl? Inanimate objects only.”

Ren rallied his thoughts. “So… you can take the shape of a humin so long as it’s a statue, but you can’t take the shape of a humin and be… soft.”

“What part of ‘inanimate object’ don’t you get?”

Her tongue, long as a winter scarf, slipped from the statue’s mouth, wrapped around his cock like a snake and slowly began moving up and down, jerking him off in a slippery tight grip.

“See… this isn’t so bad?”

“Uhhh, no, it isn’t…” he admitted. “You could lick my balls a little… “

“Really?” she gasped eagerly and a moment later the hot wide tongue was rolling back and forth over his balls

Ffffffuuuuuuuuu

“Do you like the way the way I touch you?”

“Uhhh, mmm-hmmm…” he groaned. It felt amazing.

“I don’t know if you want to touch me or not, but you could squeeze me a little; it would be a good trade.”

Maybe it was the bathtub booze goggles but his hands reached out to grab the cold stone tits of the statue and feel them up as the mouth of the statue opened and swallowed his cock to the root. Still wrapped with her tongue Cas made a ‘gulk… gulk… gulk…’ sound as she deepthroated him.

“Oh god you feel nice…”

His cock slid out of her mouth. “I do?” she said genuinely happy.

“Oh yeah.”

The hard curves of the mimic’s female statue form pinned him down and the pink opening of her mouth swallowed him again eagerly. Pounding him down her throat. She extended her tongue and began to lick his balls at the same time.

“Ohhh fffuck… you’re gonna make me come!”

“Hmmm?”

“Squirt in your mouth…”

“Ummm-hmmmm!”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Mmmm-hmmmm,” she insisted.

And as Ren began to lose control, feeling it surge up inside him, he grabbed her by the back of the head and thrust into her as she eagerly opened wide. In a rush her pounded her soft mouth and with a release that felt like a white glow filling his body, he emptied into her gulping mouth with a cry of pleasure.

“Ren!” a sharp female voice screeched at him from behind.

Oh. Fuck.

Still jizzing a little, he turned around, whipping his cock from Cas’ mouth and turning to face Needy with a furious look of total outrage on her face. Body trembling with anger.

“You… you… you disgusting pervert!” Needy screamed. “What are you doing to that statue?”

“The whaaaa?” he managed.

Wrong answer. Needy’s pudgy fists began pummeling him. “You oversexed… salacious… insatiable pervert! Have you no shame? Are you so unable to control your lusts you’d violate a garden sculpture?”

He half opened his mouth to defend himself… tell her he wasn’t some pervert cornholing a piece of marble… but then he considered the alternative. She’d be even angrier if she knew it was Cas.

“I… I… I’m a weak man…” he admitted.

For the next five minutes he had to stand there while Needy lectured him on morals and learning to control the need for pleasures of the flesh.

“There’s no excuses! You must heed the teachings of the Great Shimmering Snail,” Needy shouted, her voice quivering with intensity. “The perils of the flesh are many, and the path of abstinence is the only way to spiritual purity and enlightenment!”

Needy paced back and forth. “It’s a daily struggle, Ren! Every day, fighting the temptation, the urges that gnaw at the very fibers of one’s being!” She clutched her oversized chest dramatically, her other hand still wagging a finger at him. “Even when it’s hard, so hard you can imagine tasting it… even when it consumes every waking moment—when it’s all one can do not to act on one's base goblin urges.”

Ren bit his lip to suppress a chuckle. “Sounds... tough.”

But the girl was speaking more to herself than Ren now. “You will find yourself teetering on the brink of moral peril, staring into the abyss of carnal decadence! And let me tell you, Ren, the abyss... it winks, sometimes.”

“Needy, have you ever considered that maybe—just maybe—you’re thinking about this a bit too much?”

She glared at him. One eye twitching. “Better to think too much than to fall into the abyss!”

Ren raised his hands in mock surrender. “Alright, alright. I’ll keep a tight leash on my... base urges. Promise.”

Needy looked like she was about to keep yelling, then spun on her heel dramatically as she started to leave. Over her shoulder, she called back, “Good! For the Great Shimmering Snail watches us all, Ren. Always watching!”

As she disappeared into the shadows of the corridor, Ren shook his head. “Great Shimmering Snail, huh? Guess I’ll have to be careful then.”

Turning around he saw Cas had shifted back into a treasure chest and marched out of the lab in tiny decorative wooden legs. “Yeah, Ren. Show some moral restraint, huh?” she scolded, then blew him a kiss.

Left alone he let out a long sigh. “Godfuckingdammit,” Ren muttered. “What was I thinking?”

You weren’t exactly thinking, buddy…

“I am never getting this drunk again,” he promised himself. He tucked his dick back into his loincloth and for a brief moment remembered how amazing the mimic’s blowjob had been. He hadn’t got head like that since… ever. He was already getting a little hard just thinking about it.

“No!” he scolded himself. “You had your fun—” …a lot of fun… “Yes… a mimic sucked your dick—” …like a fucking vacuum cleaner… “And yes… you enjoyed it—” …understatement… “But that’s it. Never again.”

Sure.

“That would be… crazy.”

Insane.

“You’d have to be a mental patient to go back to that well… right?”

Right?

***


Chapter 4   : The Shape of Things That Come

Ren slumped over breakfast in the great hall forcing himself to consume an entire bowl of the split-peas and oats. He should’ve been celebrating, but instead he was choking back porridge cooked until it was a single glutinous blob that passed for the everyday meal in the Nether. That morning Isinore’s handmaid, Messalina, had kicked him awake and given him the news. And an hour later Kyra had accepted his invitation to the Dark Gathering… finally.

So why did he feel bummed out?

He was still thinking up romantic ways to tell Kyra he wanted to date her at the celebration of blood pledges when he looked up to see both Cas and Needy approaching his table from opposite directions. For a moment he grinned, then he remembered. For a week after the unexpected events in the alchemical laboratory neither Cas nor the goblin girl had spoken to him.

The girls eyed each other carefully as they got to the table then turned to Ren.

“Congratulations!” Needy said cheerfully.

“Uh... thanks.” News travels fast.

The mimic had her own way of telling him he’d done a good job. “Took you long enough. So, what’s Isinore’s new familiar up to today?” Cas asked.

Ren chewed to buy time. “Intelligence report analytics,” he said.

The small treasure chest blinked her eyes at him. “Sounds stupid.”

Ren rolled his eyes. “There’s a message from Isinore’s spies that she wants to corroborate from one of the prisoners.”

“Torture?” Cas asked. “Why didn’t you say so! Sounds fun,” Cas said at the same time Needy said “Let’s go.”

“You sure you want to tag along in the dungeon?”

“Yes!” both girls said at once.

Ren’s breakfast was already sitting like a lump of clay in his stomach, and he lost what little appetite he had left. Suddenly his day had just got more complicated.

As they made their way down the dimly lit dungeon corridor beneath the sorceress's lair, he didn’t start any conversation and the only sound was the echoing shuffle of their footsteps off the walls and the occasional distant drip of water.

“So, I hear Isinore is allowing the familiars to the Dark Gathering this year,” Cas said casually. She was in the shape of a small barrel that rolled itself down the corridor. “You, ah, thinking of—”

“I was gonna invite Kyra to go together,” Ren cut her off. “I figured… since she’s the old familiar and I’m replacing her… might as well go as a couple.”

Needy gave a small squeak and when he glanced at her she was busy glaring at the ceiling.

“Seriously?” Cas sighed. “Listen, Ren, you've got potential. You're smart, talented…”

“No need to make him even more full of himself than he already is…” Needy grumbled.

“Point is you’re capable of more than you give yourself credit for so why are you getting dragged by that bitch?”

Ren shifted uncomfortably. “Great pep talk, Cas.”

“You’re welcome.”

“But it's not that simple. Kyra’s the reason I pushed myself to do better. I don’t want her to hate me for taking her position so going together is like, a show of solidarity.”

“Right…” Cas said quietly.

“Skragga forbid that lazy slattern feels threatened…” Needy grumbled under her breath.

“I’m just saying you're constantly stressed-out walking around like a whipped dog trying to get with that ball-cutting cow,” Cas said in a friendly way. “Is that really how you want to live?"

Ren gritted his teeth. The mimic just had no tact… it wasn’t that she was trying to insult him…

They’d reached the barred door of Isinore’s dungeons and Ren gratefully moved ahead alone. “Wait here,” he said.

He was small enough he slipped between the iron bars into the chamber beyond, flapped his wings to take flight so he wouldn’t have to step in whatever layers of humin body fluid had soaked into the old dirty straw layering the floor. Ren spotted Sweep in a cell, up to his waist in filthy straw with a broom in hand, mucking it out.

“Serves you right,” he muttered under his breath at the kobold.

There were no fancy magic glow-lights in the dungeons. It was lit by little oil-burning lamps hung on the walls that flickered shadows on wide selection of evil-looking devices. Ren was shocked by how tame the torture chamber activities were compared to most of the horror movies he used to watch. The rack and whips reminded him more of porn videos and an iron maiden just didn’t have the same wince factor as a maniac with power tools entertaining bunch of backpackers in a hostel.

A half-dozen orcs were on duty, which meant lazing around and doing nothing while goblin servants got their hands dirty. In the center of the chamber, a gangling creature lay stretched out on a torture rack, thin limbs pulled taut by the chains attached to the wheel being slowly tightened by four goblins. The victim gave a pitiful keening sob as it writhed in agony.

Standing over the creature was the torture boss, a big orc inside a suit of spiked black armor. His voice came muffled inside its greathelm as it leaned in close to the creature's face.

“Tell us where it is,” the boss demanded.

The gangling creature whimpered in pain; its words unintelligible as it struggled to speak.

“You leave me no choice,” the boss said, gesturing to the goblins who leaned onto the wheel and forced the ratchet to slip one more gear with a clank and a scream from the creature.

“Your cries delight me, please… continue to defy me so I can stretch your arms out of their sockets!” the boss laughed. “You have no hope here, you are doomed, your only salvation is telling me what I want to know. No god can hear your cries here… I am your god now, an all-powerful god of—”

“Hey asshole,” Ren interrupted.

The boss’ laughter trailed off, his speech cut short. The armored orc turned his attention to Ren, a six-foot wall of flesh in spiked black armor. Ren flew up eye-level with the helmet and squinted through the visor slit.

“Oh, I’m sorry, did I interrupt you?” Ren asked. “Some of us don’t have all day.”

“Boys…” the orc boss growled, pissed at the interruption. “Rip this fucker’s wings off.”

Ren glared right back. “Isinore has asked for a status update,” he said bluntly.

“What?” the orc boss paused. “Why didn’t she send her familiar then?”

“She did,” he said with a smile. “Me. Did you get him to talk?” Ren spelled it out slowly like talking to a child.

The orc might have been an idiot but he knew better than to mess with Isinore’s personal familiar. “Not yet,” the orc replied with a wave of its hand.

“Isinore wants to know if the thief can say what the Black Company did in Roanoke. How fucking hard is that? Hello?” Ren rapped his knuckles on the greathelm making it ring.

“Which thief?” the orc growled.

“What?”

“Which thief. We got two of em.”

Ren stared at him. Motherfucker! Which prisoner did Isinore want? He hated to call the boss – it felt like admitting he couldn’t solve the problem himself – but what choice did he have.

Ren focused his mind, reaching out through the mystical bond that linked him to the sorceress. Ren's surroundings faded as he concentrated, the stone walls of the underground chamber giving way to the ethereal space of their psychic connection. The psychic vision cleared, revealing the room from Isinore’s perspective as he saw through her eyes. She was in the middle of what looked like a butcher shop, apron tied askew, her usually pristine robes splattered with blood. Around her, enchanted bones and body parts flew through the air, assembling one by one into a large skeleton.

“I hope this is important, Ren,” Isinore's voice echoed in his mind ”I'm in the middle of assembling the remains of a mastodon, and it's proving... more spirited than anticipated.”

“Apologies for the intrusion, Crowstrike, but I need clarification on—"

A particularly aggressive canon bone zoomed past Isinore, interrupting him as it whipped the air. She muttered a quick incantation, holding up her cursed hand, and Ren vicariously felt the magic energy flowing through the void-rune. The bone froze and snapped back into place as part of the skeleton.

“So, what is it?”

“There are two prisoners being persuaded to cooperate with enhanced interrogation methods,” he said.

“You can just say torture, Fetch. It’s faster.”

“Yes, Crowstrike. There are two prisoners being tortured; which one did you want information from?”

“The thief.”

“There are two thieves… apparently.”

“Oh… that’s right. I want the big thief with the snake fetish.”

Ren temporarily switched his mental focus to the orc torturer. “Does this thief have a thing for snakes?”

The orc, sensing the presence of Isinore riding Ren’s thoughts dropped to one knee. “No, my lady of the Nethermire! All he does is babble about some harfoot living under a hill.”

Suddenly Isinore was talking through Ren’s mouth. “Harfoot? Who the fuck asked you to find a harfoot? You had one job!”

“I work ceaselessly to crush the answers from his flesh,” the orc said, angry.

“Say that again!” Isinore thundered. “Say it again and I’ll explode your eyeballs.”

The orc gave a low whimper. “Wrong,” he managed to squeak.

“Wrong what? Can you string more than one syllable together?”

“Wrong guy," the boss said. “The barbarian from the Qartish border is the one they nailed to the Tree of Woe.”

“There,” Isinore said, and Ren was again in her presence, creating an undead skeleton. “Now stop interrupting!”

A moment later the mental connection faded, returning Ren to the torture chamber.

“What did they nail the other one to a tree for? I just came all the way down into the dungeons. Now I have to go all the way back up to the Garden of Wailing Tears,” he complained.

The orcs all chuckled at his expense. Assholes.

Ren flapped away from the torture chamber and back out through the bars of the gate. Only to find six more orcs hassling Needy and Cas in the corridor. Needy was cringing, eyes on the floor while Cas’s tiny form snapped at them in the shape of an ottoman, like a lapdog barking back at a grizzly.

The leader, a particularly large orc with a scar running down his cheek, was named Azog and his best buddy was the piggy-eyed moron Yaghed, standing right next to him.

Yaghed growled. “Looks like we got a couple of jesters here. You’re gonna talk, furniture. You and your ugly friend think this is a holiday feast hall?”

“Fuck you, I don’t have to tell you anything!” Cas snapped back.

“We weren’t causing any trouble,” Needy said in a small voice.

“Oh, no. It ain’t that easy,” Azog leaned over, grinning. “You see, when rats get caught, they don’t just scurry off. They get dealt with. Strictly.”

Ren flew out of the shadows right into Azog’s face. “Don’t you fuckwipes have anything better to do?” he snarled, and spit in his eye.

The orc yelped. Yaghed and Azog turned their attention to him. “What's it to you, little manikin?” Azog yelled back, wiping at the tears pouring from his injured eye.

Before Ren could respond, Yaghed grabbed him by the ankles and yanked, tossing him to the ground. Pain flared through his body as he hit the hard stone floor then Azog rested his hobnailed boot on Ren’s skull.

“Gimme a reason not to grind you into jam…” the orc said coldly.

Cas threw herself down beside Ren. Voice low and calm. “Easy there, Azog. Don’t do it! Isinore will drop you in the hole full of syphilis leaches!”

Azog snarled and pressed his boot down just enough that Ren gave a yell. “Why would she care?”

“He’s her new familiar!” Needy yelled.

“Bullshit,” Azog laughed.

“It’s true!”

“Ten days for killing one of her familiars… ten days at least!” Cas went on. “Ten days climbing the fucking walls with leaches trying to get in your dickhole… think about it…”

Azog hesitated, the thought penetrating his thick skull and he glared sideways at his fellow orcs, unsure if he could save face.

“Don’t do it…” Cas repeated.

Azog lifted his boot and kicked Ren into the wall. The orcs laughed cruelly as they moved on, leaving Ren lying on the ground. Needy hurried to his side, gently examining him.

“Those filthy skrogs!”

Ren groaned. “Whatever…”

“Don’t move!” she said urgently. The goblin girl leaned down and began licking his face where it was scraped and bleeding from the kick, dabbing the blood with her tongue. There had to be something to her claim she had healing powers because the wound immediately felt better and stopped bleeding.

“Thanks for sticking up for me," the goblin said softly.

Cas, eyes blazing after the departing orcs, patted him on the hand with one of her wooden feet. “Who are they calling ugly?” she growled. “Those pig-faced bastards have a lot of nerve.”

***

It took at least an hour to make their way to the surface level of the lair, find the ogre responsible for the crucifixions and get the right prisoner. It was night – no one went aboveground during day – and the thick magical fog covered the whole Nethermire anyway. The prisoner was a southern barbarian, and he didn’t look very good, nailed by wrists and ankles to the Tree of Woe, but he confirmed what the message from the spies said. It took so long Needy had to report for kitchen duty and once he and Cas were done with the prisoner the mimic asked if he wanted to see something cool.

She led him along the battlements of the keep – the ancient building that was the only above-ground structure of Nethermire. Not that you’d notice in the dense magical fog. But from there Cas took him into one of the aboveground chambers of the tower that looked down from above the fog, looking out over the cliffside to the night forest surrounding the lair.

“Its beautiful, isn’t it?” Cas sighed. “But we better not stay long, the sky creature comes soon.”

Sky creature?

Ren looked up at the sky, wondering if the moon was the same here. How weird was it that he’d come to this place so similar, but so alien to his home. A wave of homesickness came over him. A feeling of loneliness so sharp a tear welled in his eye.

“Cas…” he said quietly. “There’s something I haven’t told you, about where I come from…” he began.

“Stop,” the mimic said softly. “Let’s find someplace quiet…”

She led him to an alcove originally designed with an arrow loop to defend the tower, converted to a private nook with a bench and a curtain.

“Now,” Cas said softly and yanked down his loincloth. “Tell me more about where your come flows from,” and the treasure chest began wrapping her tongue around his dick.

He sighed in pleasure. Then forced himself to snap out of it.

No! Remember what you promised! It was a terrible… amazingly terrible… idea to get into a sexual relationship with his friend… especially since she was practically an alien life form.

“Stop that! Stop!” he pulled away and yanked the curtains closed so no one could see them.

As he closed the curtains of the little alcove and glanced out the narrow arrow slit window to the courtyard below, he turned his back for a moment. When he turned back Cas was again in the form of the nubile stone statue and pressed herself against him.

“Listen… Cas…” he said.

“Uhh?” she asked, nuzzling his neck.

“We… we shouldn’t hang out for a while,” Ren said, unsuccessfully trying to pull away.

“Why not?” the mimic girl asked as her tongue stroked his neck and teased his ear.

“Well, uhhh… because of what happened last time…” he said, trying to ignore how good it felt.

“You didn’t like what happened? Cuz it sure seemed like you liked what happened…” Cas said cheerfully.

“Okay, I know what you’re going to say, but—”

“You liked what happened all the way down my throat, actually,” Cas went on.

Ren winced. “I’m not saying it wasn’t… nice…”

“So?” She kept licking him.

“So… so don’t you want to be doing this sort of thing, you know, with some other handsome mimic…”

“But I don’t like other mimics, I like you,” she said innocently. Then the statue wiggled its cold stone loins against his crotch. “You’re pretty hard right now… are you thinking about last time? I never imagined how much fun it would be to suck your cock,” she whispered breathily.

“No!”

Despite his words his cock was getting harder by the moment, beginning to stand proudly. She admired his erection and gave it a lick. He moaned.

“I asked around… you have a really big dick…”

“You told people?” he hissed.

“Well…no. Asking might not be entirely true… I actually just kindof disguised myself as a wall hanging and checked out other cocks in the latrine.”

The statue knelt down and she slid him inside her mouth in one sticky movement, moaning in excitement as she worked him up and down. Ren gave a gasp as she went balls deep.

“Cas…” he moaned.

“Mmrrpph hhhrff?” she said.

“I feel a little weird making out with a statue…”

She popped his cock out of her mouth. “You want me to be something else? I can be a barrel… or a chair maybe…”

“No, I mean…” he shrugged. “What if you weren’t the shape of anything?”

“You mean… just be me?” the mimic said shyly.

“Yeah, you don’t always look like other things… do you?”

“No,” she admitted. “But…”

“But what?”

“But… t-then I’d be naked,” she said almost whispering.

He grinned. “I’d like that.”

“O-okay,” she shivered a little, visibly nervous. “You have to promise you wont freak out.”

“I won’t”

“Promise!”

“I promise!”

“Okay… here goes.”

The hard exterior skin that resembled striated marble faded to pure white, and then the shape seemed to melt, losing its hard edges and becoming a soft snowy-white blob. Still slightly huminoid in shape. A bit like a clam out of its shell. She ‘stood up’ and the vaguely humin shape took form. A bit like a curvy girl under a wet sheet.

“Well… here I am… just me…” she said shyly. “Say something.”

“Much better,” he smiled and pulled her close.

It was one of the weirdest make-outs he’d every experienced. The weirdest had been that time with two sisters in a Ferris-wheel car… but this came very close.

Holding Cas was like squeezing the biggest, softest, warmest pair of tits in the world. Every part of her moved and flowed with a mind of its own, and every part of her was an erogenous zone. Stroking and squeezing and making out with her made her pant and moan and gasp at the slightest touch. Finally, they settled down next to each other on the ground and the pink gap of her mouth opened. He guided her to his cock again and she went down on him, teasing the head of his cock back and forth between her lips, driving him crazy. Then, when he couldn’t hold back a moment longer, he rolled on top of her amazing soft body and slid his dick in her all the way.

The mimic girl gave a slurping squeal and shivered uncontrollably. It was a bit like riding a waterbed, or a partly inflated air raft in a pool, but he started thrusting deep into her, feeling the back of her throat and gave out a groan of pleasure. She took him so deep, letting out a loud cry muffled around his cock at every stroke until finally he felt himself lose control, balls tightening, and squeezed her tight as he came, dick buried deep inside, pumping into her.

When the aftershocks stopped, he pulled out and collapsed on the ground, the soft form of the girl curling around him like a snake as she cooed and made a slight purring noise.

“That’s what the fuss is all about?” she said dreamily. “I get it now… we’re doing that again!”

Ren grinned, wishing he had a cigarette. “You liked it better with your clothes off? I told you.” He smiled.

“Well, sure, but that’s not what I meant…” Cas whispered, holding him tight.

“Hmmm? What else?” he sighed, drifting into the afterglow.

Cas blushed furiously, going from white to pink. “It’s because… mmmmphh, blrpph mrpph…” she mumbled against his chest.

“What?”

“It’s b-because y-you took m-my virginity…” she said shyly.

Ren was suddenly wide awake. “Your… what?” he blurted.

“My virginity!” she emphasized.

“But I didn’t… I just… you only gave me a blowjob…”

“N-no,” she whispered almost inaudibly. “Y-you put your c-cock in m-my pussy.”

His mind was reeling. Mimic anatomy was a mystery, but surely he would’ve noticed. Right?

Right?

“I thought,” he began. “I thought I was in your mouth. You were so quiet. That’s why you didn’t, you know, moan or say anything.”

“I was quiet because I couldn’t believe you deflowered me,” she said. “And then when you came inside me, I was… I was so overwhelmed because…” Cas paused. “You are going to take responsibility, right?” she asked tearfully.

He was frozen. Entire body covered in chills. What the fuck had he just done… “I… uh…”

“Gotcha!” she laughed and slapped his balls.

While he rolled around clutching his nuts, the mimic turned back into a small treasure chest. “Later, doofus,” she smiled and trundled away, leaving him in the alcove to nurse his aching junk. “Don’t forget I’m on serving duty tomorrow; don’t forget to say hi while you’re being all important.”

“I’ll kill her,” he moaned. “I’ll fucking kill her!”

“Kill who?” Cas asked, popping back in.

He glared at her.

“I wasn’t lying, you know,” she said. “That was amazing.”

He took a deep breath and let out a little chuckle. “If you say so.”

“And I wasn’t lying about the other part either…” she said.

“What other part?”

She giggled and trotted away.

“Hey… hey Cas! What other part?”

But she was long gone.

Fuck…

***


Chapter 5   : The Dark Gathering

Ren perched in the rafters of the Great Hall, his eyes scanning the sea of creatures below. It had been enchanted into a ballroom with walls and floor of polished obsidian, so it looked like they guests were standing in a void, and the red glow of magic lanterns on the ceiling gave everyone a monochrome cherry-colored look. The perfect décor for the upcoming blood rites.

‘So why are you hiding up here?’ he asked himself.

Down below, the blood-pledge ceremony was in full swing; it was the social event of the year in the sorceress' lair. A bit like Christmas and Halloween mixed into one. Under the chanting of dark magic and ancient oaths, the inhabitants of the wildlands gathered to renew their allegiance to Isinore; you didn’t get a name like ‘The Maiden of Pell’s Doom’ without some serious street cred, and tonight was the night she made everybody remember that.

Demons prowled the floor, their eyes burning with infernal fire as they rubbed shoulders with apprentice sorcerers in midnight black robes. There was a warlock from Zuider Zee and even three representatives from as far away as the Ice Witches in their polar-bear cloaks. He counted at least five undead lords, including a death knight and the vampire that had sired Larion – it figured the nasty shit was a nepo-baby. Boss monsters from Isinore’s monster henchmen had been invited to represent the local team, like the orc warboss Agaroth the Tainted One, but most of the beasts were ambassadors from the wildlands who owed Isinore for keeping their lands safe from humin incursions. There was a wolf the size of a Clydesdale horse, a cluster of bipedal lizard men, and a minotaur in a beaded tunic.

If you’d asked him six months ago, Ren wouldn’t have believed a world like this could be real… actually he’d more likely have asked for some of the shit you’d been smoking and bounce a stripper on his lap, but back then he’d been…

Admit it, you were kindof a prick yourself…

How had he ended up here? Or better yet… why? Isinore had told him she needed someone who spoke a bunch of dead languages, but why him? Why not someone else who could speak French, Latin and Spanish? Someone who hadn’t wasted an Ivy league education on drugs and girls.

He shook it off. He was just jittery because of his date. Where the fuck was Kyra?

She’d insisted he be there early – not wanting to miss the socializing before the ceremonies began – and he’d been sitting here alone for an hour, waiting. Finally, he spotted her buzzing in through the main doors, hovering a moment until she saw him, then flying up to join him in the rafters.

“What are you doing up here?” she asked, perching next to him with a flutter of wings.

Ren's irritation didn’t stand a chance after he got one look at her. She was stunning, dressed in a gown that seemed made from cobwebs so that it was nearly translucent. It clung to her body like a second skin, and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. His mouth went dry at the sight of a woman’s curves stacked onto a fairy’s body. The big brown eyes with dark lashes… the wavy black hair done up on her head. She was the hottest thing he’d seen in this entire world… literally.

“You look… incredible,” Ren said in awe. Kyra's annoyance melted away, replaced by a pleased smile.

But the moment was fleeting. “We're late,” she snapped, her tone sharp. “We’re barely going to be able to mingle before the rites start.”

Ren bit back a reply that if it mattered so much, she should have hurried her ass up. You didn’t tell a woman this hot she was the problem. “Sorry about that,” he said, plastering on a smile.

While they made the rounds among the guests, Ren kept a haughty glare on his face that he copied off one of the demon princes in attendance, hoping it made him look serious and capable. Kyra was all charm, accepting compliments and smiling as she went. Between meeting and greeting he posed different distractions to her, one activity after another, only to have Kyra shoot them all down with an eyeroll. The dark magic duels? Too barbaric. The cursed artifact auction? Too risky. The new potion judging ceremony? Too boring. The forbidden text reading? Too tedious.

“What about the Dance of the Shades?”

Kyra's eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Well, if that’s what you want to do…” she said, her voice laced with excitement. “Let's go.”

Fucksakes. Bitch, if that’s what you wanted all along why didn’t you just say so?

But it was hard to complain at the smile and enthusiasm. Two things you could rarely expect. As they entered the hall the dance was already in full swing. At least half of the participants were undead spirits of some kind, dragged from their graves by an eternal curse that they repeat the act of a bloody massacre that had taken place two hundred years ago, but everyone else was enjoying themselves. Ren couldn't help but stare at the collection of bougie guests engaged in the orderly rows of the very structured formal dancing. He’d studied the steps for a week to prepare but didn’t like his chances at doing well.

Luckily Kyra was too happy to notice that he could barely keep up. For a moment, after he got the hang of it, all of Ren's worries and frustrations faded away, replaced by holding Kyra in his arms, surrounded by the swirling chaos of the Dance of the Shades. When the ball wrapped up and the séance that would put the dancing spectres back to rest was taking place, the crowd gathered around the summoning circle chatting and drinking. Ren stood at the edge of the group, feeling out of his depth.

Beside him, Kyra shifted uncomfortably, her feet tapping impatiently on the floor. “I can’t see anything from here,” she muttered under her breath, shooting Ren a pointed look.

Ren said it before he thought better. “Can't you fly?” he asked, irritated.

Kyra shot him a withering glare, her lips pursed in annoyance. “Don't raise your voice at me,” she snapped.

Ren sighed, resisting the urge to argue. Instead, he turned on his heel and made his way through the crowd to find something that would distract her. “I’ll get us some drinks,” he said.

He flew through the crowded hall and made his way to the bloodwine fountain surrounded by tables and trays of canapes and snacks. He smiled and picked a treat off a tray.

“Hey there, Cas,” Ren said around the food in his mouth and reaching for the punch.

The small table holding the canapes tray shifted, forming a mouth with a long tongue, which deftly plucked a snack and munched it.

Cas chuckled, the sound echoing strangely from the table. “Let me guess, she's making your night miserable?”

He drank a cup of bloodwine. His gaze flicked across the room to where Kyra stood, surrounded by admirers. “I wouldn’t say miserable…”

“Uh-huh. Well hang in there, maybe you’ll finally get lucky, and she’ll put out.”

Ren eyed Kyra, who hadn’t even noticed he’d gone missing, and a sudden mean streak took him. Rose up with a force he could barely contain. Maybe it was the bloodwine of cursed souls, maybe it was weeks of being walked all over by his so-called girlfriend. But he pushed the tray of canapes onto the floor and grabbed Cas by one of the table legs and started dragging her after him.

“Hey! You’re being so rough!” she said, delighted as she hobbled after him on three legs.

He dragged her from the Great Hall and the enchanted ballroom until they reached the corridor with the cloakroom. It was abandoned now, the goblin servants who’d been given the job already buggered off somewhere to get high of harfoot pipeweed. They’d done a terrible job, throwing all the cloaks into piles. He yanked Cas inside and threw her onto the nearest pile of fur capes and kissed her.

Cas transformed into a small treasure chest, the lid opening to tangle tongues with him.

“Mmmmph, mmmmm, now slap me!” she said enthusiastically.

“No!” Ren said, horrified. “Forget it!”

“Whyyyy nooooottt,” she whined. “It’ll feel so good to get roughed up.”

“For one thing you punched me in the balls last time!” he snapped.

“Oh yeah, ha. You should have seen the look on your face when I told you how you forced yourself on me and stole my maidenhood!” she laughed.

“You mean…” Ren puzzled out what she was saying. “You were joking? About your virginity?”

“Nope, you slammed my hymen right in two with this monster,” she patted his dick affectionately.

Ren winced, squeezing his eyes shut. The whiplash with this goddam mimic girl was gonna break his neck.

“Hurry up and take this off,” Ren growled and grabbed her by the lid.

“Oooh, I knew you wanted it,” she moaned.

“Shut up and get naked.”

A moment later and she’d melted back to her natural form, the soft white body caressing all over him like a blanket of tits.

“Listen… Ren… I need to ask you something… stop…” Cas said between kisses.

He pulled back. Had a bad feeling. “Uh… okay.”

“I’m not blind… I can see what’s going on,” the mimic-girl began. “Kyra is hot and perfect and a total bitch who won’t treat you right and you’re so frustrated that you’re hooking up with me to have a revenge-fuck and use me like a dirty fucktoy. Aren’t you?”

Ren’s heart sank. As she said the words, he knew they were true. He’d been using Cas… his best friend… as a way of getting back at Kyra. He wanted to deny it, but he owed her enough to be a man and admit the truth.

“Yeah…” he said quietly. “I guess I am… can you ever for—“

“That’s so fucking hot,” Cas moaned, cutting him off. “I’ve never been a dirty little secret before! Hurry up and get inside me!”

Despite the invitation, Ren was still too weirded out by last time to put it in her pussy again. But a moment later and the curvy white shape was between his legs, backing the soft, round humps up and down on his dick. He was already hard and pushing her down he knelt behind her and found the pink, wet hole of her mimic cunt. She gave a cry and tightened around his finger as he stroked her. Then she gave a moan and shuddered as he pressed the head of his cock to her folds and began stroking her that way.

“What are you waiting for? Ram it in!” she moaned.

“Not tonight,” he told her.

“Okayyyy…” she said doubtfully. “I respect your boundaries… we can do other stuff.” Then wrapping around him like an albino anaconda, Cas flipped him onto his back and began grinding on top of him.

“You like that?” she asked, stroking his shaft with her outer lips.

“Fuck yes,” he gasped.

She rode him that way as they kissed and clung together and then, without a word, she slipped him inside her.

“You just put it inside!” he hissed.

“N-no I… didn’t” she moaned bouncing on his cock.

“I can tell I’m inside you!”

“But it feels soooo much better!”

“I can’t fuck you, are you crazy? What if I come inside you again?”

“Why? What does that do?” she asked.

Oh god… this was bad.

He rolled on top of her, only intending to get in a position to withdraw, but as soon as he pulled out her four tentacle arms wrapped around him and wouldn’t let go, trying to pull him down again.

“Fuck me, Ren,” she begged. “Please fuck me!”

Better men than him had given in for less. Ren eyed the writhing huminoid shape of the mimic and gathered her curves in his arms before kneeling behind her. He put his straining cock to her opening and stretched her apart with his oversized member.

She made a strangled, moaning sound like a whining dog.

“You okay?” he paused.

“Don’t stop,” she moaned.

Ren eased into her tight opening, pushing the entire length of his cock into her an inch at a time, making her shiver and cry out at each new depth he found.

“Oh…. Oh you are so big!” Cas gasped.

She moaned bouncing against him, slapping her body against his hips so she jiggled. If that’s how she wanted to play it…

Ren thrust his full length inside her, making her cry out. Started hammering her harder and faster.

“Ungh, ahhhh…. baby, you’re being so rough!” Cas groaned and yelped at each thrust. “Fuck! That monster stabbing appendage of yours is big as a battering ram!”

He fucked her so hard and fast that in barely three minutes she was making a rising series of keening yells and then gushed wetly on his thighs as she yelled in ecstasy. He wasn’t quite ready and as he continued to plow her sensitive insides she cried and babbled, making animal noises as he hammered her, chasing his orgasm. When he finally came deep inside her she buried her mouth in the cloaks and screamed at his rough pounding.

Ren felt like his balls had been turned inside out. Like he’d need a transfusion to replace all the missing body fluids he came so long and hard. Then it was over, and he collapsed on top of her soft form, feeling her shiver under him. She gave an ‘eeep’ sound as his cock slithered free and as they lay there gasping together the soft warm body of the mimic snuggled against him and he held her close.

“That was amazing,” Cas sighed, body fluttering. “But listen tiger… next time ask first before you just shove that giant cock in my asshole… okay?”

Ren froze, confused. “Waitasecond… I was in your…”

“Mmmm-hmmmm,” Cas sighed. “I am not gonna walk right for a week.”

Well… alls well that ends well?

“Y’know Cas…” he said dreamily. “I really do feel…”

What? What was he about to say to her? Did Mimics even have the same feelings as people?

“Tell me about your family,” he said instead.

“Oh… okay. Well… you know Kiki, and you’ve met my uncle, Bartimaeus.”

“Where are your… you know… parents?”

“Beats me.”

“Are they dead?”

“How would I know?” she said simply. “My siblings and I worked for a hobgoblin king. That’s my earliest memory. I never met my mother… the mimic I budded from. At least I don’t think so... She might have been shapechanged into something in the Hobgoblin king’s palace, but I’d never know.”

“So… is that typical? No mating pairs among mimics?”

“I dunno. I guess. Maybe. My uncle showed up one day looking for my mom and when he left to come back here, I went with him. Apparently, he and my mom had two more siblings but nobody knows where they got to.”

There was a small sting hearing her talk about it. But he’d known all along that there was no point getting attached to a monster. They didn’t feel… that’s what made them monsters. Cas was fun and loyal and always entertaining, if chaotic. And she was a tiger in the sack. But that’s all it could ever be, apparently.

“We should get back,” he said.

“Fuck yeah, I’m starving!” she announced. “Did I ever mention pregnant mimics have HUGE appetites?” she asked.

He stared at her, horrified.

“Kidding! Geez, lighten up. You’d think a guy who just got anal would be more chill.”

***

Back at the ballroom Cas shifted back into her table form, giving him a wink and a chuckle as she disappeared into the crowd. Ren watched her go. What was he going to do with her?

Quickly picking up two goblets of bloodwine, Ren made his way back through the milling guests to the distant sounds of the death matches. The assembled creatures chattered in a dozen languages, only a few he could pick out. Someone was speaking Qartish, which was based on the Punic language used in Carthage, which was based on Phoenician which he would have expected to be similar to Greek but was actual part of Semitic languages like ancient Hebrew spoken in Canaan. He’d briefly dated another language major specializing in the ancient mediterranean, and she’d gone on and on about it. Great in bed though.

He was heading for where he could hear Kyra’s laugh, still chattering away with other guests, when he spotted a trio of smaller figures standing by themselves among the guests. Three goblins stood together, which was odd seeing as lowly goblins wouldn’t usually get invited to this sort of ritzy party. One was a pinch-faced old biddy goblin, whose glare could curdle milk and sour beer. The second was Hammer, the musclebound goblin head of carpentry and toughest gobbo in the entire Nethermire. But the third goblin was unfamiliar.

She wore a feathered headdress made out of a humin skull with goat horns added, a midriff-baring halter-top made from what looked like dragonskin that squeezed her ginormous cleavage up and out with a matching hide skirt. Silver hoops pierced her big green ears and the hair had been done in elaborate braids woven with silver wire and bird skulls. She wore face paint in stripes of white that made her big pretty yellow eyes stand out.

It was the bright orange color of the hair that finally clued him in.

“Holy fuck… Needy?” he breathed to himself.

Out of the tattered maid’s uniform, cleaned up and crammed into a revealing outfit intended for a goblin with fewer curves, she looked better than cute… she looked dead sexy.

The girl definitely looked about as comfortable as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. Before she noticed him approaching, she stared miserably at the floor, shoulders hunched, trying to hide the way her tits were spilling out of her top.

“Stand up straight!” the old biddy goblin poked her in the ribs and as Needy jolted and straightened up she made eye contact with Ren.

“Hey, Needy,” Ren said, offering her one of the cups of blood wine. “You look like you need this more than me.”

She took the drink with a grateful nod, her eyes darting nervously around the room. "Yeah, it's... for the ceremony," she muttered, her voice so quiet it was barely audible over the crowd.

“What business do you have with the Seraphic Lady of the Direwards?” the pinch-faced old lady goblin glared at him.

“The ‘what of the what’ now?” Ren asked.

Needy's cheeks flushed, but her expression quickly turned sheepish. “You should go, Ren,” she mumbled. “I... I'm here because, well, I'm the highest-ranking goblin in the sorceress' service. I have to put in an appearance.”

Ren raised an eyebrow, his mind whirring with questions. He’d always got the feeling that other goblins avoided Needy, but he couldn't quite wrap his head around why. He’d assumed she was some sort of outcast. But what if it meant the opposite? That she was some sort of goblin elite?

If she was the top goblin in the lair, why did Isinore have her serving tea and sewing dresses?

His thoughts were interrupted by the old shrew poking Ren in the chest and making hex signs with her fingers… and not fake ones either.

“Hey! Watch where you point those things!” Ren snapped and started making a counter-curse to deflect it away.

A meaty goblin hand landed on his shoulder, and he looked up to see the four-foot tall form of Hammer with an axe in one hand. “Beat it kid, before it gets beaten for you.”

“Now hold on!” Ren said. “Needy and I are friends.”

“Lady Trixabet has no common imp for a friend,” the old biddy croaked.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Hammer said. “Nothing personal, I’m gonna beat you stupid and fuck you silly.” He raised the axe.

Needy blurted out something in goblish – the goblin tongue – and not something nice either. He picked up a few words – that she called him ‘grublink’ whatever that meant in goblish. She looked furious and the mild-mannered maid was gone replaced by some sort of primordial creature. Both Hammer and the old goblin dropped to their knees and put their heads on the floor.

When she spoke again, Needy's timid voice was back. “I know it's strange,” she said, her eyes darting nervously around the room. “But... but it's just the way things are. Please just go, Ren.”

Ren nodded. “Sure, Needy, no problem,” he said stepping away. “Hey, you look great,” he said before leaving her behind.

Needy's tense expression softened slightly at his words, and she beamed at him.

Ren finally made his way back to Kyra, who was perched on a high-backed chair, holding court with a half-dozen creatures laughing at her jokes. He handed her a cup of blood wine, only to have her take a sip and promptly spit it out.

“Ew, it's already gone cold,” she complained, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

“Shit, sorry about that,” he said, scratching the back of his neck.

“Where have you been?”

“I uh… ran into Needy on the way. She was all dressed up with an entourage."

Kyra looked like she had just taken a bite of a canape made from cat-shit. Her eyes darted back and forth among the crowd. “What did that goblin want with you?”

“She’s my friend. Hey… any idea why Needy would be invited here all dressed up?” he asked.

“I’m sure I have no idea why a goblin does anything…” Kyra’s eyes narrowed. She was lying.

“Hey, do you know what a ‘Seraphic Direward’ is?”

Kyra's eyes went from irritated to downright frightened. If Ren didn't know better, he'd say she was worried. About Needy.

“Hmmm? Oh, no idea!” she said a bit too forcefully. “Let’s go!”

She got a calculating look and Ren expected another knife-sharp argument but instead her attitude changed completely. Kyra tightened her grip on Ren's arm, and she steered him through the crowd. She leaned in close, her voice low and sweet, a stark contrast to the cool distance of before.

“Fetch, darling,” she murmured, her smile wide and almost too perfect. “Isn't this just wonderful? We're finally here together!”

Ren glanced at her, caught off guard by the change. He nodded silently.

She glanced around, eyes sparkling. “Everyone's watching us,” she whispered, batting her eyelashes. “Let’s really give them something to talk about.”

In the middle of the room, she leaned in and kissed him long and hard. What the hell? Ren forced a smile, playing his part while a part of him held back, a quiet voice in his head telling him that something wasn’t quite right. He was still recovering with a stupid look on his face when the ceremonial gong of Maldredd sounded, echoing through the hall.

The gong was the notice that the Pledging was about to start. The highlight of the evening. Kyra clung to his arm the entire time, tits pressed against him through the fancy red dress-tunic he’d borrowed. Through the entire thing she kept stroking his arm or even planting a quick kiss on his cheek.

Who the fuck are you and what did you do with the real Kyra?

When it was over the air buzzed with lingering energy. The gong rang again, signalling the bacchanalian blood orgy was about to begin. To be honest, he was more than a little curious and started following the crowd in the direction of the blood baths. When Kyra's fingers gripped his hand tightly, eyes lit up with excitement, he halfway expected her to pull him into the blood rain and instead she dragged him the opposite direction of the festivities.

“Uhhh… what are we doing?”

“Do you have to ask so many questions?” the pixie smiled and kissed him.

“But…”

“Let me give you a little taste of what you’ll see later,” she said seductively and bouncing on her toes her chest swayed like bowling balls in a pillowcase.

Ren’s mouth went dry. Was she serious? This was happening? Taking flight they soared through the corridors of the sorceress' lair, Kyra leading him, until they arrived at the turret of the tall observatory tower. It was her personal chamber, sized for a pixie and built in the attic crawlspace under the roof.

The place was decorated in frilly pinks, and it made covers of Cosmo magazine look manly. Lace curtains covered the walls and silk cushions and plush rugs lined the floor, creating a cozy nook.

Geezus its like a Disney princess version of Sex and the City…

Kyra turned to him, her eyes sparkling as she spoke. “We can do anything you want,” she murmured, her voice low and sultry. She pressed her body against his and nibbled his ear.

“Anything,,, like…”

“Yes,” she smiled seductively.

His mind raced at the possibilities. Six months of waiting, and he was finally here. But beneath the surface he still felt a nagging itch that something was off. Then, as the big-breasted pixie’s nipples pushed against his chest, he stopped caring.

Fuck it… never say no to a good thing.

Snapping her fingers with a bit of fairy magic the magic glowstones in the room dimmed to mood lighting. She backed up with a smile on her face and, slowly controlling his eyeballs with every move, she parted the gossamer fabric of her dress and revealed her naked body underneath. But as the fabric fell away some of it magically clung to her like a bra and panties. For a pixie she had a stacked body. More like a voluptuous humin. Big round tits, legs for days, and narrow waist.

Backing up, she threw herself on a bed made from a single big pillow four feet across. Running her hands up and down her body she undid the hair on top of her head and the brown curls fell around her shoulders. Ren dropped to the cushion and bent to kiss her when she drew her knees back and planted one delicate foot on his chest. Spreading her legs she made it clear what she wanted.

“Would you like me to…”

She nodded with a smile.

Kneeling between her legs he peeled the satiny spidersilk panties down to reveal what he could only describe as a pussy like a perfect peach, complete with a tiny dusting of fuzz.

“Don’t.” she whispered. “I’m shy…”

Lick your pussy or don’t lick your pussy, pick a lane baby…

He decided it was meant to tease him and he gently parted her thighs and went to town on her pussy. At first she giggled at the acrobatics he was doing with his tongue, then she went really quiet, then she began to pant and moan.

“Oh fuck!” she began to shake.

She stroked her fingertips through his hair, tugging his ears and thighs quivering, as he got her close. Then, carving a V with his tongue over and around her clit, she went stiff and yelled out.

“Oh shit! Make me come! Oh fuck! Oh fuck I’m cominggggg!”

She grabbed him by the ears and forced him deep into her pussy. As she shook and went limp, she let out one last yelp and lay staring at the ceiling. It wasn’t long before she recovered and suddenly, she was wrestling his clothes off. He’d borrowed a fancy dress tunic for the occasion that Needy had tailored to fit his wings and a matching pair of half-trousers. Kyra had the tunic off and her hand down his trousers with a grin, kissing him happily.

Her smile faded. Quickly replaced by a look of confusion before she slowly pulled his dick into the open to reveal the oversized humin cock.

She stared at it. “Oh my god, what is that?” she blurted.

Just wait until she saw it hard.

Her hand moved it back and forth, like studying an unknown life form. “Mmmmm, you’re already slippery,” she said.

Ooops… he’d completely blanked out that he’d been with Cas less than an hour ago.

“Thinking about you has got me ready to go,” he said. He gently pulled the halter-top of spidersilk off over her head and revealed the firm, heavy tits. He examined them closely.

“Huh.”

The nipples themselves were tiny, and the areolas were in a shape almost like a five-pointed star. Much like her pussy looked a lot like a peach, her breasts looked like luscious fruit. Like the stem and leaves on a strawberry.

“Are all pixies like this?” he asked.

“Yes! Don’t stare!” she said in a slightly whiny voice. She was obviously self-conscious about it.

“Don’t be like that,” he said, massaging them.

By way of apology, he teased her tits with his lips and tongue, making her shiver and give out a soft groan.

“Oh! Okay…” she whispered.

He fingered her at the same time as he pushed her back down and just as he was getting ready to slide inside her for the first time, she pouted.

“Use your tongue again?”

He tuned up her soft cunt a second time, making her bite a pillow hard as she screamed and came again.

“Now your turn,” he said quietly, and showed her his erect cock.

She looked like she wanted to run away the moment she saw it. If she hadn’t been so come-drunk she might’ve. Fully rigid his mysteriously oversized junk was nearly half his body’s height. As it was, she covered her eyes and backed away.

“Oh god what is that?”

“Give it a little love, baby… it won’t bite.”

Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head, then she steeled herself, took taking a few big gulps from a bottle of bloodwine, and reluctantly got closer. She had to open wide to even fit it in. But once she warmed up to the idea Ren moaned in satisfaction. She steadied it in one hand while she rolled her big, soft lips up and down on the head with a slow, steady beat. Her arm got tired, and she had to use both hands and still didn’t cover the entire shaft. She worked him more and more enthusiastically, like she was trying to squeeze a golf ball from a garden hose.

He had to go down on her a third time to convince her to let him put it inside. By then she was limp as a fish that had swallowed a handful of valiums. Barely able to believe that he was about to slide into the hottest girl in the Nethermire, Ren took his time. Slid the swollen head of his cock up and down her cleft, getting her ready. He’d chased for a full six months, he wanted to savor it.

“Oh fuck, precious!” she belted out. He was startled by the dead-on infantile porn-star voice.

He teased her some more, feeling her open a bit more each time.

“Get in there, oooh,” she whimpered. “Oh my precious, get in there.” Her eyes rolled up it felt so good and he eased the head inside her, feeling her body resist.

“Ummm hungh! Precious. My precious! Hungh… hungh… oh shit!” she whined, laying there as he filled her up.

Then with her eyes closed and barely moving a muscle she started frantically fingering herself as he slowly drove in and out of her.

“You can come on my dewy garden,” she moaned. “Are you gonna come?” she asked in her sexy whine. “Fuck me hard until you come, hnnnungh!”

Gripping her by the thighs he spread her legs and watched the expression of pleasure taking control of her face and her mind as he sped up, driving deeper and deeper. He gave it to her harder and her brain melted, moaning like a dog in heat.

“Harder, ooooh fuck yeah!” she sang. She loved it. “Hungh precious your dick feels so good. My precious you’re fucking me so good!”

And then she was coming again for a fourth time, body limp and shaking on the bed and he couldn’t take it anymore. He pulled out at the last possible moment, the sudden exit making her yelp and her eyes pop open. Just in time… he let his load paint her from belly-button to eyebrows. Every hot shot of his white milk made her yell and jump. The monster between his legs had quite the range.

Blinking the drips out of her eyes she blindly grabbed a sheet and cleaned herself up before laying back.

“Fetch…” she smiled up at him.

Her mind looked blank and her body flushed. The expression on her face was completely hypnotized. She rolled over to fumble for the bottle of bloodwine and poured herself a goblet before chugging it. Then she collapsed face-down in the pillows sighing contentedly.

Ren admired the bouncy behind of the girl and in a moment, he was on top of her, sliding it into her wet pussy again.

“Oh shit!” she moaned, looking back at him in panic. “You’re still hard?”

“That’s right, baby,” he said. “The night is young.”

When he started to pound her, bouncing off her backside, she began to whine and cry and beg for more.

“Oh god you’re owning my pussy, it’ll never be the same shape again!” was the last coherent thing he remembered her saying.

***


Chapter 6   : Chesapeake

For the next few months Ren had no complaints.

Weeks had slipped by in the depths of Isinore’s underground home, each day blending into the next with the never-ending duties as the sorceress’ familiar. Despite his job, he barely spent any time with her; instead Isinore used the magical telepathy to connect their minds whenever she really needed something. His new job was predictable and busy, the orcs still tried to make his life miserable, and he got zero respect from the big monsters, but for the first time in a long time he didn’t care

Kyra had transformed overnight. From shrewish bitch always putting him down to greedy cock-slut who needed his D every night. Instead of cold shoulders, he now got warm pussy. Ever since the Dark Gathering, some sort of switch had been flipped.

Before, every conversation with Kyra had been like walking through a minefield. Now, she was practically all over him and the meanest thing she had to say was ‘can you fuck me any harder?’

Maybe a little too all over him… sometimes he felt like he did nothing but work hard all night for Isinore then work hard all day for Kyra.

Not that he was complaining…

So as the sun went down, and he dressed for another night shift in his new blood-red tunic, Ren headed for the gargoyle roosts. Left Kyra sleeping in on the come-soaked sheets. Up on top of the keep was a small chamber for the messenger gargoyles. And waiting for him was a new messenger – barely bigger than he was, crouched on a stone post with a pouch chained around its neck. Ren retrieved the message, broke the seal and read it.

It was from Chesapeake.

“Oh fuck…” he breathed and ran to find the sorceress.

This was too big to communicate via psychic link. He arrived at the iron doors of the sorceress' inner sanctum, the scroll tube half as tall as he was balanced over one shoulder. Flanking the entrance were Clod and Sigi, a pair of Baalian demons.

“Who goes there?” Clod's voice rumbled.

Ren sighed. Every time. “It's me, Fetch,” he replied wearily.

“I don’t know any Fetch, do you Clod?” Sigi said in a voice like a rusty knife. He had four eyes and four arms.

“Fetch! You know… the homunculus!”

“Lots of homunculuses,” Clod said.

“Homunculi,” Sigi corrected him.

The demons were seven feet tall and it felt like seventy. They were armed with massive axes, the blades carved in hex runes that gave a faint light. Clod, the one with the jagged horns and scales, gave him a look that said he’d peel his skin off for fun.

“No there isn’t, there’s just one, me!” Ren raised his voice.

“What’s the password?” Clod said.

“Hmmmm,” Ren tapped his chin. “Is it ‘I fucked around and wouldn’t let Isinore see an emergency message, so she shoved our heads up each other’s assholes’?”

Clod and Sigi exchanged a look, and Clod stepped aside without another word.

Ren slipped into the fancy chambers of the sorceress; his footsteps muffled by the plush carpets that lined the floor. Instead of bare stone there were painted tiles and stucco walls, tapestries and carpets and color. He’d been here enough times to know the way and headed for the bedroom; the Rite of the Shadowborn ritual would still be finishing up…

Sure enough, outside the bedroom door he could clearly make out the slapping wet noises from the other side, along with Isinore’s ecstatic screams of pleasure. Damn… Dagan was a real player.

Before he could take another step, a sultry voice made him freeze. “And just what do you think you're doing here?” hissed Messalina, grabbing him by the scruff, her eyes flashing with anger.

The succubus was several hundred years old judging by her appearance. Not that she looked old, she didn’t. She was young and smooth-skinned. But she looked like a product of the era when she was first summoned: a bit like the painting of the Mona Lisa if Mona Lisa was a porn star. She was naked except for some gold chains, and the height of erotic beauty in the middle-ages.

She was still a demon though and had enough magic in one nipple to crush him like a spider. As her eyes glowed his entire body went limp, unable to move in the magical paralysis.

“I-I have important news for Isinore,” he stammered, trying to speak properly with numb lips.

Messalina's smile curled into a sneer “Important news, you say? And what could possibly be more important than the delicate negotiations Isinore is currently engaged in with Dagan the Untiring?”

From behind the curtains, Ren could hear Isinore's voice mingling with the low rumble of Dagan's as he worked his magic on her.

“I-I understand,” Ren replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “But this can't wait. It's urgent.”

Messalina's gaze bore into Ren. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” the succubus purred seductively.

Ren knew she was using her eyes of fascination on him… the demonic power that made mortals fall in love with the dick-milking demons... do anything for them. He’d seen her use it to make a man jizz his codpiece instantly and pass out.

Ren’s dick got hard, but his mind remained his own. Maybe because he wasn’t quite a mortal man anymore after being reborn once.

“Impressive,” Messalina raised an eyebrow and gave him a grin.

Whether she meant his huge cock or his resistance to her charms, he couldn’t tell.

“Very well,” she said, her voice dripping with contempt. “If you insist. But make it quick. Isinore is not to be disturbed.”

As the ritual between Isinore and Dagan reached a fever pitch, the sounds grew louder and more unearthly. With an animal howling there was a noise like a garden hose splashing on the sidewalk and the bedroom door shivered from multiple impacts. Slime began oozing out from under the doors into the hallway.

A moment later, Messalina clapped her hands to signal the servants. “Handmaids!”

A group of goblin maids, led by Needy, emerged from the servant doors, followed by the shape of Isinore’s black cat. Each goblin was staggering under the weight of mops, buckets, brooms and shovels, and each was armored inside leather aprons and gloves to the elbow, ready to tackle the mess left behind by the recent ritual. The goblin barely glanced at him.

For a moment he felt hurt. Well… what do you expect? You haven’t even talked to them since you started hooking up with Kyra every night.

The bedroom door swung open and framed in it was the stark-naked form of Isinore. Hair messy, completely dipped in white goo. Everyone bowed as the sorceress stumbled down the hall, a satisfied grin on her face. She ignored Messalina holding out a silk robe and walked with a lazy poise even naked and covered in slime. The demon’s jizz seemed to be evaporating into ghost mist, each one with a vague face in the steam, that moaned and desperately tried to escape before evaporating in green flames.

The dark sorceress, master of everything she saw, was beautiful… and scary. Isinore was a full-sized humin, towering over him, raven-haired, gorgeous and perfect but with a self-confidence that bordered on predatory. She reminded him a little of Sharon Stone in that sci-fi movie about Mars… or maybe the one when she was a serial killer… except with pale skin and long black hair.

From over his shoulder Ren heard the appalled gasps from the goblin maids as they entered the bedroom. The dripping goo was making eerie whispers and forming into little slimes with waving tentacles.

“Look at this book of summoning! I’m never going to get this slime off this ancient ritual,” he heard Needy grumble.

Isinore made a straight line towards the baths as Messalina followed close behind, ready to catch her.

“Quit hovering!” Isinore said.

Isinore never did anything to please anyone besides herself, and he could see where she got the nickname ‘Isinore Crowstrike’. She didn’t have a wrinkle or a grey hair, but she could have been any age from thirty to sixty by her looks. Judging by a few hints he’d overheard in conversations, he suspected it was much, much older than that.

Ren couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for the sorceress, despite the aura of power that surrounded her. It wasn’t every woman who could seal that sort of pact with a tentacle demon. Entering the bath, she carefully descended the steps of the big marble basin the size of a small swimming pool. She submerged and re-emerged at the far side where the succubus slipped into the water with cloths and soaps to begin washing her mistress. The cat who had followed her in hissed and ran away.

“Wet!” it growled.

Ren politely hovered by the door.

As Messalina soaped and washed Isinore’s hair the sorceress noticed him. Standing under the gaze of her piercing blue eyes sent a shiver up his spine, but from fear or excitement he couldn’t tell.

“What do you want, Fetch?” she demanded, her voice tired.

Ren hesitated for a moment. “I... uh... I have some information to report,” he replied, his voice breaking as Isinore’s blue eyes bore into him.

Her gaze narrowed, but she motioned for him to enter and continue. Ren took a deep breath, stepping inside he stopped at the edge of the bath.

“The spies in the Kingdom of Chesapeake have finally sent word,” he kept it simple. Held out the unsealed scroll tube.

Isinore's expression was immediately more alert. “Well, don't just stand there. Read it,” she said.

“Me?”

“I don’t want to get it wet,” she sighed, sinking into the hot bathwater.

Ren nodded, fumbling with the scroll as he carefully unrolled the paper. Scanning the words he felt a creeping fear. The sorceress resurfaced, wiping soap out of her eyes.

“And?” Isinore prompted.

Ren cleared his throat and began to read out loud. “Hark! Attend thee well, mine own sovereign mistress of shadows, for secret tidings I bring unto thee this eve.

“Under cloak of night and guise of loyalty to the crown, I hath observed the comings and goings most keenly within these regal halls. Anon, it hath come to pass that the Black Company, under the King’s own banner, hath returned from their secretive exploits to the accursed Qartish temple of Kroatoan. Their actions, veiled in valor, hath brought low the temple's dark sanctum, which didst wreak havoc upon the unsuspecting Roanoke.”

“So, they finally figured out it was the Temple of Kroatoan that wiped out their settlement,” Isinore chuckled.

Ren continued to read: “Be it known unto thee, that our King of Chesapeake, bound by oath and promise of reward, hath lavished upon these warriors titles of nobility and vast tracts of land along the untamed fringes of the Beverwyck Protectorate. Such rewards he bestows for their allegiance and heroic deeds.

“Let this missive serve not just as report, but as a clarion call to thy wisdom, for the Black Company, now basked in royal favor, doth pose a peril hidden behind their newly forged crests of honor.

“I pray thee, weigh these words with grave consideration, and devise with thine unmatched cunning a stratagem that might turn these tidings to our advantage.”

Ren halfway lowered the scroll. “And then he finishes up with blah blah: ‘This letter I seal under the veiled watch of the dark stars with loyalty undying and in clandestine faith, penned by thine own devoted servant hidden within the court’s embrace, in this the 5138th year of the Zenith of the Turtle of the Underworld’.”

Ren rolled up the letter again and searched the sorceress’ reaction. This was bad… really bad.

“So,” Isinore said slowly. “The spies from the Kingdom of Chesapeake have brought word that the Black Company, not only survived the Qartish jungle but they've returned victorious.”

“And been given lands so far to the north as to be almost beyond their ability to give,” Ren said.

Messalina glared at Ren. “For this you interrupt my lady’s ritual? What does it matter what the Saexonish king of Chesapeake does with Qartish priests invading his southern borders?”

Ren shot her a look, incredulous. “Don't you understand what it means you fucking idiot?” he asked.

With a flash of her glowing eyes, Messalina shot a blast of magical power that sent Ren flying backward to slam against the stone wall, cracking a tile. The succubus prepared to blast him again, but Isinore grabbed her by the horns and casually held her head underwater. Long enough for the succubus to begin to fight and splash. The sorceress finally let her up for air and the demon coughed and gasped for breath.

“Ren is correct,” Isinore declared, her tone serious. “The real threat lies in the aftermath of this victory. The Black Company has been granted lordship in the frontier lands between us and Beverwyck.”

The dripping succubus seemed just as confused as before. “And? That’s hundreds of miles away and the long-tail lake Erielhonan sits between us,” she muttered.

Isinore nodded, her expression grim. “Indeed,” she agreed. “But why there? Why not anywhere else in the world? Chesapeake has no real claim on the frontier, and likely the King of Penn was involved, for he sees everything north of his borders as his. No… make no mistake this puts them practically on our doorstep. And while they may be separated from us by hundreds of miles and the long-tail lake Erielhonan, make no mistake—they will not stay so far away for long.”

“So what’s the plan?” Ren asked.

“Plan?”

“Yeah, how are you gonna wipe them out? Slow-acting curse? Summoned beast? Outright magical assault?”

“It will take them months, perhaps years, before they threaten us,” Isinore smiled. “I appreciate your bloodlust, but if I act rashly, and attack, I may damage much of what I’ve built. The Kings of Chesapeake and Penn, the Protector of Beverwyck, and even the Jotunlanders of Zuider Zee would come after me again. It would be war.”

“Don’t forget the Dominion of Accomack, their wizards wish you no good health,” the succubus said

“It’s already war,” Ren said. “But while they’re moving armies into place, we’ve got our thumb up our ass. If we don’t do something now, we won’t just lose some of what was built, we’ll lose it all.”

Isinore stared at him strangely. “There is no ‘we’… you forget yourself. I am the one who rules Nethermire… you may go!”

Ren felt ice down his spine. He’d just talked back to the sorceress… she’d had monsters fed to the Targ for less. He practically ran away and counted himself lucky.

***

Telling Kyra about the whole thing hadn’t helped.

The pixie was more interested in getting pounded into blissful oblivion and when Ren made it clear he wasn’t in the mood she shut down and brushed off the letter from the spy in Chesapeake. They didn’t exactly part on good terms and for the first time in what felt like a month Ren returned to his own place to spend the night crammed in a nook above the orc kitchens. Unable to sleep, still restless, he flew down and went to the alchemy lab instead. It kept his mind off things while he brewed a new batch of moonshine in a fresh slime.

Raising the glass of paint stripper to salute his bad mood he started drinking and didn’t stop until he was too shitfaced to fly. Then he went for a walk. The nocturnal creatures of the lair were finished their day and the corridors and chambers had an abandoned feel. Like an amusement park haunted house after closing hours. He took more small sips as his unsteady steps led him up the stairs level by level to the tallest tower in the lair. The last time he’d been here was with Cas.

A wave of loneliness washed over him.

He wandered and found himself standing before the door to Isinore's parlor. The ancient wood groaned as he pushed it open. He scanned the room, taking in the familiar sight of comfortable reading chairs and shelves lined with her favorite books.

“Cas?” he called out, his voice echoing in the silence. “You there?”

A small footstool in the corner shifted. With a soft creak, it unfolded itself, revealing Cas in her shapechanged form as two eyes popped up on either side.

“What're you doing here?” she asked.

Ren shrugged. “Guess I just needed some space.” He climbed into Isinore’s highbacked padded chair. “I still don't get it,” he rambled. “Why do we have to guard these empty rooms? What a fucking waste of time.”

“Speak for yourself; I call that job security,” she replied. “Another day, another silver penny.”

With a sigh, Ren reached for the container on his belt, pulling out the glob of blue slime. Squeezing it between his fingers, a stream of pure alcohol shot out and into his mouth. It burned all the way down.

He offered the container to Cas, and her tongue flicked out to catch the alcohol as it sprayed into her mouth. “Thanks,” she said.

Ren leaned back in the boss’ chair. The alcohol loosened his tongue. “Yup… that used to be enough for me too,” he nodded. “But lately… I swear, this job gets worse every day.”

“All the sudden huh?” Cas said.

“Yeah,” he sat up, feeling suddenly chatty. “Like… I’m better’n this, you know? Why am I taking all this shit? I could be running this place.”

“Sounds like you’re finally taking somebody’s advice,” Cas said with a grin.

“Yup! That’s what Kyra says…”

“Kyra?” Cas snapped.

He blinked in surprise. Why was she so pissed? “Yeah, Kyra. You know… ever since I…”

“Got your nob gobbled with a slutty pixie every night?” Cas suggested.

“Well… yes, kindof…” Ren said.

At that moment an unlucky mouse darted across the floor, making for a hole in the baseboards by the chair. Cas's tongue shot out, snapping up the mouse with a loud crunch as her jaws chewed with a fury.

“Geezus,” Ren said. “What did the mouse ever do to you?”

“The mouse is an asshole,” Cas said angrily. “Who wouldn’t know a good thing if it bit him in the ass.”

“Was,” Ren correct. “The mouse was an asshole.”

“Fuck this,” Cas snapped. “You’re right, this is bullshit and I’m not guarding this room for a minute longer.”

And with that the ottoman pattered away on its four stubby wooden legs, the tongue snapped out to yank the door open, and Cas stomped off into the corridor.

Ren watched her go. What the hell was bothering her so much? He stumbled after her, but the mimic girl didn’t slow down.

“Cas, wait up!” he called, his voice echoing slightly in the damp hallway. “I have to tell you something!”

The mimic stopped abruptly in front of a large wooden armoire against the wall. She turned to face him. Now that it came to saying it out loud, Ren suddenly didn’t have the words. Catching up, he leaned against the armoire for support, trying to focus his thoughts.

Say something!

“I’m… I’m quitting being Isinore’s familiar,” he managed.

“What?” she asked. “Why would you do that?”

“I’m done with the bullshit. I’m telling her tomorrow and going back to working in the alchemy lab. I was happier there anyway.”

“I… I don’t know what to say…” Cas said quietly. “Are you sure?”

“No,” he chuckled. “And Kyra is going to be pissed when I tell her.”

Suddenly The mimic turned a deep shade of green. “What is it, Ren?” she snapped angrily.

“What’s what?” he stumbled over his words.

“What's so great about Kyra, huh? What does she have that... that others don't?”

“Well for one thing she’s a smokeshow,” he said, trying to focus his thoughts onto the unexpected question.

“And?” Cas pressed, one foot tapping impatiently.

Ren blinked, trying to think past the fog of alcohol. “And... and she's really talented at magic,” he shrugged.

“Seriously? She sucks at magic and you know it. You’ve got more talent in one wing than she does in her whole body. That's all you can come up with?”

“She’s ambitious,” Ren said, starting to feel a bit aggrieved. “And… and she’s fucking charming. People love her.”

“People love her tits, you mean!” Cas snapped. “When you were down, who picked you up? With all the shit you went through after you arrived here, who was there for you? Think. Think hard.”

Ren shrugged helplessly.

“Fine… I get it, Ren. Really,” Cas said quietly. “You don't need to explain. I've heard enough.”

Pivoting on her wooden legs, she started to walk away. Shit… he’d fucked up this time, but how?

“Wait… Cas…” Ren said pushing off the wooden armoire with more force than intended. He nearly fell forward but managed to steady himself.

“Forget it! Stop bothering me when I’m working… I don’t want to even see you…”

Ren felt movement behind him, and the armoire came to life with a creaking groan as its doors swung open to reveal a gaping, fanged mouth. A giant tongue shot out and wrapped around his body like a lasso.

Oh fuck… the armoire was a mimic…

“No, don't!”

Ren heard Cas’ shrill yell but all he could see was the giant mouth opening up. He barely even had time to register the horror before he was swallowed whole, darkness closing around him as him as he slid into the depths of a mimic's belly. Panic surged through him as he thrashed and struggled against the slimy walls, the stench of decay filling his nostrils. Suffocating, he felt the walls closing in around him and knew he was dead.

But then, just as suddenly as he was swallowed, Ren was spit back out. He ejected from the mimic's mouth like a spitball and landed in a heap on the floor covered in a thick layer of digestive juices. Gasping for breath, he scrambled away on all fours.

Still in shock, he pressed himself against the far wall and saw the tiny form of Cas standing between him and the man-eating armoire.

“Uncle Bart, you can't just go around eating people!” Cas was furious, her entire body turning bright red, flushed with anger.

The much larger mimic let out a rumbling chuckle. “Of course I can. That's my whole job.”

“You almost killed him!”

“You said you didn’t want to see him, I thought you meant for me to chomp him.”

Cas's eyes blazed with fury. “If you ever touch Ren again, I will feed you a kitten full of poison, you understand me?”

Uncle Bart grew suddenly serious. “Watch yourself kid!” he growled. “You know you’re just like your mother, she was charmed by two-legs too.”

“Did you hear me?” Cas screamed. “Poison kitten!”

“Fine, fine,” Bart rolled his eyes. “What's up your butt anyway, Casket? Why do you care so much about a useless imp?”

Cas's rage reached its peak, and she yelled the next at the top of her lungs. “Because I love him, that's why!” she shouted, the words escaping her lips before she could stop them.

For a moment, silence hung in the air. Ren stared at her, and Cas slowly turned to face him, going from red to green. What the fuck? She couldn’t mean it… could she? He still wasn’t sure mimics even had humin emotions.

But before Ren could process his thoughts, Cas turned and bolted down the hallway, leaving Ren standing alone with the monster that had almost eaten him.

"Wait, Cas!" Ren called after her, but she was already gone.

Uncle Bart let out a snort of disgust. “Yeesh, kids these days. When I was a bitty little treasure chest, I'd get a chompin' if I ever even talked to a two-leg.”

Ren stared at him.

“No offence,” Bart said.

***


Chapter 7   : Alchemy Interrupted

Ren was sticking his fingers down a wyvern’s throat when he noticed the first signs of alarm. Another glorious day back in his old job, brewing potions. Larion, the second ranked apprentice, stormed past the wyvern pens with his doughy little scab-picker of a familiar hopping after him.

“Impossible,” Larion hissed. “They wouldn’t dare!”

“The wards of the small gate were broken…” the familiar hissed. It was a leech-devil, with a face that was just a big mouth hole ringed with teeth. “They are here milord!”

Larion kicked the familiar for no good reason. That’ll help… shoot the messenger. Fucking senior management doing whatever they felt like to screw over the little guy. Not that Ren had any love for the leech-devil familiar – he hated him – but Ren hated Larion even more. Prancy little bloodsucker…

But then the wyvern gagged while Ren was shoulder-deep in its beaky maw and vomited a pint of yellowy goo all over him, making Ren forget all about the small gate.

“Thanks a lot, asshole,” Ren told the wyvern and it ‘grawked’ at him like an enormous crow.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if he could bottle the stuff for later use, but the grimoire said it had to be fresh bile, not stale.

Taketh two drams of wyvern bile, fresh and clene;

Forsooth, ensure it be not stale, but keen.

It stank… and itched a little. He didn’t have time to clean himself up and the only change of clothes he owned was the dirty red smock, so Ren stomped back to the alchemy lab dripping in stomach acid. Luckily acids didn’t seem to bother his new, yellowy skin much, so he put up with the slight itch and returned to the bubbling alchemy cauldron.

The door towered over him at his height, and he had to lean in just to push it open the six or so inches it took for him to squeeze through the gap. Like most doors in the Nethermire it was old, rusty and swollen with damp; the hinges complaining with a drawn-out creak. Shelves lined every wall, a jumbled inventory of glass vials filled with multi-colored liquids, jars of powders, salts, grains and ash, and bunches of dried herbs, jars of monster body parts, insects (living or dried), and a collection of sealed jars that held gasses in alphabetical order from ‘Air (elemental)’ to ‘Zombie flatulence’. Each item was meticulously labeled in a spidery script that had taken him months to organize.

There was a sizzle of an oil lamp heating a beaker, and the soft gurgle of a liquid concoction refining itself. The potted herbs, flowers and vines twitched slightly sensing Ren was back, and several varieties turned to watch him. He had the lab to himself most days since resigning as familiar.

He’d been in a hurry and left several cupboards open where he’d been searching among the stacks of ancient, leather-bound books and scrolls. With a flap of his wings Ren hopped up onto one of the work benches, cluttered with mortars and pestles, those old-timey scales with little hanging dishes and all the other glassware for stirring, decanting, and refining. The surface was stained with spills and burns and the dripping wyvern bile added a few more.

At the back of the room the large, blackened cauldron bubbled on the brick oven. He’d made it back in time, and the strange brew bubbling away was still thick and pale pink; it hadn’t spoiled yet.

He’d left the book open from before; good thing Larion hadn’t seen it or Ren would be in deep shit. The apprentices made a big deal about their ‘repositories of forbidden knowledge’. Consulting the propped-up grimoire with the peeling humin-skin cover he flipped the pages to find the right spot and read out loud.

“Take ye first three drops of Wyvern's bile, harvested from the beast as it yet liveth, to capture its spite. Then, mix it with the crushed petals of the Nightshade bloom, plucked in darkness from the cursed soil of a hanged man’s grave.”

They had lots of dead man’s nightshade and he carefully tipped both ingredients into the cauldron.

He checked the next page. At this point he found the author Orgetorix got a bit wordy, but Ren had no idea what actually made magic work, so he stuck to the recipe.

“Add thereto a pinch of ash, wrought from the bones of traitors, burned at the stake for their trespasses. Stir this concoction with a rod forged from the cold iron of a murderer's blade, thrice widdershins not a turn more, to bind their tormented spirits to thy will.”

Ren continued with the work. Once this brew was done it should be a mildly effective cursed elixir. Tossing a few scraps to the meat-eating plants Ren sat down and sighed. Even if this was the best magic he could manage as the head alchemist, the fact that magic actually worked here fascinated him… he’d never worked this hard in his old life. Apprentices like Larion could do full-on spontaneous incantations – which they thought made them the hottest shit in the Veil of Nethermire.

Fuck those guys… compared to Isinore herself they were children playing dress-up.

As the color of the liquid began to turn from pink to mauve, Ren grabbed the iron stirring rod and got to work… more than the heat of the oven making him sweat. One wrong step at this point and the whole lab might go up. That was part of the reason all the alchemy was buried way in the bottom of Isnore’s lair; it was more dangerous than a meth lab.

Easy now… one stir… two…

But just as he was making the third stirring motion the ballsack-shrivelling screams of the guard mushrooms shattered the calm of the basement like a sledgehammer through glass. The horrible moaning of the cerulean fungi bounced off the cavern walls beneath the Veil of Nethermire and made Ren jump, giving the pot a quarter-turn extra with the iron rod.

A surge of raw magic detonated from the cauldron.

At the first sign of the green cloud of smoke Ren hit the deck and rolled under the table. Powered by the tormented spirit of the hanged man, the cursed mixture flashed bright as high-beams and struck the ceiling with a shower of green sparks, adding to the black mark singed into the stones from previous failed experiments. The impact caused a half-dozen volatile sparks of magic energy to fire downward and by luck and quick reflexes none of them hit Ren.

When he was sure the immediate danger was over Ren crawled out and flapped his bat wings to lift a few feet into the air and peek over the rim of the cauldron. The mutinous experiment crackled with unstable energy, the green liquid sloshing by itself. If it was possible for a liquid to look malevolent the cauldron managed it.

“Fuck!” Ren snarled at the glop. The cerulean mushrooms were still howling, and Ren turned to snarl in their direction. “Fucking mushrooms!”

But the spell in the cauldron wasn’t calming down; if anything the reaction was continuing to energize. It’d go full meltdown if he didn’t stop it.

Taking flight, he flung himself at the spellbook desperately flipping through the pages for a shutdown procedure. He tore one of the fragile pages and swore – worry about that later. He scanned the lines of text, some of them written in a language so old he could barely understand it, and finally found something useful: a passage detailing the troubleshooting tips for rogue spells.

“’Whan a spell doth runne amok, seeketh thou to quellen its unruly spirit with a potent blend of mysticale implements.’ – What the fuck does that mean Orgetorix you old bastard!”

But he quickly scanned ahead and saw the tools it suggested. Long-winded bastard…

In a near-panic Ren gathered a wand carved from the heartwood of an ancient oak, a vial of powdered phoenix feather, and a chant passed down through generations of sorcerers.

“By the pulsing herte of the earthe and the fierie essence that fuelleth oure craft, I do calle upon the aunciente energies to unravelle this rogue spel’s grippe. Let the rawe power of the elements rende it asonder, and may it be caste back into the void from whence it came.” Ren read carefully and stirred counterclockwise three times with the oak wand.

And as fast as it had gone wrong, the rogue spell calmed again; it let out a final, anguished wail of the hanged traitor’s spirit before settling back to a bubbling pink goo.

Danger over, Ren collapsed onto one of the stained lab chairs, breath coming in ragged gasps as he looked over the damage; could’ve been a lot worse.

“Great,” he muttered. “Just what I needed.”

Isinore would be pissed… The thought sent a shiver down his spine. He’d spend a week cleaning dung out of the Targ chamber. The fear was draining from his system, replaced with anger. Fucking mushrooms!

Okay, think… he had more than enough extra bile, he could just start over. If he pulled an all-nighter he might just be able to have the elixir done by morning. He began to gather ingredients again all the while the cerulean fungi continued screaming their heads off.

“Probably just one of the orcs pissing on them again,” he grumbled, trying to filter out the noise. Orcs were mean but they were dumb as fuck and they kept setting off alarms.

How do you get a one-armed orc out of a tree? Wave.

The door to the alchemy lab banged open while he was still rummaging in the shelves of ingredients and jolted him a second time. Instinct made him jump several feet above the table, his wings blurring to keep him in the air.

He looked down to see the butterball of a goblin girl standing there. Needy was actually shaking as she looked up at him.

“Don’t you hear the alarm?” she shouted.

Ren sighed and flew back down to the shelf to lug a few jars of ingredients back and forth to the lab table. “Hey, Needy,” he replied, distracted. He swept aside the old bottles and arranged the new ones. “Yeah, I hear it. Who cares?”

Needy stared at him, her sharp-toothed goblin mouth hanging open. “How can you be so calm when we’re under attack?” she yelled, voice quivering.

Ren let out another sigh. “We’re not under attack,” he told her calmly.

Needy blinked in astonishment, then a moment later her shoulders relaxed, and she gave him a relieved look. “We’re not?”

Needy was sweet – especially for a goblin – and like most goblins he’d met she had a vicious cunning when cornered, but she was gullible as all hell. It occurred to him that she’d just run her tubby little body all the way here to warn him because she was worried. Even after weeks of not talking.

Ren flipped the pages of the spellbook back to the beginning, his wings fluttering. Needy hauled herself up onto one of the lab stools until she was eye-level. Ren whistled and one of the bottles on the table grew legs and stood up, trotting under his hand. “Book vault, Kiki.”

The bottle shivered and changed shape into a six-inch brass key that Ren needed both hands to pick up and fly to the secret compartment in the wall. Fitting the key into the keyhole disguised as a crack the stone, the living key turned and opened the hidden cupboard lined with lead sheets. Ren flew back to the table and lifted the spellbook with a grunt of effort; it was nearly as heavy as he was. Wobbling through the air he deposited it back inside with the other texts and closed the cupboard, Kiki wriggled out of the lock, dropped to the floor and transformed into a small rock.

“But Ren…” Needy said. “It seems pretty serious.”

“It’s just the cerulean mushrooms giving a false alarm again,” Ren explained. “Don’t you remember last time when one of the doombats flew by and they screamed for a whole day?”

Needy let out a heavy sigh of relief, her chubby cheeks relaxing. “Whew,” she breathed. “For a minute there, I thought we were in real trouble.”

“Let this be a lesson to y—” he started to say.

There was a roar of a battle cry from the hallway and running past the now open door to the laboratory, several orcs in full armor sprinted past, their panicked screams echoing through the corridor. “Run for your lives! We're all gonna die!” they bellowed.

Needy shot Ren a panicked look, eyes wide with fear. “I told you!”

“Shit…” Ren whispered, mouth going dry.

Needy was back in full panic mode again. “I told you! Ren, what are we going to do?”

Ren stared at her. Why did she think he knew what to do? He was nobody… a lab rat… a glorified janitor. His mind raced. “Hide,” he snapped.

But before they could move a figure stumbled into the room, slamming the door shut behind him. It was Larion, Isinore’s number two apprentice. The slender vampire draped in a sorcerer’s red robe immediately chanted a spell, and Ren sensed the magic force snapping tight over the door, magically locking it in place.

The twink vampire turned a frantic look on Ren. He’d never seen the bloodsucker with a hair out of place before and now he was smudged in soot and looked like he’d been at ground zero of a tornado.

“Imp! I need weapons. Tell me where the wand of Crixus is, or the Jade Flame, or the ring of Flagellon!” the vampire’s voice cracked as he stormed towards Ren.

Ren just stared at the apprentice. “Whoa, slow down there, bitey,” he replied. “I can't just give you those… if, in fact I knew where they were,” he remembered to add belatedly.

Larion's anger boiled over and he bared his fangs. “The Black Company is upon us. They're going to kill us all if we don't counterattack!”

Needy shrank back as the vampire apprentice lunged at them, but she wasn’t fast enough to avoid Larion snatching her up by the apron and holding her in the air as he bared his fangs.

“Tell me or your little friend gets drained dry!”

The goblin let out a sob and immediately wet herself. The urine splattered into his open mouth and he dropped her with a disgusted sound.

“Gahhh, foul little maid!” he spat to clear his mouth. Then her turned on Ren his voice rising to yell. “I know you know where all of Crowstrike’s magic is hidden. Now give it to me!”

Needy scrambled on all fours to hide behind Ren and as he stared at the vampire Ren’s fear turned to frustrated fury. In the moment before he could decide to tell Larion to go fuck himself or trade their lives for a few magic items locked in the book vault, someone began pounding on the door from the outside.

“Help! Open up, it's me, Azog! They're coming!” the orc guard screamed.

Ren scowled, recognizing the voice. “Piss off, Azog! Find your own place to hide!” he screamed back.

A moment of silence, then Azog's response changed from fear to fury. “You let me in right now you gobshank, or I'm going to squash your dick under my boot!”

“Don’t you dare open that door,” Larion growled at Ren.

Like he would spit on Azog if he was dying of thirst in the desert.

The orc was still pounding on the other side. “Open it! Open up you little fucking freak of—"

Before Azog could finish saying what he was a freak of, two narrow sword blades punched through the door, dripping with blood. Azog's scream of agony sent a chill down Ren's spine.

“Ready yourselves!” Larion growled, eyes slitted as he faced the door.

Needy armed herself with a knitting needle in each fist and Ren just stared at her. She’d been terrified a moment earlier, but then again… back a goblin into a corner and you better be prepared to get bitten.

The door rocked under a heavy blow. And another. The magic was holding, but whoever was out there didn’t stop and the wood groaned under the endless pounding. Ren’s big triangular ears folded to try and shut out the noise until, finally, Larion's magical barrier gave in, and the door smashed open, nearly torn off its hinges.

“What the fuck?” Ren blurted.

Standing in the doorway, nearly filling it, was a massive brown bear. It roared, slobber dripping from its mouth, and a pair of nubile slender figures in silks and silver armor slid into the room with arrows cocked on bows. They were pretty in a way only airbrushed fashion models could be, with delicate features, thin eyebrows and bodies of dancers. They also had long pointed ears poking through their flowing blonde hair. They were elves.

Larion, to his credit, faced them with an eager grin.

“Well, what pretty boys they send me,” the vampire licked his lips.

“Boys?” Ren muttered, but then looking closely he saw the two elves were actually male.

In reply the two loosed arrows. Larion slapped them aside with a clatter of splintered wood, and the elves stared at him, scrambling for another arrow. The vampire apprentice was already chanting a spell and the temperature dropped. A cloud of frost formed into ice shards, and it fired with a cold wind into the doorway, driving back the bear and screaming elves in a hail of sharp ice, blocking it.

“Needy!” Ren snapped. “Get in here!” he barked, pointing to a nearby cupboard.

The round little goblin maid sprinted faster than he would have thought she could move, diving inside the cramped space. Ren was about to follow when a voice from the hallway raised over the sound of the icy blast of wind blocking the door. The spell chant seemed shorter, harsher, than the ones Ren knew and suddenly flames engulfed the ice shards, dissolving it into steam.

Ren ducked behind the lab table as more figures stormed into the room. He’d never seen their kind before but immediately knew what they were.

Adventurers… heroes.

The one in the lead was a giant – a humin in full plate mail from head to toe. Features hidden under a spiked helm with a T-slit and chainmail that covered the lower face, the battered, bloody armor made him look like a maniac. Swinging a massive sword and crouched behind a shield, he gave cover to the others following behind him. More figures sped into the room, moving with practised ease, and suddenly they were facing two more elves and a humin woman in a heavy leather coat with a gigantic rifle levelled at Larion, flanked by two menatarms in thick leather coats with steel breastplates.

Ren stared at the firearm. Guns? Nobody told him there would be guns.

They came on in a rush, charging right for Larion. The elven archers – one male one female – drew and loosed; the arrows pincushioned Larion, bloody broadheads sticking out the back of his robe, but it didn’t even slow down the apprentice as he was chanting.

"By thundres myght, I conjure thee, Wal of sounde and furie, to me!"

“Shoot!” the giant in armor shouted hollowly.

The woman with the gun seemed to be having trouble; she had a burning wick in the jaws of the lock mechanism for the gun that she held up to her mouth to blow on. When the wick was burning brightly enough she shouldered it again and took aim.

Just in time for the whole wedge of invaders to take the brunt of Larion’s completed spell. He was already finished the chant, and as he did the glowing shape of a magic circle formed and vanished as the spell was released.

The shockwave of thunder deafened Ren for a moment. Even standing behind Larion the noise felt like a needle was being shoved in each of his ears. The effect on the front rank of attackers in the path of the spell was like throwing them against a wall. Armor dented, arrows snapped, the barrel of the weird gun bent at nearly a right angle and it exploded in the woman’s hands. Elves and men were tossed back into a heap by the door.

It bought them a moment, but Ren knew it wouldn't last. They were cornered.

The woman with the long gun recovered first, throwing the broken weapon at the vampire apprentice. Larion batted aside but it was enough of a distraction she had time to pull an old-fashioned pirate-style pistol of wood and iron, firing it at point blank from the floor with a cry of victory. The fogbank of smoke filled the room a moment and when it thinned Ren saw Larion standing there unaffected.

Instead of crumpling to the ground, Larion laughed. With an animal snarl, he fell on the armored woman and lifted her into the air. He gripped her by the helmet to twist so her neck was exposed, then sank his fangs into her flesh.

“No… you… fiend!” the female elven archer managed to gasp out, still struggling to regain her senses.

Larion gave an animal sound of grunting pleasure as blood sprayed and he gulped it down, face a mask of red. None of the other adventurers could even move; either stunned from the spell or frozen at the sight. Larion gulped down his fill and as the woman gurgled and went limp, he tossed her armored body aside like it weighed nothing and wiped one hand across his bloody mouth.

The male elf recovered first. Dropping the bow he drew a curved saber and lunged, driving his blade through Larion's chest, the steel poking out the back of his robe.

“That tickles,” Larion grinned before punching the elf in the face so hard his teeth were knocked loose and he collapsed to the ground with his nose flattened and cheekbone broken. Screaming in pain.

Ren chose that moment to make a dash for it. The female elven archer spotted him, and her bow came up, letting an arrow loose that narrowly missed its him. Ren swore and slid behind the cover of the big iron cauldron while a second arrow rang off the metal with a dull clang. Risking a peek Ren saw the first wave of adventurers had just been a screen, and entering the room were what looked like a pair of humin children – one in the white robe of a priestess, and the other in a blue robe with a red sash.

It was Larion’s reaction that made Ren understand the danger. The vampire hissed and backed up, unleashing a muttered spell that fired an icebolt not at the elf or the big warrior getting to his feet, but the pair of children.

“Froste bolt, swift flye, thy icy path trewely strike!”

The child in the blue robe gave a single word of magical incantation and a shimmering shield of light intercepted the icebolt, shattering it.

Shit… those were no kids… they were full grown harfoot adults! One was a wizard and the other a warrior-nun.

Until that moment he’d thought they might actually have a chance, that they could fight their way out, but there was no way Larion could take them all alone. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and outmatched. And the vampire had to know it too.

That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

Larion snarled out a phrase Ren only recognised because it was in the almost-forgotten magical demon language of void magic. A dark copy of Larion formed around him made of black smoke and threw itself at the nun, forcing her to yelp and back peddle, wrestling with the shadow.

The small form of the wizard next to her made a complex incantation and a flaming green sword appeared in his hands. He charged at Larion, the blade slicing through the vampire's arm with a sickening sizzle, turning the severed limb to ash. With a hiss of fury, Larion leaped straight up, hovering like a horrible party balloon just below the ceiling.

“You fools think you can defeat me?” he sneered, his eyes going red.

The female elven archer took aim and fired an arrow. Larion snatched it out of the air before it could find its obvious target – his heart.

“Rothfus, Jordin! Help Gudrun!” the elf chick shouted. “I’ll hold this one!”

She drew and fired as fast as she could, barely seeming to aim, sending a continual stream of arrows at Larion who dodged and smacked them out of the air with his remaining hand. Kept him too busy to use another spell.

…how many fucking arrows did this bitch have?

Behind her the big knight and the tiny wizard wrestled with the shadow-copy of Larion, prying it off the tiny nun. With a cry they threw it into the door and the fucking bear that was still waiting there snatched it in its slobbering jaws and ripped it apart, so it vanished in a puff of smoke.

As the archer advanced, trying to find a blind spot to nail Larion, she drew her last arrow. Taking careful aim, she took one last step and suddenly slipped and crashed to the ground with a thud in a splash of yellow liquid.

Ren grinned. He’d assumed Needy has pissed herself from fear… maybe it was a natural goblin defence mechanism.

“Enough of this farce,” the harfoot wizard snarled. “Gudrun! Finish it!”

The nun was covered in welts and slashes from the shadowy void-copy of Larion. But a moment later the priestess began to chant, calling on divine aid.

“O Totonga, cast thyne orb of sunlight, bright and cleere!” her child-like voice sang, and a pool of light formed above her head.

It was bright. Like a halogen floodlight. Too bright to look at directly. Larion screamed. And kept on screaming. A noise that made Ren’s skin crawl. It was sunlight... a tiny ball of sunlight here deep underground, created by her magic. The ball of sunlight grew larger and larger until the vampire writhed in agony, blood pouring from every orifice. As Larion vomited blood and his eyes boiled and popped, his entire body burst into flames, burning him down until it reduced him to nothing but ashes and a blackened skeleton that somehow still screamed in agony. Then, with a flare of light, Larion exploded into dust and glowing ashes rained down over the room.

The sunlight spell faded and shrank, small enough to fill the nun’s hand, and she bowed her head over it whispering.

“What a stench!” the harfoot wizard said, covering his mouth and nose.

“Smells like victory, Master Wobble,” the giant in armor said.

Ren ducked behind the cauldron, frozen. There was no fucking way he could even put a dent in these intruders, and even if he did, he’d never get past the bear. He curled as small as he could and hoped they’d forgotten about him.

“I've dealt with the abomination,” the priestess said in her child-like voice. “Now quit cowering and find the imp and kill it.”

Ren grumbled inwardly, frustration bubbling up inside him. Why did everyone always think he was an imp?

“And I saw a goblin; put it to the sword so it can’t call any more of its kind to attack us from behind,” the elf chick said.

Shit… Needy never hurt anybody, why’d they want to kill her for? Think ren! How are you gonna get her out of here?

Before he could make a plan, a strong hand clamped down on one of his wings, hauling him into the air.

“I got ‘im!” the armored giant shouted.

Not for the first time Ren cursed how fucking small he was; a normal sized humin seemed like a giant. Even the harfoots were a foot taller than he was. Well… if you wanna wait for things to be fair, you’re gonna die of old age…

Ren’s feet were nimble… almost like a monkey… and he deftly reached down with one foot and unhooked the chainmail bevor that protected the lower part of the man’s face. Instinct took over, and with a snarl he sank his teeth into the only exposed flesh he could reach—the man's cheek. With growl he chomped as hard as he could, injecting him with venom. As the man howled and tried to pull him free his movements became more erratic and feeble. Then with a sickening crunch, Ren tore off a circle of his cheek, spitting it out at the harfoot wizard and priestess.

The man gave an agonized yell, his grip loosening as he staggered in circles, and Ren freed himself, wings flapping as he flew into the air. The knight’s eyes – visible through the T-slit of his helmet – rolled up and he collapsed face first to the ground.

Ren buzzed in a circle around the room to avoid being shot at and pissed all over the heads of the invaders. “I'm not a stinking imp! Imps don't have a poison bite!” he screeched.

The wizard was chanting; Ren recognized the incantation of the Acidous Arrowe spell.

“From derke depthes and venymous wellesprynges, I cal thee forth, O bittre arwe of corosion!”

Shit! While the wizard was chanting, the rest of them were throwing whatever they could find at him – dagger, axe, jar of powder from the shelf… another arrow narrowly missed him, and he glared down at the elf.

“Bitch!”

He was going to die in this room. Bad enough he’d been reborn a monster, working like a dog stirring cauldrons all day, now he was going to be killed by a bunch of homicidal maniacs in a work-related active shooting event.

Wait… the cauldron?

Ren’s eyes settled on the cauldron. He dive-bombed it as the wizard fired a sizzling green bolt of acid at him that missed, struck the far bench and ate a hole through one of the shelves, dumping all the jars on it to the floor. Ren ducked behind the cauldron, grabbed the iron rod, and fast as he could he stirred it widderrshins six or seven times before diving for the cupboard. Lucky for him he slammed into the cushioning pillow of Needy’s enormous backside or he would’ve broken his neck.

Slamming it shut, he watched what happened next through the crack between the cupboard doors.

The liquid in the bubbling spell goop sizzled as the effect of being over-stirred ruined it, and a second later it shot out green fog then erupted. The cauldron exploded as the rogue spell experiment fired a geyser of magical energy. Green sparks shot across the chamber like bottle rockets and the invaders screamed and cursed and cried as they were caught in the crossfire.

“Needy! Time to go!” Ren yelled over the noise.

“In this? I can’t!” she sobbed.

“Now or never, Needy, move it!” he yelled, and he grabbed Needy's hand before kicking open the cupboard and dragging her into the storm of wild magic. “Stay low!” he ordered and the two of them crawled for their lives, around the workbench, past a burning green corpse of a soldier, and over the prone form of the nun flat on her back unconscious.

With her robe blown aside, Ren had a brief glimpse at her holy underpants and what looked like a tattoo of a unicorn on the priestess’ inner thigh. Somehow, they reached the door alive, and Ren almost sobbed in happiness thinking they were home free.

But the furry, saliva-dripping mountain that blocked their path made them stop short. Ren looked up, face to face with the grizzly bear, its fur bristling as it snarled at him.

Ren spit his poison saliva into the bear's eye, and it leapt back, shaking its head and roared. As the bear reared back in agony, Ren made a break for it, darting under its legs and making the last break for freedom, pulling Needy behind him. As they exited between its hind legs Needy's knitting needle flashed in the dim light as she jabbed it into the animal’s nether regions. The bear’s nugs had to be at least three inches across and proved too tempting a target for a cornered goblin. The roar of agony as she kebabbed its nuts together hurt Ren’s ears in the confined space of the tunnel outside the alchemy laboratory.

But they were out… out and running as fast as their little legs could carry them.

“We did it!” he laughed.

“Ren you’re a genius!” Needy gasped, trying to keep up as her chubby form bounced.

But the further they got from the exploding magical chaos of the room behind them the more he heard it: echoing from all directions, every room and corridor they passed, came the sound of more fighting. It wasn’t just a single bunch of murder hobos in the Nethermire… it was an invading army. Ren’s relief quickly melted away.

***


Chapter 8   : On the Run

Inside one of the dungeon-level airshafts, too small except for the smallest harfoot to crawl through, Ren and Needy regrouped. Needy crouched in the cramped darkness, her breaths echoing softly in the confined space. Eyes wide with fear… or maybe just to see in the dark. Like him and most of the other residents of Isinore’s lair, goblins saw into the infra-red and darkness didn’t much bother them.

“What are we going to do?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Ren's mind wouldn’t settle down, the recent fight playing over in his head on a loop. Larion was dead… well he had already been dead, sortof, but not a pile of ashes dead. And a bunch of those nutjobs were dead… not that he really cared too much about anyone trying to shoot him or blow him up… but still…

He’d never seen people die before.

Except you… his inside voice reminded him.

He clenched his fists and practised his breathing, trying to steady his pounding heartbeat.

“Give me a second,” he muttered.

“Sure,” Needy said. “A second what?”

That was the problem with cultures that had never seen a clock before. “I need a moment,” he repeated.

“Oh, sure Ren.”

What the fuck did he do now? They were under attack, and the entire Nethermire could be in trouble. Where the fuck was Isinore? If she wasn’t here dealing with the problem, it probably meant she had her hands full… With a moment to think he immediately remembered Kyra. Shit… where would she be? With Isinore? It was worth a shot.

He closed his eyes and focussed inward until he found the glowing thread in his mind’s eye. He followed it and in a moment his body grew lighter, then fell away, then his consciousness floated free. The darkness of the airshaft faded and with a jarring slap his mind was suddenly in another place.

He was no longer crouched in hiding but standing in an opulent corridor, the marble floors gleaming under the glow of magic lights. This body wasn’t his and he could only take the ride and observe as he extended his hand and saw a glowing black rune pulsing in the palm.

In front of him stood three knights in well-worn plate armor, a hooded assassin melding from the shadows, and a priest wearing a black cassock of Wythe. Worse, they all wore a black sash and the badge of a black shield with a white griffon biting a broken sword. Ren didn’t need to read the inscription to know what it said: Ad Umbra Potentia, ‘to the shadows, power’.

It was the badge of the Black Company.

Goddammit… why hadn’t Isinore believed the reports?

“Prepare for death, she-witch!” one of the knights said hollowly from inside his greathelm.

The body Ren rode inside channeled the dark energy of the rune, sending shadow tendrils into the carpet and animating the long, ornate rug under his attackers' feet.

The rug writhed like a serpent, the fabric twisting and constricting around the legs of the Black Company, knocking them down and wrapping around them. The priest’s spell fizzled as the carpet smothered him, their swords clanged, making a few harmless holes in the fabric as it tightened, wrapping their bodies and eventually smothering their cries. In a few moments the crunching of their bones said they wouldn’t be getting up again and Isinore released the void magic animating the rug.

“There’s more coming through the Night Garden! And the lower levels are crawling with them!” a musclebound goblin with a bloody axe in one hand ran up to Ren – or rather the sorceress that Ren was seeing through. It was Hammer, Needy’s bodyguard from the Dark Gathering.

Turning, he noticed a small, pretty pixie hovering near his shoulder, her wings fluttering anxiously. Thank fuck… it was Kyra. In a voice that was both his and not his—a woman’s voice—he commanded, “Fall back to the Great Hall; we make our stand there.”

As they walked, the woman he was seeing through spoke to him. “Is that you, Fetch?” Of course, if he could see through her eyes and feel what she felt, then she could use the same link to be in his body too. “You’re in an air shaft… probably the dungeon… Well, one goblin certainly isn’t an army. It seems you were right… the Black Company was more ambitious than we thought. Stay safe, manakin.”

The connection broke as suddenly as it had formed, snapping Ren back to his own body with a jolt. He gasped, the cramped airshaft coming back into focus as he felt Needy holding him.

“You were talking,” she said. “But it didn’t sound like you.”

“Isinore,” Ren gasped. “We have to get to the great hall.”

He started crawling and Needy followed. From the main corridor they climbed up through one of the chutes used to toss corpses down to the flesh-eating ghouls’ pit. No humin would ever think to check there because they wouldn’t be able to stomach the smell; Ren had become a lot less picky about stuff like that since he’d arrived at Nethermire. Out of the dungeon and into the basement, they jogged on bare feet along the side corridor, ears cocked, eyes peeled for danger.

“Ren,” Needy said, huffing to keep up. “Ren what’s happening? Who were those humins and what are they doing here?”

“There were reports from Isinore’s spies in the east,” Ren said quietly. “That the Black Company was coming. But nobody believed they’d do something like this.”

“Humins always do something like this,” Needy said sadly.

They pelted up the corridor to the intersection with the main hallway and took cover behind a potted vampire rose bush; the plant had been pruned of its flowers by a passing vandal, the red flowers laying on the stone floor, mouths slowly opening and closing like a fish suffocating on dry land. The planter box they’d grown in was only a foot tall, but it provided decent cover for people the size of him and Needy if they crouched down.

Ren scanned the hallway ahead; the far end had a staircase that led up to the main levels of the Nethermire, and the Black Company had to have come this way to reach the upper levels. Sure enough, the floor was covered in muddy footprints. Quiet now, and empty except for the notched and bloody trophy shields and torn war standards from Isinore’s defeated enemies on the walls. Ren spared a glance back the way they’d come and nodded to the goblin girl.

“Coast looks clear,” Ren whispered. “Now's our chance. Let's go.”

Needy clung to him like a shadow, her breath coming in ragged gasps and orange wisps of hair plastered to her forehead with sweat.

They bolted from their hiding spot and sprinted toward the far end of the hall. They were nearly halfway when one of the doors along the hallway creaked open and a knight emerged buckling up his codpiece and sighing in relief. He was splattered in blood and had a string of orc ears looped on his belt. Ren and Needy slid to a halt right in front of him and froze.

The knight raised his visor, revealing a sneer that sent a chill down Ren's spine.

“What do we have here?” he growled, lowering his bloody sword. “More vermin unfit to soil the edge of my blade. I'll just have to crush your skulls instead.”

Ren's grip tightened on Needy's hand as he scanned the hallway for an exit. They slowly backed up as the knight sheathed his sword and lifted a hooked hammer from his belt giving it a practice swing like a batter warming up as he came to the plate.

With a metallic clang, one of the decorative shields detached itself from the wall, hurtling at the knight’s head. Ren's jaw dropped as he watched the shield shift color and shape into a creature resembling an albino octopus, its four tentacles squirming with a life of their own. It hit the knight’s armored helmet with a thwap, making the man grunt. Then he gave a startled yell as the creature gripped the vizor, yanked it open, and slithered inside.

The knight gave a bloodcurdling scream as he dropped the hammer and his gauntleted hands scrabbled to reach inside the helm and pull the creature out. It rose to a high-pitched screech as blood gushed out. Still screaming he began bashing his chest and back against the wall, scrabbling to find the buckles and latches holding the metal breastplate closed.

Good luck, asshole…

Blood spurted out from under the knight’s codpiece and his shrieks increased in pitch, punching himself in the groin as he tried to reach the thing on the inside. His movements became more desperate but uncoordinated as he fought to dislodge it. But it was too late. Blood ran down the armor between the joints until the stone underfoot was slippery with it and he went down. With one final shudder the knight yanked a dagger from his belt, still making strangled screams, and stabbed himself in the neck through the crack between his breastplate and helmet. A moment later he collapsed, lifeless.

“Fuuuuck me…” Ren exhaled at the gruesome sight.

Then, like opening the front door to go for a walk in the park, the vizor of the helmet popped open, the albino mass of tentacles climbed out, and its form shifted and reformed. To his disbelief, it transformed into a small treasure chest, its lid creaking open to reveal a mouth full of jagged teeth.

“What are you screwing around in the middle of a fight for?” the chest scolded in a scratchy female voice. “You're lucky I was here to save your asses.”

Ren breathed a sigh of relief and Needy rushed forward, dropping to her knees and throwing her arms around the treasure chest tightly.

“Casket, I'm so glad to see you,” she exclaimed, her voice trembling. “I peed myself. It was horrible!”

“Geez Needles, get a grip, will you?” the mimic said.

“No,” Needy said, hugging the chest tighter.

Casket escaped by changing shape from a small, jewelled chest into a green-tinted pottery vase that hopped out of her arms.

“Cas, you alright?” Ren asked.

The vase grew a couple hundred tiny centipede-like legs around the bottom and began crawling away. “As right as rain, if rain was stuck being pottery,” came the muffled reply.

Despite her tone , Ren knew the mimic was shaken by the attack. It was subtle, but mimics showed their emotions like those old mood-rings. If she was right as rain she’d be a shade of blue; the fact she was green said she was upset. Scared, sick, afraid… something negative.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Cas snapped.

“We were heading for the secret passages. We can get to the Great Hall from there,” Ren said.

Cas froze, turning a deeper shade of green. “You’re going after Kyra, aren’t you?” she said quietly.

“It’s where Isinore is making her stand,” Ren said trying not to sound like he was making an excuse.

“You’re two feet tall… what do you expect to do when you get there?”

“I don’t know… something,” he said defensively. “I already took one of the knights out all by myself.”

“Did you now?”

“I bit him in the face, put his lights out.”

There was a long moment of silence as Needy’s gaze darted between him and the green vase. “Fine,” Cas said finally. “Let’s go get ourselves killed,” she said bitterly.

Ren nodded, his face set. “Stay here, I’ll check if the coast is clear.” Without waiting for a response, he spread his wings and flapped up to the ceiling.

“Show off!” Cas hissed up at him.

***

He hugged the shadowed crevices of the high ceiling as he scouted ahead, following it to the bashed-open doors of the chamber at the end. Zipping inside he flew as fast as he could to hide on a stuffed manticore head mounted high on the wall and peered out from behind the manticore’s dusty mane. His heart sank.

Another of Isinore’s apprentices was surrounded by a band of barbarians with black sashes. The reports said the Black Company was recruiting mercenaries from the southern frontiers with the Qartish empires. The apprentice’s name was Kif and she was a girl barely out of her teens with black hair, horns and rumor had it she was a half-demon and Isinore’s secret daughter. They’d backed her up against the rim of the Vortex Pool – a spinning whirlpool of black water that people said was a gateway to a dimension no one returned from.

Kif stayed emotionless and silent as one of the barbarians shoved her. She looked tiny among the big southern humins. Then the group of them began shoving and slapping her like schoolyard bullies. She didn’t say a word the entire time, or even glare at them. Not even when they spat on her and laughed in their barely decipherable southern Saexony accents.

There was nothing he could do for her. Not against a dozen of the mercs. He had to watch as the barbarians got rougher trying to get a reaction from her. One of them finally grabbed her by the collar and ripped the red apprentice robe off her back, leaving her naked.

Kif finally showed a sign of life, baring her small fangs and covering her body, making the barbarians hoot and laugh. The one who’d torn off her robe reached out to grab her and the barbarian with a long-barrelled rifle and wide-brimmed hat slapped his hand.

“Tetch nawt that trawl-up, less chee be strick'n with th' spell-playg,” the boss drawled.

But the younger barbarian just grinned and grabbed Kif by the hair. “This wee kahyn doth possess awl the fittin' apur-churs, ah reck nawt thah words, ah am bound in.”

Ren's fists clenched, the muscles in his jaw tightening in anger.

Humiliation turned to fury, and Kif’s eyes turned a deep, ominous black. Before the barbarian could react, he was enveloped in black flames, his screams echoing off the stone walls. He danced and staggered in circles as the other barbarians laughed even harder until the older one whacked the burning one behind the knees with his rifle butt and smothered the flames rolling him on the ground.

“Thuh har-lut sought tuh bewitch me,” the singed barbarian spat.

“Wellup, Ah did foh-warn thee, tuch huh not.”

The older man picked up the torn robe and carefully extended it back to Kif. The girl looked at him distrustfully but snatched the robe out of his hands... not noticing he had a foot-long dagger in his other hand. He planted the blade to the hilt in the base of Kif’s throat. Her eyes went wide with shock as blood welled up and ran from the wound, then out of her mouth.

“Prithee, sweet-lin', hush thee; twill awl end uh-non,” the older man said kindly.

There was nothing Ren could do but watch as the life drained from Kif’s eyes, her struggles growing fainter. They’d both would be dead if he did something. A moment later the demon-girl went limp, eyes still glaring at the barbarian. He drew his dagger out and pushed her over backwards into the swirling vortex of the pool where she vanished without a sound.

The older man wiped his blade on the younger man’s tunic with a sneer.

“Ah fo'-told thus; mahk well mahn words when next Ah command thee.”

Ren watched in fury as the barbarians exited out the back door of the hall towards the Chamber of Echoes, their laughter echoing down the corridor as they went off in search of more plunder and victims to terrorize. Ren stayed a moment staring at the black whirlpool where her tiny body had vanished. She’d always been kind to him, even if they rarely spoke. She was just a kid.

She’s gone… you’re still alive… he reminded himself.

He glided down to the dropped robe and rifled through the inner pockets, his fingers finding a small vial containing a potion with a cryptic symbol on the tiny paper label. He knew it was how Isinore marked a potion of Aetherial Vapour Transformation. Kif could have used it to escape… why hadn’t she? He pocketed it in case it would be useful later on.

He flew back to rejoin Needy and Cas and waved them forward. When the mimic and goblin joined him in the Vortex Pool room, he was already searching the sculpture of a toad demon holding a shallow basin nestled against the wall opposite the pool. He finally found the hidden latch and swung open a secret door concealed in the sculpture’s potbelly. Motioning for Needy and Cas to follow, Ren led them into the narrow passage beyond, the air thick with dust.

“Where are we?” Needy asked.

“Secret passage to spy on the rooms,” Ren said. “I don’t think Isinore has ever used them; the previous owner put them in when he built the place.”

“Probably didn’t trust his servants much, I guess,” Needy said.

“Or he liked watching people fuck… who cares? What matters is we should be able to get through most of the distance between here and the Great Hall without running into more of those assholes.”

***

They shuffled through the cramped, dark space of the secret passage, the only source of light coming from peepholes scattered along the walls.

“What’s that?” Needy asked, her big goblin ears twitching.

“Shush,” Ren whispered, straining his ears. “I think it’s more knights on the other side of the wall.”

They tip-toed along the narrow passage until the muffled voices were directly on the other side of the plaster. Finding the peephole several feet above his head Ren carefully climbed up to reach it and peering through, he caught sight of a little girl grovelling and crying on the ground at the feet of the knights.

“Please milords… are thou here to rescue me? I have been afrightened all these many weeks, trapped here amongst monsters, wondering if I shall ever be rescued and see mine home again!” the redheaded moppet sobbed.

And the academy award goes to… Ren grinned. It was Scilla; poor bastards had no idea.

“Don’t cry, child, your captivity is at an end,” one of the knights said kindly, kneeling to be eye level with the child.

“Really Aelred, are you insane?” Another knight scoffed. “How stupid can you be. Can't you tell it's a trick?"

But the first knight snapped back. “I took an oath to defend the helpless and weak, and this is just a little girl.” Turning back to Scilla he asked “Are you well child? Have they harmed you?”

“Oh yes!” Scilla nodded, tears in her eyes.

Ren couldn’t help but grin.

“What do you see?” Cas whispered from underneath him, unable to hold her curiosity.

“Scilla’s about to rip these guys new assholes,” Ren whispered.

“Seriously? Let me see!”

The vase turned into a painting and climbed up the wall to the peephole. An eye formed on the end of a long stalk and squeezed beside Ren to look out at the same time.

“What happened to your mother and father?” the kneeling knight, Aelred, said.

“My father was murdered!” Scilla said, lip quivering. “They pulled his inside out through his belly-button.”

“Ye gods,” Aelred replied. “Poor child.”

“And my mother was hung by her hair,” Scilla continued.

“Poor child!”

“And set on fire…” Scilla added.

“There is no justice in this world!” Aelred looked near tears.

“And forced to serve a demon’s pleasure…” Scilla went on.

“I may be ill,” Aelred’s skeptical companion said.

“While my father was forced to watch… because the demon was into cuckoldry…”

“My steel yearns for this demon’s blood!” Aelred ground his teeth together. “What twisted creature could do such a thing.”

“Maybe the demon was just more sexually evolved than some uptight knight who’d prefer to beat if off into a melon while he writes love sonnets to a virgin he’ll never make a move on,” Scilla said with a glare.

“Uh… what?” Aelred said.

“I mean… that’s what I heard the demon say…” Scilla tried to cover.

“I see…” Aelred.

“Like this thing happening right now,” Scilla nodded. “Prithee m’lord, who watches over the ladies of your household whilst thou are away on quest?”

“Why… my cousin, who does have the night-blindness and not the constitution for such a campaign does manage my manor and protect my wife.”

“Oh,” Scilla said frowning.

“What troubles you, child?”

“Oh… nothing… only that, well, you are all here, far from home… while your squires are back home with your wives…”

“And?”

“What do you think your wives say?”

“About the quest? She did bid me come back alive and with honor intact.”

“No, not that,” Scilla said innocently. “I mean, what do you think your wives say when your squires are giving the dicking to them every night in a way they only wished you ever could…”

“W-why would you say such a thing?” Aelred reeled back, appalled.

“I bet it gets you all hot just thinking about the pleasure another man can give your wife… I bet you have a little peephole in the wall, just so you can watch her get it.” Scilla winked at Ren.

“Child! Stop such words! You know not what you say!”

“Sometimes three or four guys at once, I bet. Y’know… airtight. A big sweaty butcher all over her while the stableboy does her from behind… you know you love it…”

And there, finally, Aelred at last caught on. It dawned slowly on his face and Ren almost laughed seeing the wheels turn. Until finally his face twisted into disgust and anger.

“You’re the demon!” Aelred cried.

“I told you!” his skeptical companion yelled in frustration.

“Ughh, took you long enough,” Scilla said. “I didn’t think I was going to be able to keep a straight face for much longer.” The little girl turned to the other knights. “Is he always this stupid?”

“You have no idea,” his companion said grimly.

“Well, time to make the sweetmeats,” Scilla said, shrugging.

Before the knight could react, the girl's trembling hands shot out and grabbed Aelred’s helmet, twisting with a sudden strength that tore his head completely from his shoulders. Scilla’s form shifted and bulged, twisting taller and larger by the moment until an eight-foot monstrous demon covered in horns and scales towered over the knights, his eyes blazing with fury as he reached out to seize the second knight in a massive fist.

“Wait!” the skeptical knight said. “I agree! Cuckoldry is sublime!”

“Thanks,” Scilla said.

The knight screamed as the demon's grip tightened, crushing him within his armor with a squeal of metal like a sardine in a tin can. The other knights backed up, yelping in fear and making a fence of swords and spears to keep Scilla back.

"You all shall pay for the insolence of disturbing my mistress' home!" the demon bellowed, his voice echoing through the stone corridors.

But before the demon could wade into them, another figure entered the room, the sunburst emblem of Wythe emblazoned in gold on the breast of his armor and sword gleaming with divine light.

“What devilry happens here?” the paladin yelled, voice muffled by the closed helm.

“Lord Ectbert, A demon sire! Save us!” the knights called.

“Oh great, another virgin,” Scilla sighed. “Step right up and die!”

With a sudden move, the paladin rested his sword point first on the ground and knelt to pray. In moments a beam of brilliant energy shot from the sword’s hilt at Scilla and struck him in the chest.

“Hey… why can’t I move…” the demon cried.

The paladin prayed. “O Wythe, grant us thy mighty Jupiter's celestial boon! Verily, by Thy grace, shield and illumine our path…” A ring of glowing magic swords surrounded the demon, slowly circling and closing in.

“Oh fuck,” Ren gasped. “That’s the Ritual of Jupiter from the demonomicon!”

“Is that bad?” Cas asked.

“He has to be fucking superpowered to even try and use it!” Ren hissed. “Scilla is fucked, we gotta run!”

As the paladin began to chant a prayer, his words filled with righteous conviction, Ren watched as the ring of holy swords of light sped up and began to tear through the demon's flesh like a lit cigarette through tissue paper, leaving only bones in its wake. The demon screamed in agony as his form dissolved, bones exploding into shards before she was banished back to the underworld in a clap of thunder.

“Go! Go!” Ren said, jumping down.

Grabbing Needy by the hand he hurried along the narrow passage, Cas right on his heels.

“What's going on? Say something!” Needy hissed

“I don't believe it,” Ren said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Scilla just got smoked by some god-thumper with a holy sword.”

“I thought Scilla was a greater demon of the Burning Pit of Sheol?” Needy said in confusion.

“He is… was… fuck!” Ren said. “How can the Black Company be so powerful? They’re killing everything that walks or crawls!”

“Yeah, and you’re taking us right to them,” Cas said. “For a piece of ass with some wings.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ren snapped.

“Nothing…” Cas grumbled, the painting turned into a picture of a deep green forest.

Before Ren could reply, a shining blade punched through the peephole from the room beyond, narrowly missing him. The paladin's voice rang out, from the other side. “Evil lurks behind this wall! I can sense it!”

More swords jabbed through the wall, probing the darkness of the secret passage. The three of them dropped low and crawled frantically on their bellies, the swords all punching holes at least two feet over their heads. Breaths coming in ragged gasps, they crawled for their lives until they left the Paladin behind.

When it felt like they’d gone a safe distance Ren got up and led Cas and Needy at a run through the twisting maze of secret passages. Through the walls they could hear fighting all around them. Sometimes so close it felt on the other side of the plaster wall.

“Ren, wait!” Cas said. “I’m sorry… hear me out. We gotta go to the Targ.”

“The Targ?” he asked. “No, forget it… we have to get to the Great Hall.”

“Think about it… it's gotta be safe in the Targ lair. And if we’re gonna stand a chance when we get to the Great Hall we’re gonna need some heavy hitters!”

He couldn’t argue with the logic. Bringing a Targ to a swordfight would be the smart move.

“Fine… we go to the Targ,” Ren said.

***

Long minutes later they reached the secret door to the Targ's lair, sweating and filthy. Ren pressed his eye to the peephole, seeing nothing but the sleeping form of the multi-eyed Targ beast. Half lizard, half insect, the creature was a vile monstrosity of legend, and not even Isinore knew where it came from originally.

“It's safe,” Ren declared. “The black hats haven't reached here yet.”

“Praise be Yibble the Earth Whisperer,” Needy murmured, her eyes flicking nervously to the sleeping creature beyond the door.

Careful to make no sudden movements, Ren pushed open the secret door and stepped into the Targ's lair. He could see his breath, immediately shivering in the cold. The massive monsters curled up on the ice-glacier in the middle of the room, put there by magic to cool it off. The Targ-beast's antechamber stank of its weird musky odor. Needy followed him and when the massive creature stirred, its multiple eyes fixing on them, she hid behind Ren. He shook his head… it was like a garbage can hiding behind a rake.

"Easy, big fella," Ren said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. "It's just me."

The Targ made a deep warning noise, like a vacuum cleaner the size of a bus.

“Better let me,” Cas said and hopped forward in the shape of a small barrel. She began to click and growl at the beast and it visibly relaxed.

“How does she do that?” Needy asked.

“I wish I knew…” Ren said. “Maybe it’s a mimic thing; they can look like anything, maybe they can speak to anything…”

“Or maybe I study languages as a hobby… racists,” Cas snapped.

As the Targ-beast sniffed the air, the recognition flickered in its eyes as it snuffled Ren. The vacuum sound was replaced by the sound of gravel in the flatbed of a pickup. Purring.

“It knows you by the smell,” Needy said.

“Not really… it knows Isinore by scent and Ren smells like Isinore… why do you think we got stuck with feeding it? It used to eat all the other handlers.”

“It tries to eat me every week!” Ren yelled.

“Nah… its’ just playing… aren’t you Targy-Bargy?”

Great… they didn’t have time for this.

“Hey,” Ren waved at the Targ, stepping closer to the massive creature. “We're under attack. You've got to do something.”

But the Targ-beast just rolled on its side and closed its eyes.

“Fucksakes,” he muttered under his breath. “These monsters are too dumb to know what's good for 'em. If they'd just get off their asses and join the fight in one wave, they could tear those black hats limb from limb. Cas, you try!”

“I did,” the barrel hopped back to the secret door. “He says he’s got a job to do and Isinore told him to guard the antechamber to the treasure vault.”

“What good is the treasure going to do for Isinore if she’s dead! You can’t take it with you when you die…”

“Sure she could,” Cas and Needy said at the same time.

“You melt all the gold down and make a golden coffin, then bury her it in,” Cas said. “Duh.”

Needy nodded.

Then the goblin’s ears perked up and she bared her teeth. With a growl the tubby goblin charged across the floor on all fours and jumped into the secret passage. By then Ren could hear it, the clatter of the enemy approaching.

“Elves,” Cas hissed. “Ren comon!”

But the shadows of the approaching enemy were just around the corner of the entrance and he frantically waved Cas back as he ducked behind a pillar near the Targ. “Hide!”

Ren crouched behind the pillar as the clap of sandals drew closer. The Targ, sensing the approaching danger, roared to life, rising on its many legs, spiny vanes spreading from its neck like a lizard’s frill and steam billowing from the gaps.

With a musical sound of a battle horn, at least twenty warriors burst into the chamber, their weapons gleaming in the dim light. None taller than five and a half feet, long pointed ears sticking out sideways, wearing soft cotton clothes dyed green, sandals and wearing nothing for armor but the infamous magic dragonscale talismans; enchanted necklaces that covered them in a magic aura like steel plate mail. And they sang as they walked into battle; some sort of tune that would make Ed Sheeran a platinum album.

Elves.

In the lead was a golden-haired femboy elf in a bodysuit of silver armor made from tiny scales and swinging a long silver sword overhead. Arrows whistled through the air, pinging harmlessly off the Targ's armored hide as it lunged forward, jaws snapping and legs slashing. They might’ve been effeminate hippies, but the elven warriors were nimble as acrobats and none of them were hurt by the Targ’s first clumsy attack. It lashed and swung back and forth, long mouth-palps whipping out and thick armored tail snapping back and forth.

Ren saw the tail swing his way and took flight, launching for the ceiling as the tail slammed through the pillar, knocking the stone down on the elves. One of them wasn’t fast enough and was trapped, legs crushed with a satisfying crunch. The Targ wrapped around the screaming elf with its mouth palps and tore him in half, leaving the legs trapped under the pillar. With a rearing up motion, it swallowed the upper body whole.

“Eat it, bitch!” Ren grinned.

The elves weren’t happy with that. They went into a frenzy, attacking with flame-sphere magic and flaming arrows that burned green. One of them spotted Ren and sent an arrow through one of his wings. It stung like a bastard, and worse, tangled his wing and sent him into a dive.

“Fuck!” Ren grimaced as he spiralled for the floor.

Landing hard in the middle of the fight, Ren dodged between the elves’ legs, relying on his tiny size to avoid notice as the invaders shot and slashed and sang their Ed Sheeran war song fighting the Targ. He narrowly missed being kicked by the elven lord and got a close-up look at his armor; tiny interlocking diamond scales so finely made it looked like fish scales. Ren realized it was dragonhide. It had to be worth the price of the entire Nethermire.

A moment later Ren was almost crushed by the Targ’s body and a near-miss firebomb almost set his ass on fire. He desperately searched for someplace to hide but he was surrounded by a sea of elves circling the island of the roaring Targ.

But little by little the Targ was winning. It was rare for it to get a hold of an elf, but the elves didn’t seem to be able to penetrate the Targ’s thick exoskeleton. Even the lord’s silver blade didn’t do more than scratch it.

Finally, the elven lord started singing some sort of new song that would have got Taylor Swift a Grammy and the warriors pulled back. The Targ, following its orders to guard the vault, refused to be drawn after them and sat there, body expanding and contracting slightly as it breathed, the heat-exchange vanes on its back glowing red hot. Ren took the opportunity to duck behind the broken column and hide.

There were voices from the entrance, some in the gibberish of elvish, some humins speaking Saexonish.

“Speak plainly brother, so that my companions will understand you,” a woman’s voice.

Ren stole a glance. Fuck. It was the elf from the alchemy lab, and she’d brought her other companions. Most of them looked a little singed but the knights bloody cheek seemed to have been healed with magic. The little harfoot wizard and nun were still with them.

“You and your grey bird companions are not welcome here,” the elf lord said cooly.

“The Grey Geese are my sworn companions,” the elf girl said angrily. “Take care what you say to Sir Regnal, he is nephew to the Lord Beverwycke. And Jordin is—”

“Yes, Master Wobble is the apprentice to Cyneswitha. It is she with the power to destroy the Crowstrike, not her harfoot pet,” the lord said dismissively.

“Jordin, Gudrun, show Lilac’s brother what his sister can do with your magics,” the knight said with a glare.

Ren was too far away to hear the chanting, but the pair of harfoots began layering enchantments on the elf girl. As the magic rings settled on her, the aura of protection and enhancements magics made her glow like taillights.

With a glare at the elf lord, the girl moved forward alone, a skinny elven maiden barely five feet tall with nothing but a bow and arrow against the giant armored shape of the Targ. Like a kid with a butter knife against a tank.

“If you want my brethren, come and claim me first!” she shouted at the Targ. “It is I, Lilac of QuickSilver, who challenges you.”

The Targ, sensing a real challenge, turned its attention to the warrior girl, rearing up on its hind legs so it was nearly as tall as the ceiling far above. It lashed out, falling forward like a rockslide and stretching out so its falling shadow covered her.

But the mage girl was quick – unnaturally quick – and darted out of reach like a blur. She unleashed a barrage of arrows, each one wrapped in a spell. So fast that Ren could barely make them out. Lilac detonated spheres of acid from each arrowhead into the Targ's eyes. Blinded, the armored mountain lashed back and forth, heat radiating off its back fins so the inside of the room felt like an oven.

With a snarl, the elf lord charged after her, sword flashing with magic energy as it hacked and stuck sparks all down the opposite side of the Targ.

“No brother!” Lilac yelled, making the Targ lurch towards the sound of her voice.

It slashed and chopped with its limbs, always too slow, as Lilac darted and then jumped, impossibly high, like she was on giant elastic bands. Now a different magic circle activated as she drew and fired arrows, these ones flying too fast to see and hitting so hard they exploded small craters in the Targ’s side and even blew off a pair of the armored legs.

The Targ writhed back and forth. Then, from behind, the elf lord in the fine suit of armor leaped onto the Targ’s back with glowing sword held reversed over his head. He drove the blade in, all the way to the hilt so the point erupted from inside the roof of the Targ’s mouth covered in blue blood. The elf girl appeared in front of the Targ, bow drawn back to her ear, magic crackling on the arrow. Elf lord and the archer began reciting magic in unison – so quickly Ren couldn’t follow – and the air stirred with a wind from nowhere. The hair on his body stood up with static discharge. Then with a brilliant flash that nearly blinded him, lightning arced from the elf girl’s bow and hit the sword blade, using it for a lightning rod. The Targ went rigid, let out a sound like a steam whistle, and shuddered. The eyes popped open from the inside with white slime showering everywhere. Then with a burst of blue blood spraying from its mouth palps, the beast went limp, crashing to the ground.

“Holy shit!” Ren said in disbelief. That was one hell of an achilles heel.

A moment later the vanes on the creatures back went red hot and the elf lord flung himself away, burned along one side of his body. A moment later the blade in the creature’s body began to glow cherry red, twisting and cracking with the heat.

The elf lord stood next to the creature’s body, staring at the remains of his sword.

“Skycleaver!” the female elf said and reached for the blade before her brother pulled her back. “But the blade!”

The elf lord grimaced, and tears rolled down his cheeks. “It was the blade of our ancestors, a symbol of honor passed down through generations,” he said coldly. “And it is no more.”

Ren watched as the two elves held each other like their grandmother just died. But the rest of the elven war party didn’t seem very broken up about it. They acted like it was New Year’s Eve, whooping and clapping each other on the back. Four of them climbed the Targ’s corpse and started dancing arm in arm. The ones who couldn’t fit on top danced in a circle around it. Typical fucking elves, kill a one-of-a-kind creature and throw a party… lose a sword and throw a crying fit. One of the elves even whipped out a wooden box and started painting a little watercolor to commemorate the moment as her friends posed.

“Sorry Targ… you shoulda listened…” Ren muttered.

Suddenly, a fist yanked him up and dangled Ren in the air.

Ren twisted, trying to fly away as the elven archer held him up. “You again!” she snarled, recognizing him. “What are you doing here?”

“I live here, bitch, why don’t you and the rest of the Black Company fuck off!”

“It talks!” the elf lord said.

“Let me have it!” the big knight in plate armor growled, pushing forward. “I have a debt to pay for what the little monster did to me!”

“What I did to you?” Ren yelled shrilly. “You fuckers have no idea what you’re doing! You break into my home, kill my friends, murder our pets! And you call us monsters?”

He tried biting the elf girl and she nimbly flipped him upside down and grabbed him by the ankle instead. His tunic rolled up and at that angle she was eye-level to his cock and he watched with satisfaction as she got a look at his junk.

“W-what? How is it so… big?” she blurted out, a look of pure disgust on her elegant features.

Truth be told, aside from the times he was nailing Kyra, it kinda got in the way. “Like what you see sweetheart?” Ren asked.

“All I see is a sad little mannikin. Look at this grotesque little creature,” the elf girl sneered, twisting Ren around for all to see. The elven chumps chuckled, their laughter echoing off the stone walls of the chamber.

The elf lord stepped forward. “Enough!" he declared, still grimacing from his burned body. He chugged back a potion and his flesh healed over. The other elves went quiet, and the celebration around the room instantly stopped. “For your crimes, vermin, you shall be put to death.”

The elf lord reached for him, but the girl yanked him out of reach.

“Brother… this being, as unseemly as it may appear, is only a symptom of a greater evil,” she said.

Ren stared into the elf warrior-mage’s eyes. She was pretty… for an elf. he grinned at her and she curled her lip.

“Though stuffing him up the Targ’s lifeless backside would certainly add weight to his significance, wouldn’t it?" she continued.

“Hey! I’m right here, you know!" he snapped, but his voice was drowned out by the room erupting in laughter.

“Quiet, homunculus!”

“You wouldn’t be so tough without that magic,” Ren snapped at her.

She eyed him. “Perhaps so… but the fact remains magic answers my call and you do not.”

In reply he curled up and chomped on her wrist, injecting her with his sleeping venom. The elf girl yelled out and dropped him, clutching her wounded arm, and Ren tumbled to the ground backing up against the Targ’s steaming carapace.

The elf girl staggered and blinked woozily. Ren stared at her… shit. She wasn’t going down. Had to be some sort of elven resistance to the sleep venom.

“Lilac!” the brother snapped, rushing to her side.

The warrior-maid giggled uncontrollably as she staggered, a wide grin on her face. “Oh, Allium… Look at your face... it's so... so twisty-turny.” She laughed, swaying on her feet. “And lookie there! The walls are dancing. Did you teach them that jig? You're such a good teacher! Teach me! Teach me how to dance with the walls!”

She tried a wobbly spin and lost her balance, being caught in her brother’s arms.

The elf lord glared at Ren and held a hand over her head. Closing his eyes he muttered a healing incantation.

She batted at his hand. “Your fingers are like... little wiggly worms. Hello, wormies!”

Then as the magic started to burn the poison from her veins, the silly look on her face faded. She glanced up and around at the other elves staring at her and turned to snarl at Ren.

“What did you do to me, filthy manikin!”

“Heh… learn how to handle your shit,” Ren laughed at her.

She drew a short, curved sword to stab him but before she could get close the entire room went still and ducked as a massive musical note echoed from walls. It was a gong. A gong sound so loud it drowned thought and shook dust from the ceiling. The laughter and games from the elves cut off with a knife. The elven archer shared a look with her brother.

“We move!” the lord called out.

“Rothfus! Gather the others!” Lilac Quicksilver yelled.

Ignored, Ren stayed low as the elves left at a run, taking Lilac’s humin and harfoot companions with them. He got up and rubbed his bruised backside staring at the retreating invaders. Left alone in the now-silent chamber, Ren looked up at the smoking body of the once-majestic Targ.

“Poor bastard.”

The secret door slammed open again and Needy and Cas rushed to his side. Needy spun him around, looking for any injuries. “Your wing!” she cried.

“I’m fine,” he gently pushed her away.

“What happened?”

“They had bigger problems,” Ren said.

“Good thing you're too weak and useless to waste their time killing you,” Cas said cheerfully. She was back in the shape of a small treasure chest.

“What was that noise?” Needy asked.

Ren’s brow furrowed. “It's the gong of Maldredd,” he said.

“What’s the gong of Maldredd?”

“It means the enemy has reached the Great Hall; we’re running out of time,” Cas explained.

Ren went back to the secret passage at a run; he had to find Kyra and get out of this hellhole before it was too late.

***


Chapter 9   : With the Rest of the Garbage

“What are we doing? Ren… where are you going?”

“The Targ’s dead… we need something else. We’re going to the golem.”

“That fucking guy…” he heard Cas mumble, but the other two followed him into the maze of twisting secret passages.

The path to the library was one he used often because he couldn’t stand dealing with the golem and snuck in to steal books every few days. At the door, the secret exit to the library creaked open, hidden as an ordinary bookshelf.

The room stretched out silent and still, vaulted ceilings lost in shadowy recesses, faint enchanted lights giving the place an after-hours feel. Every wall was lined from floor to ceiling with towering bookshelves, filled with old moldy books and disintegrating stacks of paper. This was all Isinore’s work; the place hadn’t even had a library when she took over. The three of them hopped down beside a big table covered in maps.

Ren scanned the room, expecting to see the librarian standing guard but it was nowhere in sight.

“Hello?” Ren called. Silence. “Never a librarian around when you need one.”

“I know how to get it to show up,” Cas said.

Still in the form of a small treasure chest, she clattered on tiny, crafted feet down an aisle. The lid popped open and from inside her mouth Cas’s tongue lashed out, snagging books from their places and yanking them onto the floor behind her.

When no librarian appeared, she snagged a particularly fancy-looking volume, with the title ‘The Compendium of Celestial Alignments’ embossed with silver runes on the cover. Flipping it open with a flick of her tongue, she began tearing out pages, each rip echoing obscenely in the quiet room.

“Oh no,” Cas mocked with exaggerated horror, “I sure hope nobody stops me from devouring this delicious chapter about…” she studied the page – “Lunar Eclipse and Its Arcane Repercussions,” before stuffing it in her mouth and chewing so scraps of wet paper flew everywhere.

Just as she noisily swallowed it down, a deep rumble filled the room. From behind a curtain of shadows, a ten-foot-tall stone golem emerged. It was a statue of a man who looked a bit like a cigar-store Indian, carved from rock that had sat in the wind and rain for a couple hundred years, decorated with runes that pulsed faintly with inner light. The golem’s eyes, two deep-set jade buttons, fixed on Cas with a glare that could curdle blood.

“Vandal! This desecration shall not go unpunished,” the golem’s voice boomed, into every corner of the library. “You shall be reported and expelled from these sacred halls.”

“Wait!” Ren stepped forward, raising his hands in a calming gesture. “Please, we didn’t come here to cause trouble. The Nethermire is under attack, and we need your help to protect it. These invaders... they’ll burn everything if we don’t stop them.”

The golem’s emerald eyes flickered, the glow within them shifting as it processed Ren’s request. “I see no such invaders,” it said.

“Well… they’re not here yet…” Ren said weakly.

“They killed the Targ,” Cas spoke up, spitting out a wad of paper.

“And don’t forget Larion… they murdered him too,” Needy added.

“Larion…” the statue said and paused, apparently deep in thought. For a moment Ren thought they had reached what passed for its magical mind. “Good riddance. That young man owed nearly a thousand silver coins in late fees.”

“Does that matter?” Ren yelled.

The golem considered him. “You are no guards, you’re servants. Why haven’t the guards alerted me?”

“They sounded the alarm… didn’t you hear the gong?” Cas blurted.

“A shroud of perpetual silence surrounds the hallowed library that all may study in solitude,” the golem's voice echoed through the chamber. “You underlings are worrying for nothing,” it declared. “Go on back to your posts and hide to wait this out. The grown-ups will deal with this before you know it.”

Then from the far side of the room the great library doors boomed open and marching into the room came a wall of soldiers armed with the same primitive guns Ren had seen in the alchemy lab. The man in the lead was in full plate armor, the green-and-white crest painted on his breastplate looked like a horse with a fish’s tail instead of hind legs.

“I fucking told you!” Ren snarled as he pushed Needy into cover behind a reading chair and Cas suddenly changed shape, turning into a padded footrest with an audible ‘glop’ sound.

“Destroy that thing!” the warrior in green yelled.

The golem turned towards the invaders and a moment later they opened fire, a fusillade of shots. The noise echoed until Ren’s ears ached, a blanket of black powder smoke filling the room, but when it cleared the bullets had barely scratched the golem.

“Vandals! This desecration shall not go unpunished,” the golem’s voice boomed at the invaders. “You shall be reported and expelled from these sacred halls.”

“Independent fire, rapid fire!” the man with the fish-horse breastplate yelled.

The golem began slowly stomping towards the soldiers, impervious to the bullets that peppered its massive frame, each impact doing nothing but sending up puffs of dust.

“Bombardiers forward!” the captain shouted and shuffling through the front rank were a half-dozen thickset short men with some sort of guns balanced on their shoulders.

The men were stocky, barely five feet tall, and nearly as wide. Each had a short beard that formed to a point and waxed mustachios that curled up at the corners, wearing small helmets with a pointed spike on the top. They were dwarves. It took Ren a moment of staring at them to figure out that the weapons they carried were some sort of cannons with the mouths carved in the shape of dragons. Ren's eyes widened as he recognized them for what they were —primitive bazookas.

“Get down!” Ren yelled and dragged Cas into the cover of a heavy padded chair.

One by one the dwarves fired their guns and instead of the boom he expected there was a hissing sound of ignition and from each gun a flaming rocket fired out leaving a corkscrew trail of smoke behind. An orangey cloud of flames erupted as the first missile hit the golem. An impact crater appeared on the golem's right shoulder along with the deafening explosion.

Then the rest followed, two of the shots missed, spiralling into the library to detonate among the shelves packed with books and a flaming explosion tossed burning debris everywhere. Burning books, fluttering pages and bits of the shelves showered down on Ren’s hiding spot as flames began to set the place on fire. The explosions reverberated through the chamber like thunder. The impact shockwaves rippled through the air, his ears ringing from the force of the blast. And then, staggering out of the ball of flames and smoke, the golem appeared with one arm torn from its shoulder.

“Hmmm,” the golem rumbled, its voice tinged with surprise as it regarded the gaping hole where its arm had once been.

Once it was wounded the invaders cheered and Officer fish-horse waved his sword forward.

“Finish it off!” he shouted, and the men charged.

They surrounded it, firing at point blank range, and the gunfire was like a wall of thunder in the enclosed space. The golem stood there, stunned for a moment, before it reached down, grabbing a stout dwarven gunner by the skull and lifting him in the air while the gunner screamed. But before the golem could crush him, the dwarf fired his rocket at point blank, the explosion engulfing them both, detonating in the golem's face.

The dwarf was flung into the room by the blast, and the golem staggered. The rocket had taken out one of the golem’s eyes and a chunk of its head, revealing a cavity inside with some sort of metallic object sticking out. The dwarf looked a little worse off, his limp body torn to bits. The golem turned to the other intruders.

“There! The head!” Captain fish-horse yelled. “Prepare for volley fire!" he shouted.

The golem stomped and crushed the gunmen as they frantically reloaded their weapons; the guns were muzzle-loaders so as they poured powder and wad, tamped it down, then repeated with a lead slug, the golem could smash them without mercy. But somehow they held ranks, the gunners barely sparing a glance at their neighbors being smashed flat as they continued their reloading tasks splashed with blood. Goddam… that was discipline.

“Oh, I see,” the golem shouted, its voice tinged with contempt. “Bloody cowards. Fight me like a man... dwarf... monster...”

And as the gunners finished their reloading, shouldering the long guns, the captain raised his sword up. ”Ready... “ he shouted calmly. “Aim... fire!"

In unison, the arquebusiers unleashed a hail of bullets, all aimed at the already damaged head of the golem. The ancient weatherworn face of the once-mighty golem crumbled under the bullets, then so did the metal object inside the cranium, ripped apart by bullets until it fell out in pieces.

Finally, the golem’s legs gave way and the broken construct hit the floor with a slam like a palette of dropped bricks.

The gunfire went on, only slowly trickling off, and when it ended Ren’s ears were still ringing.

“Hold your fire!” the captain yelled. “Sergeant Tommyknocker, if you please!”

Ren peered through the smoke and flames of the burning library as one of the dwarven gunners lit the match fuse of what looked like a small cannonball and plunked it into the hole in the golem’s head.

“Fire in the hole!” the dwarf yelled, and everyone retreated.

The detonation exploded the golem’s head and when Ren looked back there was nothing left from the neck up.

“Orders Captain Ironhelm?” one of the humin gunners asked. “Shall we search the room?”

Captain fish-horse lifted the visor of his greathelm and looked around the room. For a moment Ren was certain he was looking right at him, but through the fire and smoke it had to be impossible.

“No need,” Ironhelm said. “Let it burn. We still haven’t found the Crow and I want a piece of that witch. There’s sure to be a knighthood in it if we secure her death, maybe even a Factorship. Have the men reload and move out on the double.”

The fire was spreading, and by the time the soldiers reloaded and moved out it had engulfed the entire library. Ren could barely breathe, coughing on the smoke, and led Needy and Cas crawling on the floor back to the secret door. Once inside the tunnel they pulled the door closed, blocking out the smoke.

“Now what?” Cas coughed.

“Maybe if we head for the kitchens… we can reach the Great Hall from there.”

“Just us?”

“We have to try,” Ren said, hardly believing it himself. “Anyway, we can’t stay here.”

The secret tunnel was starting to fill with smoke, seeping around the cracks of the door.

***

As it turned out, the secret passages were acting as a chimney for the flames in the library and they had to race for the nearest exit bent over to stay below the layer of smoke wafting through the tight narrow tunnels. For a change being less than three feet tall came in handy. They emerged from behind a tapestry into one of the Nethermire hallways and their feet squelched as they stepped into a pool of blood. The place was littered with a dozen orc guards, all dead.

“A lot of good these sadistic bullies did,” Ren muttered.

They’d made his life a living hell posturing and pushing him around, and when it counted, they went down like a bunch of punk bitches. But standing ankle deep in their blood Ren couldn't find it in himself to feel any satisfaction.

“Oh, these Black Company guys are good!” Cas said trotting through the blood still in the shape of a footstool, her stubby imitation wood legs clacking on the floor. “But I’d like to see them try to pull this shit on me!”

Ren glanced at Cas, barely the size of a microwave oven, and shook his head. She was dreaming if she thought she could take on the Black Company. The mimic was like one of those tiny lap dogs that thinks it’s a rottweiler.

“Dining room is this way,” Needy said, pointing.

They tiptoed up the corridor, leaving tiny, bloody footprints behind. Turning a corner, Ren saw that the doors to the dining room were open, and it was being pillaged by a bunch of barbarian mercenaries – impossible to tell if it was the same group that had killed Kif. They were single-mindedly stuffing everything valuable they could find into sacks with a clatter: cups, silverware, candlesticks, whatever. Then Ren spotted their leader – recognizing the same older barbarian with the long musket-rifle – slurping wine from a broached cask using a gravy-boat for a cup. He was sitting on what looked like a sideboard that sagged and bent in the middle, like a tire with half the air let out of it. Then Ren saw the sideboard had been a disguised mimic and its drawer was a gaping mouth dripping blood with the tongue the size of a beach towel lolling limply onto the floor.

Cas gave out a sharp gasp. “They killed Uncle Bartimaeus!” she blurted out, her voice filled with disbelief.

“Shit… sorry Cas…”

“Didn’t he try to eat you once?” Needy whispered to Ren.

“Uhhh, doesn’t matter…” Ren said evasively. Like any of that mattered now. “We need to get out of here.”

The three of them backed up, leaving the barbarians behind. But before they reached the corner a voice spoke from behind them.

“Where do you expect to go that the silent assassin will not find you?”

Ren spun around to see a slight figure standing in the middle of the corridor, arms crossed. She – it was obviously female – wore a grey bodysuit with sashes and criss-crossed belt of pouches, a pair of swords strapped in an X on her back. The outfit included a hooded mask and red eyes peeked out from inside, along with white furred hands and feet. A pair of long rabbit ears were folded down her back like braids. And tied around her waist was the black sash that said she was part of the Black Company.

“Oh great… a furry ninja… what next?” Ren growled. “Fuck off Lola Bunny… don’t make us hurt you.”

“She’s not much bigger than us,” Cas said. “We can take her.”

“Do it fast,” Ren agreed.

“Come and get some, you vermin,” the rabbit-ninja taunted, her voice calm.

Ren and Cas bared their teeth, Needy brandishing her remaining knitting needle, and they charged. The next thing Ren knew he had a face full of burning pepper-spray, could barely breathe and a furry foot kicked him so hard in the stomach he folded in half and was smacked into the wall. Blinking away the stinging tears he saw Needy and Cas similarly laid out on the floor.

“I didn’t even… see her… move…” Cas wheezed.

“Run!” Ren gasped and the three of them tried to get up.

The ninja furry gave a small sound of laughter and started beating the crap out of them, moving so fast she was a grey blur bouncing off the walls. Ren went down and she smacked all of them again for good measure.

“Stop hitting me… please…” Needy gasped, curled up in a wounded bundle.

“Pathetic!” the rabbit said. “Not worth the fight. If any should ask you, tell them Usagi has done this, and that I am Usagi!”

Cas growled and bared her teeth, a snarl escaped her lips. “Come here and say that! I’m not gonna kill you, I’m just gonna turn you into four good-luck charms!”

But by then a half-dozen barbarians had shown up, attracted by the noise of the fight.

“Law, law, whut merry lot doth we fin' heah?" the leader grinned wide. "Th' timid hares dost bahr fangs this eve, brethrin.”

“You would be wise to pay me more respect!” the ninja said coldly.

“Fain would ah honuh thee, cooked in a broth mos' hearty!” one of the barbarians said then suddenly howled and clutched his eye with a spike sticking out of it. Ren had barely seen the ninja throw.

“Ne offence b'intended, sweet darlin',” the barbarian leader said. “Seize yawn varlits!”

Ren and the others were snatched up by rough hands and carried to the dining hall, then thrown roughly in a corner. The barbarians laughed, their almost incomprehensible accents clearly making jokes at their expense. The drunken leader, perched back on Uncle Bart and sneered his prisoners.

“A'fix yawn retches with the udders,” he slurred, gesturing towards the wall.

And that’s when Ren saw the other servants nailed to the wall with kitchen knives; mostly kobolds and goblins but they’d caught the boggart jester in her bell-adorned motley and added her to the collection. All very dead. Hanging limp and bled out while still alive. Needy saw it too and gave a sobbing shriek before her bladder emptied. To his surprise Cas put herself protectively in front of the goblin girl.

“Who leads air sport, bruthren? Th' corp'lint, th' loathsum, er th' vahl?” the leader asked.

“Who you calling fat?” Cas snarled.

“Actually, I think you’re the nasty one,” Needy stuttered.

“What? These guys wouldn’t know nasty if it bit them on the ass!”

“Methinks a volunte'r doth rahz, lads. Seize yawn brash wahht an' grant huh a tongue's jewel.”

“Uh… Ren?” Cas said, as the barbarians closed in.

He’d already been searching the room for any escape. With the ninja gone they stood a chance of escaping against the much-bigger barbarians; they have trouble catching them, especially drunk. But the ugly fuckers were guarding both doors. Then he spotted the garbage chute where leftovers would go straight to the sewers.

“The garbage pit," Ren whispered in Frankish, hoping the barbarians wouldn’t understand. “Scatter. On three. One… two… run!”

Flying was tiring, and he’d already been pushing himself, but the adrenalin kicked in and Ren zipped through the air deking through the ceiling rafters. Time to put on a show and give the girls a chance. Pulling up his ragged smock Ren began draining the main vein on the heads and upturned faces of the barbarians below.

They did not like it.

In reply they threw everything they could at him. It started with a few gunshots but once they’d emptied out it became anything at hand. He dodged the barrage of knives, axes, and even cups or plates hurled by the barbarians below.

From his vantage point, Ren spotted Cas transform into a barrel. She rolled into the barbarians with a vengeance, hitting them behind the knees and bashing shins, sending them sprawling in her wake. Why had he even worried? But when he glanced at Needy, he saw she’d already been cornered.

Goddamit!

The chubby goblin was backed against a wall by two barbarians. Knitting needle clenched in a pudgy fist like a stiletto.

“This wahht is all bedeck'd an' donneth a fair gown, whut sayest thou, Rufus?” one barbarian said, leering at Needy.

“Ah reckon she possesseth a comely maw,” his companion answered.

A surge of protective fury coursed through Ren as he watched one of the brutes grab her by the hair and push her onto the ground. With one final spurt of piss, Ren made a U-turn, diving straight for the backs of the two men battering Needy. He dropped on the back of the first one and sank his fangs into the exposed neck. The barbarian gave a yodel of pain then a sigh of confusion as the venom took hold and collapsed face-first against the wall. While the second one stared at his companion Needy drove her knitting needle into his knee, so the man’s leg collapsed, and he sprawled on the ground.

Cas had already vanished into the hole. Grabbing the goblin by the hand Ren led Needy at a run under the table and out the far side. They dodged between legs as men grabbed for them, emerging on the far side and diving towards the chute. Reaching it first he pulled the wooden trapdoor open and pulled the goblin inside with him.

They fell blind into the dark, reeking garbage chute. He grabbed the goblin, his wings straining against the weight as he fought to slow their descent. But Needy was too heavy and despite his efforts, they continued to fall towards the unknown depth.

They landed in a thick soup of garbage with a solid SPLAT, the stench assaulting his nose as they sank into the muck. Luckily Needy’s well-padded body broke his fall and he found himself face-first in goblin cleavage.

Needy looked at him and with a shriek she tossed him aside, covering her chest with her hands. A moment later she looked apologetic.

“Sorry, Ren. I'm so clumsy and useless.”

Needy scrambled out of the mess, her clothes stained, and her hair matted with filth.

Ren spat out a chunk of fruit rind, trying to ignore the foul taste. “All good, Needy.”

“Is this where the garbage goes?” Needy asked, wading through the armpit-deep filth.

“No… it’s a fucking perfume factory. Of course, this is where the garbage goes!” he snapped.

“Sorry Ren,” she mumbled.

“Cas? Cas where are you?” he called out, but there was no response.

Suddenly, the surface of the garbage began to ripple and shift, and Needy let out a startled yelp. “Something just touched my butt!” she yelped.

Before Ren could respond, two massive tentacles shot out from the garbage, wrapping around them tightly. Ren grunted as he struggled against the crushing grip. With a grunt of effort, he tried to pry the tentacles loose, but they only tightened their hold, squeezing the air from his lungs. Beside him, Needy struggled against her own tentacle, panic flickering in her eyes as they were lifted into the air.

A massive, slimy creature emerged from beneath the refuse, its three yellowy eyes blinking as sewage rolled off its back. Its gaping mouth, lined with rows of jagged fangs, dripped with saliva and a half-dozen more writhing tentacles emerged from under the liquid slop. Weirdly, it wore a hat of sorts; perched on top of the creature’s conical body was a chamber pot, of all things. But just as Ren and Needy braced themselves for the worst, the lid of the chamber pot sprouted eyes and formed a mouth, which began to speak.

“You should see the looks on your faces,” the chamber pot exclaimed.

Ren's fear turned to anger in a heartbeat. “Goddamit Cas!” he shouted at the mimic. “Put us down!”

To his surprise, Cas responded with a series of burps and belches. Too random to be gas, Ren realized she was talking. As if understanding Ren's demand, the tentacles released their grip, and Ren and Needy dropped back into the soup.

“Thanks buddy,” Cas said.

The sewer-monster gave another string of flatulence.

"No, no… I should be the one apologizing; we’re the ones who crashed into your home. I gotta say, Blaaaarp, you really nailed the ambiance down here."

Needy, still dripping gunk, just stared at Cas. “What is that thing?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“This is Blaaaarp. He's got a job just like the rest of us. His gig is keeping this place clean, eating up all the garbage in the sewer system.”

“Oh… I’m sorry Blarp,” Needy said, offering a pat on its slimy side. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“No, it’s pronounced Blaaaarp.”

“Blahrp,” Needy repeated.

“No, from the throat, Blaaaarp.”

“Blaaaarp?”

“That’s it.”

Blaaaarp produced a filthy rag from the garbage pile, offering it to Needy to wipe away the blood from her nose, courtesy of a barbarian's kick.

“Such a gentleman.” She blushed.

“Yeah, you could learn a thing or two, Ren. A gentleman offers a girl a hanky, he doesn’t cop a feel and motorboat her.” Cas chuckled.

“Gimme a break would you! This is fucking serious!”

And as if proving his point, a figure dropped down from above, landing lightly and somehow managing to balance on top of the porridge-like thickness of the garbage. It was the bunny ninja, and this time her curved swords gleamed in the dim light of the sewer.

“Usagi apologises for her mistake! You’re not so useless after all!” the ninja declared. “You have led Usagi to a more worthy opponent. Come, creature, face Usagi!”

In a blur of motion three of Blaaaarp’s tentacles grabbed Ren and his two companions, yanking them out of harm’s way. With the other half-dozen or so he lashed them at the bunny like whips, smacking the surface of the garbage with slaps that sent up waves of gunk. But the ninja was even faster, flipping and backflipping to avoid the attacks even when Blaaaarp suddenly attacked from below. And one by one the furry began slicing through the tentacles, leaving the bloody appendages floating on the surface of the slime.

Still protecting them even as it attacked the ninja, Blaaaarp lifted Cas, Ren, and Needy into the air, pushing them towards one of the sewer pipe inflows. Shoving them inside then backing its body against the hole to plug it up with a gooey wall of flesh.

“Keep moving,” Ren said.

“But the ninja!”

“Move!” Ren shouted. Survival came first; they had to trust that Blaaaarp would hold its own.

The sewer pipes were smaller than the airshafts. Any creature bigger than the trio would’ve been firmly stuck in moments. Needy’s round form nearly filled the entire circumference of the round pipes like a plug; Cas and Ren went ahead of her, neither admitting they didn’t want to get stuck behind the unfortunate chubby girl if they hit a bend. If anything, the smell in the smaller pipes was worse. The stench of filth and decay making him dizzy.

“I swear, Ren, if we end up lost down here, I'll never forgive you," Cas the chamberpot muttered.

“We’re better off in here than out there,” he said. “This could be our ticket right to where we want to go.”

“Where you want to go, not me.”

“The sewers run all throughout the Nethermire. We just need to find the right pipe,” he replied, trying to inject some optimism into his voice.

“I hope Blaaaarp will be okay,” Needy said softly, carrying a note of worry.

“And what pipe exactly are we searching for?” Cas asked. “There's no sewer pipe into the Great Hall.”

Ren paused. "We come out through the nearest drain," he replied.

"Where's that?" Needy asked.

"Inside Isinore's oubliette," Ren answered matter-of-factly.

Cas let out a low grumble of frustration. “Oh, great,” she muttered. “Listen, you two sit tight… I’ll scout ahead and find it. I’m faster.”

Tired of waddling as a pot, Cas shifted her shape again to something better suited to the long, narrow pipe; in a moment she was a medium-sized chunk of driftwood, marching on a hundred branches like a centipede.

“But… but you’ll be alone!” Needy said.

“Relax, I’ll be fine,” Cas said smugly.

“Are you sure?”

“Would I lie to you?”

***


Chapter 10   : Smoking Mirror

The waiting was killing him. Ren fidgeted, looking for Cas every few seconds, wishing she’d hurry up and find her way back. He slowly made up his mind… he had to know what was happening with Kyra.

He closed his eyes and focussed inward like he had before. If the link between him and Isinore was still there then she was still safe. And if she was still safe then so was Kyra. Calming his breathing he focussed on the thread that linked him to the sorceress. He followed it and as his consciousness floated free, he felt the pull and was suddenly seeing from Isinore’s eyes, feeling what she felt.

She was still in the Great Hall, and all around her were other servants and guards from the Nethermire. Too few. And none of the strongest ones. If only he’d been able to convince the Targ or the librarian to leave their posts…

‘The Targ?’ he heard Isinore’s thoughts. ‘That was smart, Fetch, but monsters won’t win this… my magic will tell the day…’

And Isinore looked at the curse rune glowing in the palm of her hand. The thing that made Isinore what she was. The most powerful magic in the wildlands.

The sorceress’ gaze went back to the room. Through the link, Ren saw the last-minute chaos as the orcs and ogres scrambled to barricade the main doors. Hammer the goblin and a group of ten darklight gnomes were rigging some sort of trap to release the great Gong of Maldredd like a logfall. And banging against the doors from the outside were the enemy invaders, trying to break in.

But Ren's focus was elsewhere, his mind homed in on one figure among the rest. Kyra Littlebees, hovering beside Isinore with her delicate insect wings. Dark hair fluttering, beautiful face pinched in terror. Relief washed over Ren as he saw she was unharmed, but it immediately soured. She was trapped. And the Black Company would get inside soon.

Ren felt something cold submerge his body. Shocked out of his trance he found himself yanked back into his body in the sewer pipe being nearly drowned in a wave of cold water. And it was water… not anything else. Needy cried out as the deluge filled the pipe and Ren coughed and gulped for air. Slowly the water began to recede and a few moments later the two of them lay soaked in the washed-clean tunnel; the grime of the sewer that had been coating them washed away.

“What the fuck was that?” Ren mumbled.

“I don’t know.” Needy replied, assuming he was talking to her.

Then the memory of what he’d seen in the Great Hall came back to him. “I saw Isinore. They're almost out of time.” He pounded his fist into the side of the pipe. “Fuck! We need to go!”

“Ohhhh,” Needy wrung her hands. “Where’s Cas?” she tried to look past Ren ahead up the pipe. “We’ve got to go find her!”

“Needy… wait,” Ren said.

“But Cas might be in danger too!” the goblin pushed him.

“If we go running off, we could get lost and never find her,” Ren said reasonably.

But Needy’s panic had taken hold. “Go! Hurry!” she yelled and a moment later was trying to squeeze past him in the pipe.

“Hey! Stop! There’s no room!”

“Go!” Needy said and ignoring him, she shoved him aside and pulled herself forward on her belly, arms stretched out ahead. And then Ren’s worst claustrophobic nightmare came true. After a brief struggle Needy was stuck, with Ren pinned between her back and the pipe.

“Fuck, Needy!” he groaned, barely able to breathe.

There was a long grunting effort by the goblin before she gave up and lay panting. “We’re stuck,” she declared, the fight going out of her.

“You think?” Ren snapped.

“I’m sorry.”

“I just wish you’d fucking listen to me!”

“I said I was sorry!”

Ren gathered his calm. No point in screaming at her. It wasn’t going to get them out of this. “What’s done is done. Just hold still so I can think of a way to fix it.”

Ren closed his eyes and tried to calm his breathing. Maybe if he matched her breathing, they could both inhale at the same time and squeeze apart. He started listening to her breathing, feeling her chest expand and her body pressed to his. And in that relaxed state Ren started to feel ever-so-slightly turned on.

Now? Fuck! Why did his hyperactive sex drive have to be this strong? What was the point?

Needy, wriggled. Made a small noise. “Something is poking me,” she complained.

Oh shit. Was he getting hard? With Needy? Think fast. “Uh, that’s uh just my potion bottle…”

“Can’t you move it!” Its pressing into my sensitive parts!”

Shit! The potion! If he could drink it and turn into a cloud of vapor, they’d get free. “Hang on… I think I can reach it…”

He shifted and squirmed, trying to squeeze one hand for the small bottle in his tunic pocket. But as he did his cock decided now was a great time to get even harder. Ren closed his eyes and tried to think of anything else. Recited his social security number backwards. Started doing long-division. Tried to remember all the Marvel movies in order.

It didn’t help. His cock was getting increasingly stiff until with a yelp he squeezed sideways far enough that he was on Needy’s back, hips pressed to her generous ass.

“Are you even trying?” Needy asked after wriggling more. “What if I try pushing too?”

Oh fuck! It was hopeless. She began rocking her hips, and in moments the struggles to get free only made his condition worse. Before he knew it, Ren’s full-on hardon had nestled not just between her ass cheeks, but between her thighs and poking out the other side against the fuzzy coppery curls of her pussy.

“Ren, your potion is out of your pocket! Now it’s really jammed between us!” Needy sighed. Was it his imagination or was there a catch in her voice? “Are you sure it won’t break?”

“Oh shit… I hope not.”

Her cunt lips began to part on the head of his cock as she twisted, and her thighs had a near-painful stranglehold on his dick.

“Needy…” he managed though gritted teeth. “Just… stop… ohgod… please hold still! You’re crushing it.”

“I’m not trying to!” she wriggled more. “But I’ve got to get loose. Maybe if I tried rocking back and forth again I might squeeze out.”

“Oh fuck! No!” he protested. This was Needy… he couldn’t be getting turned on by her? Right? No matter how soft and round her ass was… or the wet grip of her thighs squeezing him against her outer lips… right?

But it was too late, the girl began to flex her fingers and toes against the sides of the tunnel rocking her whole body back and forth against him and as her inner lips gently stroked him, he couldn’t help his condition from advancing. In moments he was dripping precum, and the slipperiness soon coated both of them. Which helped the painful chafing but presented new difficulties.

“Oh!” Needy exclaimed. “I feel something… I think the potion is leaking.”

“I can explain!” he blurted. Fucking hell! If the nutty religious virgin realized it wasn’t a potion she’d murder him.

“Ren… I’m so, so sorry!” she exclaimed.

“Huh?”

“Please forgive me, I think I must have peed a little.”

“Oh… uhhh…”

“But it gives me an idea. Maybe the slipperiness will help us slide loose.”

“I think that’s a bad idea—”

But it was too late. She began moving back and forth even faster, and now that his hard cock was stroking against her thoroughly lubed-up clit she began to gasp and moan. Shaking.

“Uh, Needy? You okay? Maybe you should stop…”

“No!” the girl blurted angrily. “Then, composing herself she began panting as she ground against him again. “I feel… I feel… a euphoria. The goddess is blessing me! It’s a sign!”

She began to furiously masturbate against his cock, her body warming up with a ‘diving glow’ as she worked up a sweat.

“Push!” she blurted out.

“What?”

“Ren… maybe you should… you know… push too?”

As her slippery cunt lips practically wrapped around him and the virgin thighjob continued to stroke him mercilessly, he gave in. How much could any man be expected to reasonably take in this situation? Ren pressed into her soft backside, hips moving so his man-sized cock began stroking her goblin-sized pussy. Needy quivered and began to rhythmically grind back against him, and with his cock firmly wedged between her thighs she quickly discovered that at a certain angle the head of his cock ground against her clit.

“That’s it…” Needy panted. “A little more…”

The slurping and squishing noises from between her thighs told him just how wet they were getting. Fuck… Needy was like a slip’n’slide down there. Ren felt himself getting close and doubled his efforts, mercilessly grinding them together. He was groaning at each wet grip.

“R-ren a-are y-you in pain?” Needy gasped.

“I’m okay,” he managed.

“Just a little longer and we’ll be loose,” she panted. “I’m almost there… I can feel it… something strange is happening…”

And as she began to give little high-pitched moans at every stroke – no doubt in her head thinking it was from the spiritual touch of the gods – Ren lost control and his cock began to erupt. He must’ve come a half a pint… Needy’s thighs milking him for every drop, and as he did the slipperiness spread and Needy gave a cry of ecstasy and came a moment later. She squirted. Hard. Soaking them both completely. And as she shook and prayed and moaned a small miracle happened. Their lubed-up bodies suddenly slid apart, like a wet bar of soap in the hand, and the two of them lay dripping and covered in come inside the pipe, finally unstuck.

Needy lay panting and shaking from the aftershocks of her orgasm, eyes squeezed closed, and Ren quickly tucked his softening man-rocket up under his shabby – and now soaked – tunic.

“It’s a miracle!” Needy panted. “Yibble answered my prayers.”

“Praise be to Yibble,” Ren sighed. Who was he to argue? For all he knew goblin gods worked in mysterious ways.

Moments later, they heard the patter of many tiny feet and Cas returned. “I found it, guys,” she announced, her voice echoing faintly in the cramped space. “Right up Isinore’s poop chute. The hard part was finding my way back, so I emptied one of the water cisterns into the drain to follow the flow.”

“That’s nice,” Needy sighed, still gasping for air.

Cas eyed the two of them. “What happened to you?”

“Its my fault,” Needy said sheepishly. “I panicked and we got stuck in the tube. I had to pray to Yibble for us to get free.”

Cas paused so long Ren thought for sure she was going to lay into him and spill the beans. But instead she let out a belly laugh and howled so long she fell on her side until the sound finally slowed. “Only you, Needy, only you,” Cas sighed.

“Let’s go,” he said. Kyra needed him, he reminded himself guiltily.

***

They scurried on all fours through the dimly lit sewer pipes, heading upwards now and panting with effort as they felt time running out. Cas led them towards a narrow puddle of light from an opening ahead and, climbing upwards, vanished through it. When Ren emerged, he found himself clambering out of Isinore’s water-closet. Sometimes being the little guy had its advantages. The opulent tiled interior nicer than any other shitter in the entire lair. Filth-covered and leaving muddy footprints on the pristine marble floor, Ren paused to help pull Needy up into the sorceress’ bathroom. he heard a splash behind him and saw Cas had jumped into Isinore’s bathwater.

“This is no time for a bubble bath,” he snapped at her.

Cas emerged from the water, transformed back into a footstool with four stubby clawfoot legs. Shaking off the water like a wet dog, she glanced back at Ren. “Uh, maybe you didn’t notice, but if we don’t clean off, they’ll smell us coming.”

Ren sighed, realizing she had a point. With a reluctant shrug, he stepped forward and plunged into the lukewarm bath; it would give him a moment to wash away the evidence of being trapped with Needy. The goblin followed him like a green cannonball, sending water splashing across the floor but when she emerged in her dripping maid outfit, he had to admit she looked refreshed.

“Through Isinore’s apartment… there’s a private staircase,” Ren said.

They had barely taken a few steps across the bathroom floor when the ground shook beneath their feet and the distant boooom of an explosion rattled the contents of the room. Water sloshed over the edge of the bath, soaking the plush rugs around it and Ren grabbed a pillar for support until the tremors faded.

"What the fuck was that?" Cas exclaimed, her voice echoing off the tiled walls.

Ren had a good guess. Sinking to the ground he closed his eyes and stared inward, finding the thin cable of magic that led him to Isinore. He pulled himself down into it and a moment after that he was seeing the world through her eyes.

Through the shared senses, he saw the doors to the Great Hall shattered and smoking. Ripped open and blasted apart. It might’ve been magic, more likely some sort of bomb. The makeshift barricade behind the doors was knocked apart, blasted back into the room, and with it were the bodies of a dozen orcs, goblins and kobolds who’d been reinforcing the defences.

The air was thick with dust and acrid smoke, stinging Ren's eyes as he blinked away the disorientation. He was on the ground; the explosion had sent a shockwave through the hall, knocking most of the defenders off their feet, Isinore included. A rushing sound of voices grew louder by the moment then charging out of the smoke and through the broken doors came the Black Company.

The first rank was men-at-arms, humin soldiers with spears, halberds and billhooks taking the opportunity to stab and impale any stunned defenders in their path. Behind them, a bristling hedgehog wall of arquebusiers, their long firearms pointing outwards as they shuffled in. Elves and barbarian mercenaries took the flanks, archers darting through the larger gaps and the stinging-insect vvvvp vvvvvvp of their arrows sailing past made Ren’s skin crawl, imaging the next one sinking into his body.

But it was the rear rank that made his body go cold. A tight wedge of fully-armored knights under the banner of the red Chimeron – a three-headed creature part bear, part elk and part rattlesnake. It was the crest of the lord of Colquhoun, Factor Beverwyck. And with the banner came the champions.

The Black Company had breached the heart of Isinore's lair, now it was last-stand time.

At a glance Ren spotted the captain of the arquebusiers with the fish-horse crest, the elven lord and his siter, and the leader of the barbarian mercenaries. It was clear these guys had been through the shit by the worn gear, dented armor and easy way they moved together as a group. They were not here to screw around.

But then from Isinore’s throat Ren felt himself saying the incantation from the demonomicon and he felt the sympathy-charge inside his body, experiencing for the first time what real magic felt like. Like electricity running cold through his limbs, like ice and fire in his veins. And the cursed rune in Isinore’s hand blazed with black light.

‘From nedre depthes and shadwed reaumes, ye tentacles aryse,

Thurgh mystik gate and voyde’s expanse, heede now myne binding cryes.

With runes of olde and cercles drawen, I somon thee to spanne,

From ferrest stretches of the voyde, fulfille this auncien planne.’

The ground trembled again, not from any explosion, but a ribbon of energy from the netherworld.

Huge cracks spiderwebbed across the floor of the Great Hall, forming a Y-shaped split; it left the Black Company cut off from reaching the sorceress and her last companions gathered by her throne. As the cracks widened, the front ranks of humin soldiers tried to backpeddle, lost their footing, and pinwheeled screaming into the gap that opened at their feet. Ren watched in satisfaction as halberdiers and arquebusiers flailed to their deaths. The charge ground to a stop and the invaders of the Black Company backed up, seeing they were cut off. No matter which way the invaders tried to go they would have to cross at least one of the growing crevasses.

But there was more.

From the depths of the crevasse a deep red light began to glow. For a moment the room was still, everyone holding their breaths and the chandeliers burning magical lights above swayed back and forth in the aftershocks, making shadows spin crazily around the room.

Then a sound echoed up from the pit. A grizzly bear one hundred feet tall drowning in muck might make a sound like that. A noise that made Ren wish he could plug his ears. And with it came a gust of air carrying the putrid stench of a sewage plant.

“To those who would value their lives, leave now,” Isinore’s voice rang out across the room. “Depart my realm and on a fast horse you may yet escape my wrath. I will be merciful to the foolish and misled who were brought here by command. But to all those who stay, your lives are mine now.”

Ren felt a glow of confidence. Goddam… Isinore was a tough motherfucker.

The first greasy green tentacles that appeared from the sinkholes only explored. Slithering over the top and feeling their way along the floor. But the first one that found a Black Company soldier wrapped around him like a boa constrictor, faster than a shark. The man was yanked off his feet and vanished into one of the voids with barely a yell. The soldiers of the Black Company shouted and pointed, fear running through them.

Then a wall of tentacles shot up from the cracks towards the ceiling, towering over the invaders like a forest of pine trees swaying in a hurricane wind. It was Dagan, Isinore’s demon lover.

Panic. Sheer, mindless panic. Men fled, some tossing aside their weapons. The few who stood to fight just made themselves easy targets and were the first ones taken. Guns, swords, pikes… nothing affected the tentacles as they grabbed and squeezed and stole men back down to whatever otherworld the tentacle demon had emerged from.

Ren's attention was drawn to Kyra, cowering beneath Isinore's throne of bones. He had a single glimpse of her then his body surged with unnatural magic energy, and he knew Isinore was preparing some fresh spell to unleash on the Black Company.

“So she arrives at last… the Golden Child,” Isinore said.

Rising into the air was a single figure. A woman under a hooded cloak, nothing exposed but her pale hands and the tips of golden braids of hair. She was standing on a circle made of glowing runes. A flying disc made from magic. Shit… a wizard. By the reports from their spies in Beverwyck it could only be one person.

Cyneswitha… known to some as the Golden Willow. Around Isinore’s table she was ‘Hagwhistle’… named after a type of stick-tall weed with tiny yellow flowers.

The wizard began summoning swirling balls of smoke and burning ashes in each hand. Impressive. Ren knew enough to know that needed equal parts fire and wind magic. Then with a slight flexing the hooded wizard started shooting them at the tentacles. Each one exploded with flames and ashes, burning the tentacles like a leech pressed with a lit cigarette. The slimy limbs twisted and writhed, retreating to get away from the flames.

A half dozen tentacles shot upwards at the wizard, and she torched four of them, but the remaining two got through, wrapping around her like a coil of thick ropes. The wizard’s hood fell open as she struggled, straining against the pull of the demon’s limbs, and Ren saw a face far younger than he expected. So it was true. She was supposed to be some sort of… child prodigy.

The golden-haired girl looked maybe twenty… maybe as young as sixteen. A freckled, pretty, girl-next door with eyes that glowed blue with magic force spilling out of her. But Isinore was already summoning power through the rune for another spell, impossibly fast. Ren could barely believe it. He felt like his soul was floating free, sliced away from his own body and bubbling up on the geyser of power from Isinore. Like being drunk… like falling from an airplane…

‘In derknesse depe and vortex blak, I caste this dredful charm:

"Swaloweth myn enemye, O voyde, in thyn shadowye arm.

With wordes of olde and power y-tied, creäte this ebon swirl,

To drawe the fo to naught’s embrace, thurgh the endelees twirl.’

Isinore finished her incantation and with a surge of power channelled through her body a vortex of black mist appeared around the Hagwhistle. A black hole that tore light and air into rags as it widened. As the void closed around her the wizard struggled a moment, unable to escape because of the tentacles. Then with a surge of her own magic, the Hagwhistle detonated the fire and wind spell into the void and tore both spells apart.

Isinore gave a yell of anger as she watched her spell dissolved. “It cheats!” she snarled.

Ren could only hover outside her body, watching as the magic detonated.

***

Inside Isinore’s bathroom the goblin and mimic shook Ren, trying to snap him out of the trance.

The unconscious form of the little winged man thrashed back and forth. “Kyra, get down! They're shooting arrows!” he mumbled.

“Ren? Ren! Wake up!” Needy shook him. “Its me! Needles! Not Kyra.”

“Give it up, Needy. He's not talking to us,” Cas said. “He's still seeing what's happening in the throne room.”

“What do we do?” the goblin literally wrung her hands.

Cas thought it over. Ren was pretty normal, for a spellflinger, but he was still a spellflinger. That’s the problem with magical types… never down-to-earth. Welp… nothing for it…

Cas extended her tongue, long and thick as a rolling pin. She slapped him in the face with it, rocking his body. “Get your head in the game, Fetch! Wake up!” she yelled.

“I'm coming, Kyra… Just hold on…” he babbled, mind still somewhere else.

“Needy, you try,” Cas barked.

The goblin girl shrank back, a flicker of concern crossing her face. “I can't hurt Ren,” she protested weakly.

Cas rolled her eyes, her patience wearing thin. “Oh, come on! You hit him all the time! Just do it to snap him out of it.”

With a reluctant sigh, Needy raised her hand and gave him a feeble tap on the cheek.

“Seriously? Harder!” Cas shouted.

“I can’t hurt Ren!” Needy protested.

Sorry Ren… this is for your own good… “Well… just imagine you’re really angry with him.”

“Why would I be angry?”

“Well for one thing he dry-humped you in the sewer pipe and used you as a little goblin cum-sponge to get himself off.”

“He what!” the goblin was more alarmed than angry. “No…. It can’t be…”

“Uhhhh, you were both covered in his jizz when I got back. Couldn’t you tell?”

Needy’s eyes went wide with anger. She grabbed Ren by the tunic and shook him like a ragdoll. “How could you do that!” she yelled. “You… you… threatened by maidenhood! You pervert!” she punched him on the face. “I’ll kill you!”

"Leave her alone! Kyra! Run!" Ren yelled out, still in a trance.

“And now you’re with another woman? Didn’t I mean anything to you?” the goblin raged, strangling him.

Oops… mighta pushed this one too far… Cas thought.

“Geez, psycho, calm down! I wanted you to wake him up, not murder him…” Cas yelled wrapping her tongue around Needy’s waist and dragging her off the unconscious Fetch. A moment later Needy seemed to regain her composure.

“I… I’m sorry…”

“Yeah… it’s okay… Fetch has a way of getting under your skin…” Like eight inches of cock under… “Ah… son of a pus demon, he’s not waking up,” Cas muttered under her breath. “Just shove him on my back and I’ll carry him.”

She kept the shape of a footstool, and with Ren aboard, Cas surged forward, her stubby legs pumping as she raced through the brightly lit rooms and hallways of the sorceress’ personal chambers. Needy huffed and puffed, trying to keep up.

“Oh Yibble,” the goblin prayed. “Forgive me for feeling pleasure with Ren’s meathorn… and I’ll never have impure thoughts again!”

Good luck with that, Needles… Cas thought. One day you’re gonna learn you’re six feet of slut inside two feet of goblin virgin…

***

Ren's mind felt like a radio dial stuck between the stations… a static of noise from the Great Hall fading in and out with the sensation from his own body as he was apparently being carried through Isinore’s apartment. He barely heard the mimic’s words as Cas yelled to him, only the urgency in her voice slicing through the haze.

Needy’s pudgy fists seemed dull and far away. Why was she hitting him?

Worry about that later…

The fight raged on in the Great Hall.

The surviving orcs and ogres were fighting off the Black Company troops who’d made a bridgehead over one of the crevasses in the floor using a pair of overturned feast tables. The defenders were outnumbered but the Black Company was constantly being picked off by tentacles if they didn’t give them their full attention. If it had only been their foot soldiers, the battle would already be over. But Ren saw the real threat coming out of the smoke, appearing like ghosts, cocky as comic book superheroes.

The heroes of the Black Company apparently didn’t have some sort of hero code about fair fights; they ganged up on Isinore, outnumbering her ten to one, but even with the Hagwhistle on their side they could barely keep up with the withering blasts of magic the sorceress was levelling at them.

She’d just sent the prancy elf lord in his dragonscale bodysuit crashing to the ground, locked in a twisting snake of black mist, when the Hagwhistle – somehow freed from the tentacles – flew high in the air on her magic disc and sent a bolt of glowing green magic at Isinore. It exploded and splashed harmlessly away from a black shell of defensive magic, hissing where it hit the floor.

‘Herkneth, spell of ruine derke, on min en'mies bestowe:

Let sorwes depe and mis'ries starke hir bittre fortunes knowe.

With auncient wordes and wrathful arte, hir doom I now decree,

Bringe doun upon hir hedes the storme, this curse from me to thee.’

The flash of black magic was like a firehose of tar. It struck the wizard, tangling around her and for a moment the Hagwhistle struggled, choking and eyes bulging out as the death spell tried to drain the life from her. Then with a flash of golden sparks the golden-child dissipated the tar. Still, she had been badly hurt by the attack and sank to her knees on her floating platform. What did it take to kill this bitch?

“I’m not finished with you yet,” Isinore snarled and immediately snapped off another spell.

‘By mystic wordes and magyk's bynde, I craft this charme with heed:

Transformeth min enemy anon into a weasel in dede.

From man to beest, his forme doth chaunge, by pow'r olde and keene,

Now skurry faste, thou weasel smal, thy new shap I do seene.’

The dark energy of the spell infused the Hagwhistle and her body began to flex and change. She gave out a scream and her bones cracked as she was transformed into a sinuous furry animal.

“Try to use your spells now, girl…” Isinore panted, catching her breath. The magic was catching up to her… she couldn’t keep this up forever.

But as Ren watched, two more of the heroes rose into the fight. In a chariot of light pulled by a golden horse, a priestess of Wythe rode through the air above the tentacles to reach the wizard. With her was some sort of raggedy man in a broad-brimmed hat; he flipped a strange, six-barrelled gun from a holster the man shot a rain of bullets at Isinore, each one detonating with green fire.

And while she was distracted, the weasel threw itself off its platform and dropped to the ground below, hitting with a soft thud, and laying broken and dead.

Isinore let out a chuckle. “Putting yourself out of you misery? Not very heroic…”

Then her face twisted in fear. The sorceress seemed to realize something and as the weasel died the spell effect was broken and she returned to her humin shape. Then still circling the room, the priestess showered a golden light down on the dead wizard and revived her.

Ren stared. At a loss.

Ruthless motherfucker… he thought in awe. Killed herself her because she knew being dead would break Isinore’s enchantment, knowing her friends would bring her back to life.

“Fair enough,” Isinore said, and summoned a swirling vortex of inky black.

It swallowed the chariot, the two riders and the newly revived Hagwhistle.

“Free them, witch, or die by my hand!” The words echoed across the room as a tall armored figure hacked a breach in the forest of tentacles and leaped across it, sword dripping green blood.

It was the leader of the Black Company: Beverwyck the younger himself. The son of the Lord High Protector of Beverwyck, and the newly appointed Factor of Colquhoun.

Seeing him come was like facing down a truck; Ren felt himself wanting to run, anything except be standing there when the linebacker in heavy metal armor hit. His sword was a thick white blade, glowing with magic; swung in two hands he spun it like it was a twig, the downstroke coming right for Isinore. But she didn’t flinch. Just held up her hand and blocked it with her bare palm, catching the blade on the cursed rune in a flash of black smoke. Ren felt her lips grinning.

With a shove of magic she send the knight flying across the room, clanging to the floor.

But the magic she diverted to block the attack had to come from somewhere. It drained the power from the vortex holding the chariot, and the black cloud was torn apart. The chariot and three swallowed heroes returned as the golden horse pulled it through the air above the tentacles, then a moment later the magic crumpled, the horse disintegrating into sparks, and the three figures tumbled to the floor of the Great Hall, laid out from the crash.

One of the dwarven gunners had made it through the bridgehead of tentacles, and the overeager fuck joined the other heroes.

“I got the witch!” he shouted.

He fired a dragon-mouthed bazooka and Isinore deflected it with a shout of command. In a shower of black sparks Isinore twisted its path, sending the missile corkscrewing towards the fallen wizard instead.

At the last moment Beverwyck jumped up off the ground and stepped in front of it.

The blast nearly obliterated him, leaving the knight laid out, blood gushing from his broken frame. Even taking the brunt of the attack, the explosion was enough to toss the crew of the chariot in different directions.

“Is this it?” Isinore said. “Is this all the might you can summon?”

She stood over the wounded and reeling heroes and for the first time since the invasion began Ren felt hope. A surge of confidence that nothing could break through the magic of the cursed rune that Isinore used.

The wizard crawled to the wounded knight and bent over him, pulling off the dented helmet to cradle his head in her lap.

“Why?” she asked. “Why did you sacrifice yourself?”

“B-because you are t-the one… w-who needs t-to live…” Beverwyck gasped against the pain.

“Very touching,” Isinore said, stepping closer. “You two kids should’ve done the deed instead of waiting until you get married… now you’ll never know what it would have been like.”

The wizard blushed a deep crimson and looked up at Isinore nearly panicked.

“Oh-ho, you slut!” Isinore laughed. “You let him milk the cow without buying it!”

“Finish… her…” Beverwyck groaned. “You’re… the only one… w-who c-can use the idol of Smoking Mirror…”

Isinore suddenly froze at the words. “Wait… what?”

Through her body Ren felt her panic. The wizard cradling her dying boyfriend glared at Isinore with pure fury. From beneath her robe, she produced a jade bracelet carved in the shape of a jaguar biting tis own tail.

“That’s right… witch… the shackle of Tezcatlipoca… the Smoking Mirror! Recovered from beneath the temple of Kroatoan… the one thing able to seal away the power of the cursed rune.”

“W-where did you get that?” Isinore backed up a step.

***

Ren winced as a sudden, searing pain shot through his leg. His actual leg… not phantom pain felt from Isinore. The injury dragged him back from the psychic link to the sorceress and the Great Hall faded, leaving him back in a hallway of Isinore’s chambers with Cas and Needy. He looked down to see an ottoman biting down on his ankle. The mimic’s sharp teeth dimpling his leg.

“Son of a...” Ren's voice trailed off into a hiss of pain as he tried to shake Cas off. “What the hell, Cas? Where are we?”

Ren's senses were a jumbled mess as he rode piggyback on Cas, the rhythm of her footsteps pounding against the stone floors as she ran. He strained to focus, his mind drifting between the now and the scene in the Great Hall.

“Hey Ren, glad you decided to join us. We’re lost! Where do we go from here?”

Ren stood up, favoring his injured leg. He looked around, seeing they were outside Isinore’s private dining room.

“Take a shortcut through the dining room so we can get to the balcony,” he told them.

Cas took the left into the chamber. Tables overturned, shattered dishes thrown across the floor, and the coppery smell of blood. Dead goblin maids lay scattered among the overturned furniture, including the old, grey-haired one who chaperoned Needy at the Dark Gathering. Their lifeless forms crumpled in pools of blood.

“Sorry, Needy,” Cas murmured.

The goblin girl stood over the bodies of the other goblin maids, expression frozen. “They died doing their job,” she muttered numbly. Leaning over she picked up a carving knife clutched in the grip of the wizened old grey-haired goblin.

Cas nudged Needy in the leg.

“We’re almost there, up the hidden staircase,” Ren pointed.

Limping, he fumbled for the catch to the secret door and entered the dark spiral staircase. From above he could hear the detonation of explosions, the hiss and thump of spells and the last yells of orcs squealing like pigs in a slaughterhouse.

“We’re going to be too late,” Ren mumbled. “They’re all dead.”

“What’d he say?” Cas asked as she dragged them up the stairs.

"This is bad, this is really bad," Needy's voice kept repeating.

“Stay with me, Needy,” Cas's voice was firm, commanding. “We're going to kick these humins' asses.”

The trip up the winding stairs seemed endless, Ren barely able to focus his thoughts. Fading in and out. At the top was a small corridor that ran the length of the sorceress’ rooms but at the near end was a small opening, not much bigger than a window, and the sounds of the last battle came through it. Ren forced himself to look, and together the three of them reached the balcony overlooking the sprawling great hall.

Needy gave a stifled cry.

“Oh no…” Cas breathed, finally seeing for herself what Ren had been witnessing all this time.

Maybe it the short distance to Isinore, that he was in the same place, but the link between them cut off and as Ren fully snapped out of the trance, his head spun. No longer trapped halfway outside his own senses, he blinked, adjusting to the sudden shift in perspective.

Peering over the balcony balustrade, they huddled close, taking cover from the chaos below. Ren's heart sank as he took in the final battle.

Isinore was last sorceress standing. Back against her throne, the rest of Nethermire’s defenders already cut down as the Black Company fought their way to her. She was like a geyser of black steam, the dark energy of the cursed rune in her hand burning upwards from her body. The tentacle demon was keeping most of the heroes busy as they fought and strafed it with gunfire and bombs and spells, but a few heroes faced Isinore alone.

Beverwyck was somehow on his feet again, barely standing over the crumpled form of the Hagwhistle as he fought off tentacles trying to drag the wounded wizard away. Around him were more of the heroes – all of them wounded – none of them able to spare a moment from fending off the demon. Beside him the gunslinger finished reloading his weapon and fired into the mass of tentacles, each one hitting like an explosive grenade, tearing a tentacle clean through so the severed end dropped like a felled tree, shaking the floor. It cleared the way for the barbarian leader and the priestess, who jumped through the gap in the tentacle wall.

“Take her!” Beverwyck yelled to the barbarian. “Take her down or we all die!”

With a roar of a southern battle cry the bear-sized leader of the barbarians charged Isinore with an axe. Seeing him charge, she lit him up with a lance of black flames but even badly burned he kept attacking and his blade hacked down at Isinore’s wrist. Asit bit into her flesh Isinore gave a small cry of pain, face bent in effort, and the axe shattered.

“Fuck me!” the barbarian staggered back, then threw himself on Isinore, punching her in the face. The blows did nothing and the Crowstrike grinned at him.

But while she was busy, the priestess moved to the fallen wizard and tried to heal her. Isinore raised her hand to aim the void-rune at them. Unable to hurt her, the barbarian instead using his entire body to try and immobilize her arm.

And rising from the floor, filled with golden light from the priestess, Hagwhistle got to her hands and knees.

“Don’t you people ever give up?” Isinore growled face drawn as more and more of her magic was used up.

With one hand still pinned she used the other to hurl a dark spear of magic energy that shot through the young wizard and the priestess. Hagwhistle dropped, face going blank, and crumpled to the ground. The priestess flung aside, not moving.

Rolling free from the young wizard’s hand was the jade bracelet.

“I’m going to kill you all now,” Isinore’s voice carried calmly across the room.

Seeing his lover die, Beverwyck went berserk. He turned and charged. Ren saw Isinore summoning black ice and knew the Factor of Beverwyck would be dead before he took three more steps, but as Isinore finished the incantation and ice poured from her hand, the gunslinger shot her. The bullets had to be some special kind of magic because it pierced the misty armor and struck Isinore, knocking her aim off. Instead of Beverwyck, the gunslinger took the hit – instantly frozen solid in a block of black ice. It was all the opening the wounded lord needed as he closed the gap. But instead of using his sword he tackled Isinore from the left side, pinning her other arm.

“You can’t win,” Isinore snapped at them.

The barbarian headbutted her but cried out in pain as the blow hurt him more than it did her.

“You can’t kill me without the smoking mirror… and the only wizard who can use it is dead,” Isinore said, voice sounding like the crackle of lightning.

“Not quite,” Beverwyck said.

And raising his huge sword in one hand he hacked down and severed Isinore’s right hand, so it came off in the barbarian’s grip. He and Beverwyck staggered back.

Isinore screamed… not in pain, but in rage. The void-rune energy flooded from the stump of the severed hand and quickly drained from the sorceress. And as Ren watched in horror a small figure emerged from the cover of the other heroes. Child-sized. A harfoot. The same harfoot who’d tried to kill him in the alchemy laboratory. The little man picked up the jade bracelet and the runes on it came alive.

“In my master’s name,” the harfoot yelled shrilly. “I undo you, Crowstrike, and all your evil works.”

The jade idol flared with a surge of power… the matching light struck Isinore… and without much more than a shriek the sorceress was consumed in green fire, gone in an instant.

As the flames vanished, it left a charcoal statue of her behind, drifting with cinders.

Everything went quit. Like Ren had just plunged into icewater.

A stabbing pain filled his chest. Like a dagger through his heart. He collapsed to the railing, world spinning, and felt his entire body begin to wither. The moment Isinore died he felt his own life force melting away. Knew without knowing why that her death meant his death.

In his blurred vision he saw the magic that had summoned Dagan shatter. The demon was sucked back down into the cracks of the pit if had crawled up from, the dozens of tentacles slithering back down and vanishing with the light. With one last malicious kick, Beverwyck knocked down the smoking block of charcoal where Isinore had stood so the ashes exploded outwards.

Ren clung to the balcony railing with a white-knuckled grip, his muscles straining with the effort. He refused to give up, not when there was still a chance to save Kyra. Through the chaos below, he spotted her emerging from under the broken throne, covered in ashes from their master. She tried flying away, but only managed to get a few feet off the ground before crashing back down like a wounded bird, one of her delicate wings torn nearly off.

He could only watch as the hulking barbarian snatched her up in a big, meaty fist. His hand wrapped around her slender waist, squeezing.

“Here's one more bug to crush. I'm gonna squish you til your eyes pop out.”

Ren watched helplessly as the love of his life was crushed by the very heroes who had just slaughtered Isinore and everyone else in the lair. His will to live drained away as he realized he’d lost everything. As Ren's consciousness began to fade, he heard Kyra's muffled screams.

“Someone! Anyone! Ren! Save me!”

Ren's body convulsed, blood oozed from his eyes and ears, and his hands started to melt. A scream tore its way from his lips as he collapsed to the floor of the balcony, the world draining away down a dark well and he was gone with it.

The last thing he heard was Kyra being squeezed to death.

This was it… he’d died, been reborn, and was dying again. What had been the point? He’d have been better off if Isinore had never brought him here.

***


Chapter 11   : Tender Mercies

Only Ren wasn’t dead.

At first, he thought he might be… that his spirit had passed on to some new world… but he was in too much pain to be dead. The last time he’d died and had his spirit roam around he actually felt pretty good compared to the pain of the car crash.

So… pain meant he was alive.

His eyes fluttered open, feeling heavy as lead sinkers. He blinked the blurry vision away and found himself in Isinore’s big, four-poster bed. Gradually the dimly lit room came into focus and his other senses came back. He hurt everywhere, and his mouth was so dry he couldn’t swallow. Slumped next to him in the bed, sleeping curled up with her rump in the air, was Needy, snoring slightly.

“Hey,” he tried to say, and it came out as a croak.

“Ren?” the goblin slowly stirred, then seeing him she bolted up. “Ren? Don’t move! I’ll bring you water!”

He could barely turn his head to follow her as she brought one of the sorceress’ fancy glass cups and fed him tiny sips until his dry tongue and throat came unglued.

“How long has it been?” he rasped.

Needy hesitated, her gaze dropping to the floor. “Three days since...” she trailed off, unable to bring herself to say more.

“Since the Black Company killed Isinore,” he finished for her.

She nodded.

“Where’s Cas?” he asked, his gaze sweeping the room in search of the mimic.

Needy's expression softened, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “She’s right here, she refused to leave your side,” she said. “Crying like a baby!”

“Shut up!” Cas’ voice came from directly under him.

He realized the soft, warm surface under his head wasn’t a real pillow, but the mimic girl.

“Don't scare me like that ever again,” Cas murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ren felt a sense of calm and warmth start to push back some of the pain of his injuries.

“Did anyone else make it?” he asked, trying to sit.

"Lie still!”

“Did anyone else?”

“A few… just the ones the Black Company couldn't be bothered to kill,” Needy said quietly.

“They killed pretty much everything that walks, slithers, or crawls,” Cas said in a low growl of anger.

Suddenly the last moments before Ren’s collapse came back to him. “Kyra!” he cried, trying to sit up.

“What did I just say?” Needy yelled and climbing on top of him, she used her weight to pin him down.

“She was in the throne room when—”

“We know, we saw,” Cas said.

“She’s… dead, Ren. I’m sorry...”

He felt the stabbing pain of the memory, seeing her die. “I want to see her.”

“You… you can’t. We can’t even find the body… the Black Company burned most of them.”

“I need to see!” tears welled in his eyes. Kyra was dead. In the end nothing he’d done had helped. “I don’t… I don’t care!” Ren groaned, struggling to lift Needy off him.

The goblin girl sat on his chest, the plump behind pinning him. “Stay down,” she insisted and as he struggled and almost dislodged her, she had to turn, straddling his chest and using her knees to pin his shoulders and arms down.

“Stop it!” she screamed. “You’ll die!”

“No, I won’t!” he ground out, still fighting to squirm away.

“No!” the goblin shouted.

“Get your fat ass off me, you fucking goblin!” he kicked and struggled.

“Ren, stop!” Cas shouted in his ears. “You don’t understand! Needy’s magic is basically the only thing holding you together right now!”

Ren went still. “What?”

“You should be dead!” Cas told him.

Needy quietly began to explain. “When Isinore died you started to…”

“Melt,” Cas finished.

“Melt?”

“Whatever magic held your form together vanished when Isinore died. And your body began to fall apart,” the goblin said.

Oh… Fuck.

“Needy’s been healing you constantly for three days straight,” Cas said. “You finally started to hold together on your own. You go running off now you could tear yourself apart.”

“Oh,” Ren said softly. “Is it that bad?”

“Worse,” Cas assured him.

“I’m sorry, Needy,” he said. “I should be thanking you. You saved my life.”

“We both did,” Needy said. “I couldn’t have done it without Cas.”

“It was mostly me,” Cas said.

Ren grinned. “Okay. You can get off me now, I won’t try to get up.”

“No!” the goblin said stubbornly. “I don’t trust you not to hurt yourself.”

Ren nodded and from his position between her legs tried not to stare at the orange bush tickling his chin. “Okay, then can you maybe put some panties on?”

Needy screamed and instinctively squeezed her thighs together in modesty, also squeezing Ren’s head with her knees in the process. “Pervert!”

Ren felt one of his eyes pop out and something crunched, and he was drifting into black oblivion.

“Oops, I think you killed him again,” Cas said.

Needy wailed. “I didn’t mean to!”

“Lot of good you are! Hurry up and heal him again!”

“Ren!” Needy yelled. “Come back Ren… I’m sorry!”

Things faded to black.

***

He hovered on the edge of consciousness for what felt like days. Nothing but his thoughts in a black void. He circled over it, again and again, until he came to grips with the truth.

It was all that fucking elf’s fault.

The bitch with the bow and arrow, the one who had attacked him in the alchemy lab and then killed the Targ. She was to blame.

If she hadn’t shown up in the Targ’s lair it would have eaten those elves and shit them out. Then Ren would have been able to convince it Isinore was in trouble. Instead of fucking around in the sewers and getting to the Great Hall too late to save Kyra, he would’ve ridden the Targ right down the Black Company’s throats and killed every last one of the bastards.

The longer he was trapped with his thoughts, the more rage he felt about her. Lilac Quicksilver… even the name made him want to tear the world apart.

I’m going to kill you, Lilac Quicksilver… if it’s the last thing I do in this life.

Finally dragging himself up from the dark void, Ren’s senses returned. He could feel he was back in Isinore’s bed. And something soft and warm was giving delicate touches to his earlobe.

“Whaa--mmph?” he moaned, unable to finish a single word.

He heard a soft wet sound and matched it with the touches that moved from his ear, across his forehead, to his chin. Managing to open his eyes he saw Needy crouched over him, face an inch away, licking him like a dog.

“Needy?” he managed. “What’re… doing?”

“Stay still,” the goblin girl said quietly and continued to lick him. She moved from slurping his neck to his shoulders and then lifted his right arm to begin licking him from the top to fingertips down towards his elbow.

“Why are you… licking me?” he asked.

“Its an ancient goblin shaman healing remedy,” she said. “My body is pure and holy, therefore so is my saliva.”

Seriously?

Needy paused in her treatment. “Do you remember what happened this time? When Isinore died, you started to fade away too," she explained softly. "You were made using her flesh and blood, so when she was gone a part of you died too.”

“Yeah,” Ren whispered. “We talked about this before, right?”

Looking at his arm he saw a faint silvery glow left behind that evaporated when her spit did. And wherever her tongue passed his body’s aching flesh began to tingle then feel normal. Huh… maybe there was something to her claim.

“Did you… crush my skull?” he asked, surfacing a hazy memory.

She started guiltily and gave a nervous laugh. “What? That doesn’t sound like me. I would never do anything to hurt you on purpose… You are grublink.”

Ren tried to sit up. “I wasn't trying to seduce you, okay?” he told her firmly.

“A likely story,” she grumbled.

Ren let out a weary sigh. “Seriously.”

"I know your kind," the goblin snapped, anger flaring up in her yellow eyes. “With your muscles… and handsome looks… and manly smells that make you forget your shaman vows!”

Ren’s brow furrowed. “What vows?” he asked.

Needy let out a frustrated huff before sitting on the bed beside Ren. “You know I’m a shaman,” she pointed out.

“Well, yeah.”

Needy's tone softened slightly. “So…” she prompted.

“So what? What does that even mean?” he asked weakly.

Needy summoned her courage and her words blurted out. “A shaman loses all her magical powers if she ever... you know,” she muttered cryptically.

“Clearly, I don't know,” he replied.

Needy closed her eyes and blurted out loudly: “Maidenhood!”

When he started to laugh, she punched him.

“What's so funny?” Needy demanded, her anger flaring up again.

“That's a myth,” he finally managed to say between chuckles.

“No, it's not,” she insisted stubbornly.

Ren shook his head, his laughter subsiding. “Yes, it is. Some mystic powers – some – work if the user is innocent. Innocence is not the same thing as virginity.”

“It is too!” she said defiantly.

Ren leaned back, crossing his arms. “Well, that's what it says in Isinore's magic books, so...” he trailed off.

“Hmph. I'd expect nothing less from a sorcerer’s apprentice like you,” she muttered sharply. “Lie still while I heal you some more!”

Then without warning Needy pulled the sheet down to his ankles and for the first time he noticed he was naked. Needy carefully averted her eyes from his cock and laid one of Isinore’s hankies over it before continuing to ‘heal’ his body with her ‘goblin remedy’.

Meh, fuck it… He lay back, dozing off. Think of it like a sponge bath… like you’re in the hospital… and she’s just a nurse…

But then Needy worked her way to his chest, lapping over his narrow frame and down his midline to his belly, along the scar where his soul had been inserted. As she passed that point, things began to… stir. He tried to distract himself – think about anything else – and yet a moment later Needy gave a shriek.

Looks like she spotted it…

“Back demon!” she yelled, making a hex sign and slapped his balls.

“Oww!” he snarled.

“Go away!” Needy shouted, almost in a panic. “Back, foul creature!” and she slapped his balls again.

While Ren was writhing in the bed, cradling his injured junk, the goblin stood over him, face pale, sweating profusely, until her rapid breathing finally began to calm down. Then taking a gulp of air she regained her composure.

“That’s not a demon,” he moaned, pulling the sheets over himself protectively in case she decided to go after him again. “That’s just my cock.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about… and you’re delusional,” Needy said calmly. “I think I recognize a demon possession when I see one. The sacred chants of the Great Shimmering Snail that teach us how to guard our purity taught me all about the demon horn that possesses males.”

“Fuuuck…” he finally managed to recover a little.

“Well, glad that’s taken care of. I won’t have any more of that… that… thing…”

And flipping back the sheets and pulling Ren’s hands away she saw he was still hard and let out a scream.

“Why is it still here!”

“I can’t help it!” he cried. And as the goblin wound up her arm for another slap, he grabbed her wrist and fought her to a halt. “Stop that! Listen, it just… happens, alright? I can’t control it… so don’t you dare punch me in the balls again!”

As she struggled to get free, Needy’s eyes went to his huge erection. She started to lose strength and quickly stopped struggling altogether. She stared at his erection and her eyes went glossy with wonder, a lewd grin covering her goblin face as she licked her lips.

Oh shit… her goblin instincts… “Uh… Needy?’ he asked uncertainly. “You okay?”

She blinked her eyes, literally shaking off the trance and turned her back on him, marching to the sideboard and slapping her cheeks with both hands.

“I… I must insist you put that… thing… away!” she said angrily.

“I can’t.”

“Likely story! More of your degenerate games. How dare you!”

“How dare I what?”

“Shake your demon rod in my face when I’m trying to heal you!”

“How many times do I have to say it? It’s got a mind of its own.”

She was quiet a long time as she rearranged the bottles and jars on the table and finally set one aside and uncorked it.

“I see. You’re clearly too riled up by this, So I’ll just have to exorcize the demons from your loins until you calm down and get some sleep!” she declared.

That couldn’t be good. “Don’t you dare do anything to my balls!” he threatened.

She turned around revealing one of Isinore’s many decorative jade dildos in her hand.

“Needy… w-what are you doing?” he asked uncertainly.

“The sacred chants of the Snail are clear,” she said. “A quick but forceful insertion in your backside will relieve your issue. And if done properly the ectoplasmic residue of the demon will be expelled from your… thingy.”

“Absolutely, under no circumstances, ever, are you to come anywhere near me with that thing!” he growled loudly.

“But the sacred chants!” she protested.

“Never, ever!” he repeated even louder.

“Fine, I don’t need it! I’ll get on with it as best I can without,” she said and retrieved a pair of thick rubberized canvas gloves – something you might expect a firefighter to wear when cleaning up toxic spills. He recognized them from when the cleanup crew had mopped up after Dagan.

“Hold on now…” he said.

“What is it this time?”

“You’ll strip the skin off me with those!”

“Don’t make jokes.”

“Whose joking?”

“But I assumed your demon horn was rough? Like the hide of an alligator?”

“No!”

“Fine!” she snapped, throwing the gloves aside. And kicking off her shoes she reached under her skirt to undo the ribbons holding up her stockings. As they fell down her bare pudgy legs Ren’s cock twitched and she glared at him. Then unexpectedly, she climbed up and stood over him on the bed.

This really can’t be good…

“You won’t object if I use my feet I imagine!” she said and used her toes to pull back the bedsheets.

For a moment Ren was intrigued but quickly yanked the covers back up again. “Fuck that!” he declared.

“You’re making this very difficult!” she hissed at him from behind her teeth. “Do not mistake my actions! I’ll remove your demons, but in no way will you be permitted near my… to touch me in a way that… to put your throbbing… hot… slippery member…” she seemed to snap out of a trance and started again. “The possession of demons in your nether parts shall be purged as part of my duties as a shaman… and nothing else, you understand?”

A moment later Needy began unbuttoning the tight bodice of her maid uniform. There were still two to go when her enormous tits popped them loose, sending a button skittering over the floor like stones from a slingshot. She stood there with her huge green tits out and Ren gawked at her.

Settling between his legs she bent over his dick and her massive tits pressed to his thighs. The nipples weren’t green like he’d imagined, but a dark plum color; big and soft with tiny nipples in the centre of the areola. She took a bottle of scented oil she’d lifted from Isinore’s nightstand and without hesitation splashes in on the hollow of her neck so it ran down the valley between her tits. Taking one giant melon in each hand she spread them apart and paused.

Making eye contact with him, she scowled. “Do not presume to ever receive the touch of my inviolate body again!” she said and clapped her tits around his cock.

As big as they were, they couldn’t conceal his entire length. And lifting the milkers up and down she stroked him up and down, pressing the walls in tightly.

“Fuuuuuuck, that feels amazing…” he couldn’t help but moan.

“Stop making weird moans! This isn’t for enjoyment!”

“Seriously?”

“You think I enjoy the way I have to stare this serpent in the eye, or the feel of your thing… or the… the musky smell of your man-juices… as they leak over my body… getting slipperier and… and…

“Alright, I’m sorry! Just stop… you don’t have to do this!” he said. She was really making him feel shitty about the whole thing.

“I’m a holy virgin of Yibble, it’s part of my job!” she said gruffly. Her cheeks flushed bright pink as she gasped and continued to give him a tit-job.

Fuuuuck! It felt amazing… it was impossible she’d never done this before. The soft, slippery valley and hot fleshy gap of her tits being squeezed up and down around him felt incredible. He opened one eye to glance at his dick being swallowed up and down by her tits and almost jumped at the furious frown on her face as she glared at him.

“Needy…” he gulped, trying to hold back.

“What?” she glared. Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.

“It’s gonna…”

And just like that he shot heavy ropes of white goo so hard it hit her in the face. She yelped, pulling away, and the rest of it shot all over her slippery tits. She gave a scream like a teenager being stabbed in a slasher movie and when he stopped jizzing she slowly opened her eyes to sneak a peek and make sure he was done.

“Well there…” she said, calm again. “Now after I wash the demonic residue away your cleansing ritual will be over, and we won’t have to speak about it again—”

“Uhhhh,” he said.

“What is it now?” the goblin snapped. Then she caught one look at his still very much rigidly erect cock and flushed. “Its still… why are you… “ she yelled, then frowned. “The evil persists. I was not fervent enough in my healing!”

She stared at it, hypnotized, and then before Ren could say anything she was running her tongue up and down his shaft.

“I will not – mmpph – be defeated by – ummppph – the demon who plagues – mm-hmmmph – your body—” she gasped, cleaning up all the remains of his come with her lips.

Goddam!

Then fitting him between her tits again she began stroking him harder and faster than last time. Only with the added action of sticking out her tongue so that she licked the head of his cock each time it appeared.

“Oh my god,” he moaned slightly.

“Silence!” she scolded him. “I am not some dirty whore… making you feel so good that you… moan and… make me want to… let you do… anything… everything I’ve ever… dreamed about… with your… big… fat… man-horn…” she ended, dreamily.

And as the panting, flushed goblin girl brought him closer and closer to spilling his load a second time she started growling commands.

“Come forth demon! Give me your evil that I might cleanse it! Give it to me…” Then her voice began to change, slowly becoming a plea. “Come to me! Come! Give it to me… give it to me… please…” she panted.

What kind of man could stop himself? It would be cruelty to deny her what she was working so hard for.

With a strangled yell he pelted her chin and mouth with a second helping of his cream, the rest painting a pearl necklace at the base of her throat as she gave a delighted yelp. By the time he’d finished completely Needy seemed to have come to her senses. Her eyes went huge seeing the mess she’d made with them both, his jizz dripping from her chin and the tips of her orange hair.

“The evil is cleansed,” she blurted hastily and practically jumped off the bed. “You’re cured!” she yelled over her shoulder as she ran from the room.

Ren lay back, sighing at the canopy over the bed. “For now, anyway,” he sighed with a smile and drifted into sleep again.

***


Chapter 12   : Lowest of the Low

He drifted into sleep again – real sleep this time, and not a deathly void – and woke up not knowing how long it had been since Needy had used her ‘goblin remedy’ on him. He was parched again. Mouth so dry it hurt to swallow. The sight of the glass carafe of water on the nearby table forced him out of the bed. His muscles protested the movement, and his body felt like he’d been digging ditches for days, but ignoring the pain, he slid off the bed and took a step forward.

“Hard part’s over,” he told himself when he didn’t collapse. A minute later and he’d climbed the chair beside the table and was guzzling water.

He couldn’t find any clothes except Isinore’s things. Finding her smallest, skimpiest undershirt he slipped it on like a robe and left the room. He had no idea where he was going, only that Lilac Quicksilver was out there breathing the same air as him and anything that wasn’t step towards ending her life was a step backwards.

He didn’t remember collapsing, only waking up on the floor in a corridor.

“Ren!” a voice yelled. A barrel rolled up to him; it was Cas. “What are you doing here?”

“Cas, I have to go,” he rasped, his voice barely above a whisper.

But before he could move, Cas's voice cut through the air like a whip. “You're too hurt to get out of bed,” she snapped.

Ren struggled against the weight of his own body pressing him down. “Cas, listen. I have to find that elf!”

“Debatable,” the mimic said. “You need to rest. You were dead a couple days ago.”

Ren froze, his mind reeling at her words. “What?” he whispered.

“You forgot again, didn’t you? Fuck, Ren. You can’t even make it down a flight of stairs with a push from the top. And what do you want an elf for, anyway?”

“Not any elf… her… Lilac.”

“Who?”

“The one who killed the Targ.”

“Oh… that cunt. Whadda ya want to find her for, anyway?”

“I’m going to kill her for ruining everything,” he said in a cold voice.

Cas’s big eyes blinked at him. “Ren… that’s impossible.”

A wave of exhaustion washed over him. “I don’t care. I have to do something.”

“Like get some rest?”

“Like see what’s left of Nethermire after the attack. There has to be some of Isinore’s magic we can use… to find her… or get help kill her.”

Cas sighed deeply. “You’re stubborn bastard. Alright. Fine… climb abord.”

And with a quick shapechange, Cas stood next to him in the shape of a child-sized wooden rocking horse. Ren managed to climb onto her back, arms wrapped around her neck. He may have cheated death, weak and battered but somehow alive, but the gaping hole inside him that came from knowing he hadn’t been able to prevent Kyra’s death wouldn’t heal.

He hung on to Cas as she clattered down the hall on wooden legs.

“What are you doing out of bed?” a voice echoed down the hall and Needy stalked up to them, her round goblin body huffing and puffing but angry. She’d cleaned up but he could still feel those big tits milking him.

“That’s what I said. But he’s just going to keep wandering around as soon as our backs are turned. At least this way we can keep an eye on him.”

The goblin eyed him angrily then caught Ren smiling at her, blushed, and turned away. “Fine,” she whispered.

With Needy to steady him, he rode Cas all the way down to the main level of Nethermire.

“How long?” Ren asked, looking at the destruction.

“Six days,” Needy replied.

Six days? He looked around at the ruin left behind from the invaders. Nearly every piece of furniture was broken looking for secret compartments, tapestries yanked down, anything half valuable stolen, anything useful set on fire and left scorched or in ashes. And the bodies lay where they had fallen, left to rot. The enemy had carried away their own dead for proper burials, so every corpse he passed was one of Isinore’s servants.

The Black Company… what a bunch of fucking heroes.

“Why haven't we cleaned up?” Ren asked, exhausted.

Cas shook her wooden head. “There's not enough of us left,” she said quietly. “We barely have the strength to tend to our own wounds, let alone deal with all of this. The dead will have to take care of themselves for a while… not like they’re complaining.”

Ren wasn’t so sure about that. Isinore’s bestiary he’d studied had listen at least a dozen kinds of undead that sprang up from bodies not buried properly. Much longer and they’d be up to their neck in wailing spirits.

Moving on, he spotted the feeding cart up ahead. Overturned and smashed, along with all the skeletons. Nothing left but shattered bones in a pile.

But as they got close the pile shifted, some bones clattering, and a skeletal hand reached out from beneath the cart. Ren sat against the wall while the mimic and goblin dug under the cart, propping it up with skulls, and helped drag one skeletal figure out.

“It's Boots,” Ren murmured, recognizing the familiar tall boots on the skeleton's feet. The undead was missing the right arm but otherwise no worse for wear.

“Poor thing,” Needy patted him on the hip.

Cas eyed the skeleton thoughtfully. “Looks like we'll have to change his name to Lefty,” she said.

“Let’s keep moving,” Ren said. “We’ve got too much ground to cover and I still want to go to the alchemy lab.”

Cas trotted over and he mounted up.

“You can't just leave him,” Needy spoke up, standing next to the lonely skeleton.

Ren hesitated. For all he knew this was the last skeletal servant in Nethermire. “Alright, Boots,” he said. “You're with me now.”

The skeleton saluted him and followed as they walked off.

“Hey, Boots,” Cas asked the undead. “I’m wondering if you can answer a philosophical question for me… what's the sound of one hand clapping?”

The skeleton seemed to glare at her in response, its empty eye sockets expressionless.

***

The Black Company had done a good job smashing the alchemy laboratory beyond use. One look and he gave up all hope of pulling some magical trick from his hat that would save them —workbenches overturned, glass shattered, and equipment smashed to pieces.

“They really trashed the place,” Ren said briefly taking flight over the debris and coming to rest on an overturned bookshelf.

“They were angry,” Cas said.

“This is more than just angry.”

“They were scared,” Needy added quietly.

Ren snorted dryly. “Of what?”

“Of you,” she said, meeting his eyes. “If something as small as you stood up to them, they were scared of facing a real opponent.”

“Me?” Ren said and shook his head. “No way.”

“She’s right,” Cas said, carefully picking her wooden legs through the debris. “Bullies are cowards deep down… the only thing that they can’t stand is someone fighting back…”

His eyes went over the wreckage, remembering the desperate fight after Larion went down.

“I barely even scratched them,” he sighed morosely. “Why? The signs were all there. I should have tried harder to make Isinore listen. But I let it happen. Let her and Kyra and everyone die.”

There was a spiralling path you would never get out of. ‘if only…’

‘…if only he had got to Kyra sooner...’

‘…if only he’d had more magic, maybe he could have protected people around him…’

‘…if only he had been more decisive, more willing to take risks he could have been an apprentice months ago and had some real power…’

But listing the things that he should have done was like looking at a picture of food when you’re hungry. All it did was remind him of the ways he was a failure. Looking back into the past wouldn’t feed him, the only thing it tasted like was regret.

Cas's voice cut through his thoughts. "Yeah, probably," she said. “So what?”

“Cas!” Needy hissed. “He feels bad enough as it is.”

“We all feel bad,” Cas snapped. “Except you know what? He didn't lose everything: he's still got his life, and he's alive because of us. We're still here with him, and you'd think he might remember that.”

Cas stormed out of the room; the stomping of the angry toy legs would’ve been funny if what she said wasn’t true. Ren watched her go, not fast enough to apologize before she was gone. He knew she was right—each of them had lost everything in the attack, except for each other. Ren felt a flicker of determination come to light in the pit of his stomach.

Fuck the 'if onlys'. Start worrying about tomorrow instead of yesterday.

Ren settled down to the collapsed tables and by the smell he found bodies. Two of the dead Black Company soldiers that they’d left behind.

“Give us a hand, Boots,” he said, too weak on a good day to lift the table.

The skeleton dutifully grabbed the table in his remaining had and managed to shift and lever it upwards until Ren propped a broken crate under it to keep it from falling back.

“This is a ripe petunia,” Ren pinched his nose.

It was the woman gunner who died from Larion ripping her throat out back when the Black Company had stormed the place. Needy was already grunting as she tried to loosen the straps of the dead woman’s backpack and pull it loose, then quickly cut the belt pouches and other bits of gear from the body with the carving knife she’s picked up during the fight. Asking a goblin not to scavenge was like asking tiger to stop being so stripey or a rabbit to stop fucking, so he left her to it.

“Garbage, useless, no fun,” Needy said going through the gear and tossing bits aside she didn’t want.

Discovering some dried fish she stuffed it in her mouth, gnawing the rock hard provisions noisily while she kept digging. She tossed a wooden box and a brass triangle-shaped container aside then exclaimed “Ooh, marbles!”

Only they weren’t marbles, they were lead balls; roundshot to be more precise. Ren went to the two boxes and found the wooden box had a series of finger-sized compartments and half of them were stuffed with paper packets. Opening one he found sand-grains of some black crushed substance. Opening the cap on the metal box a finer-grained version came out.

Gunpowder.

He’d been here a year and never seen anything more complicated than a gear and pulley system. He’d assumed that not only had he been pulled into a parallel world, but he’d also shifted back in time as well. Assumed that since this world had magic, they’d never bothered with gunpowder. So if they had gunpowder, what else did that mean?

When had it been discovered in the used-to-be? The Chinese had it in the Middle Ages, and then the Europeans; Columbus had brought cannons and primitive handguns with him in 1492.

He’d need to search the bodies more thoroughly and see what other technology they had that Nethermire didn’t. Maybe he’d spent the last year out in the backwood sticks and the rest of the world was much more advanced. For all he knew this was like the tribesmen in the jungles of Borneo using arrows against men in metal ships with machineguns.

As he was puzzling out the mystery of gunpowder in this world, a small pile of debris shifted nearby. Emerging from beneath a bucket was the familiar form of a tiny blue slime the size of a softball, its rubbery body pulsating with life.

“Hey there, little guy! You made it!” Needy said cheerfully. “Look Ren!”

“Yeah, great,” Ren chuckled dryly. “Of all the powerful demons and monsters in this place, the weakest possible creature survived."

Needy missed the sarcasm. “Exactly! Just like us,” she replied, her voice brimming with positivity. “It's a blessing from Yibble, protector of the smol, that any of us survived—the lowest of the low.”

“The underdogs,” Ren conceded.

Needy had found something else and examined the bright paper package. It was a crumpled packet made from pink paper with a printed label. That meant someone had a printing press somewhere in the world. Needy shook it and a thin paper tube rolled out.

“What’s this say?” Needy asked.

Ren looked at the label, written in the weird ‘olde englishe’ of the Saexony kingdoms:

Thuppi Nan's Good Smoke

He sniffed the package and under the sweet smell that reminded him a bit of a ripe banana was the overpowering strong smell of tobacco. Examining one of the paper rolls he saw it wasn’t paper at all but a leaf, rolled into shape, tied with a thin pink thread and crimped at either end. Breaking it in half, fine grinds of tobacco came out.

“It’s a cigarette… sortof… maybe a mini-cigar,” he shrugged.

They smell good, are they for eating?” Needy asked and popped one in her mouth, crunching it up. “Bleeergh!” she immediately spat it all out in a wad.

Ren chuckled, recited a beginner’s incantation, and summoned a candleflame to his fingertip. Sticking one of Thuppi Nan’s finest in his lips he ignited it and gave it an experimental draw.

“Goddam!” his eyes widened as the rush hit him. “That’s like a fucking… Godzilla cigarette.” He gave it another draw. “Not bad. Strong as hell though.” The nearest thing he could compare it to would be unfiltered Camels.

Needy sniffed the air. “Let me try, let me!” Needy reached for it.

“Okay… but be careful…”

The goblin girl sucked so hard on the cigarette that her cheeks went hollow, then gave an explosive whoop of coughing and gagging.

“Gaahk!” she coughed. “It’s sacred smoke! Why would a Black Company soldier have that?”

“You’ve smoked tobacco before?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes! Well… a little… actually, I would sneak to the chimney tunnel of the high priest’s cave when he used it for rituals and breathe the fumes when he did ceremonies.”

“Well, its pretty strong stuff, its not for everybody,” he said, reaching for the smoldering cigarette.

“Hey!” Needy yelped, snatching it back. “Get your own! I’ll need this is if want to get more shaman powers.”

Despite himself, Ren couldn't help but admire Needy's optimism. She clung to hope with both hands and her teeth.

The tiny blue slime slithered between them and – pausing to absorb the wad of the chewed-up cigarette – it waved two ‘arms’ overhead and darted back under the shelves’ wreckage.

“What’s wrong girl,” Ren asked. “Did Timmy fall down the well?”

“I think it's trying to show us something,” Needy said, puzzling it out.

Great. Trapped in a world with no pop culture references.

With Boots’ help they set to work, overturning the shelves and sifting through the debris. Amongst the shattered glass and broken jars of alchemical ingredients, Ren's eyes landed on another survivor—the spotted blue mushroom, pot overturned so the dirt had absorbed all the alchemical goo spilled from the broken jars of ingredients. Apparently thriving.

Needy let out a gasp. “Would you look at that!” she exclaimed. “Life finds a way!”

On any other day he wouldn’t have given a gob of spit for the well-being of the slimes and mushrooms he used in the lab, but today was different. He might not have been able to save anyone else, but he could save them. They were survivors, like him.

Ren carefully gathered the slime into its traveling container and found a sturdy wooden box to transport the mushroom with its contaminated dirt. He was just sliding the lid on when a distant sound began to echo through the halls of the Nethermire.

The alarm gong of Maldredd.

“Ren… is it another attack?” Needy cowered back, clutching her cigarette protectively.

“I don’t think so…” he said reluctantly. “But we better go look anyway.”

***

Walking into the Great Hall was like returning to the scene of a crime. Ren felt sick as they approached the big bronze doors that had been mangled and burned by a gunpowder bomb, laying broken on the ground. His heart slamming in his chest as he got closer to the memory of those last horrible moments when Isinore was destroyed, and Kyra was murdered.

But it was worse than he remembered.

Unlike the ruin the Black Company had left in their wake everywhere else, they’d decided to make a statement in the great hall. The bodies of their dead were put to rest on a burial mound built of rubble on the platform where Isinore’s throne had sat. Banners and weapons and empty helmets stood like grave markers arranged on the pile and someone – probably the little bitch wizard who’d given them their victory over the sorceress – had raised a rough three-sided stone obelisk from the rock floor, carved with the names of the dead and an epitaph commemorating their victory.

“Those fuckers…” Ren growled, seeing it. “Those piece-of-shit trash motherfuckers… why hasn’t someone pulled that thing down?” he demanded with a yell.

“We tried, it has protection magics around it,” Needy said. “Their priest blessed the ground and put protective glyphs on the whole thing… we can’t even go near it.”

Ren thought the monument would be the worst of it, until he looked around the room.

The cracks in the floor were still there, covered in temporary bridges made from the heavy maplewood tabletops. But the bodies of the defenders had been gathered up and turned into grotesque trophies. The heads had been chopped off from most… and mounted on spears or pikes driven into the ground in rows like a neat audience looking up at the burial mound. The bodies of the orcs and ogres and other defenders had been arranged kneeling with their headless necks pressed to the floor, as if bowing to the superiority of the Black Company.

They’d reserved the worst for the apprentices and other greater beasts. The apprentices’ bodies were pinned to the walls… no… they were partly imbedded into the walls, like they’d grown there or melted into them. More disgusting wizard tricks. Arms and legs outstretched, faces looking out on the room with the last surprised and agonized moment of their deaths. The demons were with them, and Ren paused a moment to look up at Sigi and Clod. Mutilated bodies forever embedded in the walls as trophies. He’d hated the fuckers, and all they’d ever done was make his life miserable, but the sick mind of the bastard who’d done this made Ren even angrier.

At the far end of the room, still leaning drunkenly against the wall where the frame had been partly destroyed, was the great bronze gong of Maldredd. A handful of other survivors stood around it, heads turning as Ren, Needy and Boots walked in, footsteps echoing through the cavernous space of the once-grand hall. The survivors looked small and beaten just by standing in ruins beside the scarred and crumbling walls. The faces were dirty and scared and hollow.

Ren scanned the ragtags... not even a dozen. His eyes flicking from one to the next. “This is it?” he said loud enough for his voice to carry across the room. “Nine of us?”

Last to show up was an orc and seeing him Ren let out a chuckle of disbelief. “Of course he survived… bastard…”

It was Yaghed, the bully who’d pushed them around like it was his entire job.

“I bet there’s a few more,” Yaghed said cooly. “Hiding like cowards.”

“Oh yeah? And how did you manage to be the last orc standing?” Cas shot back.

When had she got here? The orc glared at her.

One of the survivors was a living cursed statue, its nose and arms broken off, and he could imagine it playing dead while being vandalized and mutilated. “There’s at least one more,” the statue said nasally, through the missing nose. “Whoever rang the alarm.”

“It wasn’t none of you?” Yaghed glared.

Everyone shook their heads. Then from behind the gong, a small figure emerged. It was a kobold, wearing a pot for a helm and carrying the big, padded mallet he’d used to sound the gong.

“I have summoned you here,” Sweep announced, his voice echoing in the hall.

The room groaned.

At that moment there was a scuffling and a hissing sound from above and Isinore’s cat, Noiraud, gave a feline scream of displeasure and launched itself up the wall, balancing along the top of the lintels near the ceiling and stayed perched there, staring at them suspiciously with its yellow eyes.

A row of three rats emerged from a hole in the wall and trundling their fat bodies along the small wainscotting ledge where the cat had been hiding. The rats were the unusually large and smart variety that lived in the Nethermire; one wore a dented crooked crown made of tin, another a gold chain necklace. All three sat on their hind legs and settled in like they belonged there.

“Huzzah!” Sweep said, pointing the gong mallet at them. “Three more additions to our band of brothers!”

"What do you want, Sweep? Some of us have the ruins of our lives to get back to,” Cas cut to the chase.

The kobold puffed out his chest and stood at his full two feet of height, scrawny reptile body looking around as threatening as a gecko. “An excellent question. And you shall have your answer. It has been a week since we repulsed the last attack by the forces of our enemies—”

“Who does he think he’s kidding?” Ren muttered under his breath.

“—but we have no certainty when the enemy will strike at us again,” Sweep continued, ignoring Ren.

Standing beside the living statue, wearing an inappropriately small chainmail bikini was Messalina, the succubus. He could guess what she’d done to survive the attack; the demon did have deadly defences if anyone was dumb enough to fall for her… ‘charms’.

“I’d say since they killed everyone worth killing and stole what was left. If they come back it won’t be anytime soon,” the succubus glared.

“Perhaps, milady, perhaps. And may I say it is unbecoming for a woman to be seen in such a state of undress; where is your honor and virtue?”

“You may not,” the succubus glared at him coldly and flashed her tits.

Sweep went on, shielding his eyes. “As I was saying… we know not with certainty when they might return. Once the word reaches the ears of other knaves that Isinore lies in defeat, other may follow their footsteps in search of what wealth or prestige might still remain in these hallowed halls.”

“Runt has a point,” Yaghed said, picking his ear. “Once the rumor spreads among the humies that they skragged Isinore, every treasure-hunter, rookie adventurer and tomb robber in the kingdoms will be trying to find this place… if only to make up lies and brag to their friends back home.”

“So what are you saying, Sweep?” Ren said loudly.

The kobold put down the mallet and placed his hands on hips. “I am forming a covenant, a fellowship if you will, for the sake of a grand enterprise. And I ask you to join me.”

The silence was so complete the kobold began to look nervous. The living statue finally asked the question nobody else would. “What, pray tell, is the goal of this company?”

Sweep puffed out his chest. “To avenge the death of Isinore Crowstrike, we shall seek out and destroy the Black Company,” he declared, his words echoing through the hall.

A ripple of murmurs swept through the crowd, and Ren could see the kobold hadn’t convinced anyone.

“I’m no warrior…” the darklight gnome from the stonemasons said. He was bald, grey-skinned and hairless – only three feet tall but muscled like a beardless dwarf, clutching a pickaxe defensively, like he expected a new attack any moment. “All I do it stonework… repairs and such.”

“Today is the last day you can say that! Now it is our time!” Sweep said enthusiastically. “We are all warriors now, friend!”

Yaghed answered first. “Get fucked,” he grunted.

“How do you expect to do that exactly, you dumb lizard?” Cas yelled. “Look around you. They just wiped us out!”

The kobold clenched his four-fingered hands. Ren could see it… the dream the tiny monster had for years, that he desperately wanted to be true: that he mattered. “Your childish taunts cannot sway me! By the blood of my dragon ancestors, I can do nothing else but the honorable path and find vengeance!”

“Here we go again,” Ren grumbled. “You’re not a fucking dragon! You’re a dog-lizard!”

But Sweep didn’t take no for an answer. Pacing back and forth in front of the gong like a general addressing his troops he continued.

“The situation is dire, that is not in dispute,” Sweep said. “Let me outline my stratagem. I'm well aware of our situation but the fact remains tis the duty of those who remain to seek vengeance. Is not the best defense against such invaders a good offence?”

“You’re crazy,” the Messalina shook her lovely head. “It’s impossible. Now that Isinore is gone none of us owes her anything. My contract is broken, and I intend to see the world and all the exciting people in it.”

“And suck them off,” Ren muttered under his breath.

“All things are possible should your courage prevail!” Sweep countered, growing angry at the critics. “May the Dark Star grant me revenge for the slights I cannot change, courage to guide my hands for their throats and the wisdom to know where my enemies sleep at night. It can be done! We have only to use what we have in abundance.” He listed them off on three clawed fingers. “Stealth, deception, and trickery.”

Ren couldn't help but admire Sweep's confidence, even if he was insane.

“It is undisputed, we couldn't possibly win in a stand-up fight against the entire Black Company," Sweep acknowledged. “But divided, one at a time, in their beds while they sleep, we could gain our revenge. We murder them one by one until the Black Company learns why they should be afraid of the dark. And in the process, those who would attack us learn that there is nothing here for them but their own deaths.”

For a moment Ren thought it through. The burning pit of anger in his stomach at Kyra’s death igniting at the stupid kobold’s words. Sure, he was delusional, but even a stopped clock was right twice a day. Everyone – even the Black Company – had moments of weakness. And in those moments, someone angry enough might make them pay for what they did.

“What say you all?” the kobold eyed them all. “Have you courage or be you curs?”

The cat familiar, its midnight fur bristling, was the first to speak. “I cannot suffer the Black Company to live after this insult!” she hissed. “They will pay for this," she declared, voice a low growl.

“That’s the spirit! Who else?” Sweep called.

“No,” the living cursed statue stepped forward. “I tell you this… Isinore can't be truly dead," he insisted.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Ren stared at it.

The statue addressed them all. “I believe the Crowstrike shall return through some magical means; I suspect that at this very moment her soul pupates in some cocoon wrought of magic, and she shall expect us to be here when she emerges.”

“What?” Needy gasped.

“There is zero evidence of that…” Ren said.

“Says you. But I believe it,” the statue said firmly. “Anyone who leaves now will be noted and punished later,” he said menacingly.

“Fucking asshole,” Ren said. “The lizard is talking about blood vengeance for our master and you’re what? Taking attendance? You’re the one who will be punished if the Crowstrike returns, for being a useless fucking coward!”

“I believe in Isinore, and I will not join such a foolish venture!”

“Even if she does come back, she won’t thank you for being a punk-ass bitch,” Ren said. But the statue’s mind – such as it was – was made up and it simply shook its head.

“You there, orc,” Sweep called Yaghed out. “We’re warriors, you and I. We cannot ignore this; the fight is in our blood. Say that you are with me.”

Yaghed seemed to lose his nerve under everyone’s looks. He shook slightly and snarled back. “You want us to go out there and go after those things after they cut us to pieces?” he cried. “You’re crazy!”

Cas spoke up. “Typical orc piece of shit,” she spat. “You're all death-rapers when you bully around someone smaller than you, but the moment you have to actually fight, you're a coward.”

Yaghed got a wild look in his eye, stomping towards Cas, jabbing a finger at her angrily. “You dunno what yer talking about! Them cunt knights went through us without even slowing down, those cunt knife-ears could shoot an arrow that shaved the cunt hairs off a mouse, and then their cunt priests and wizards assaulted us with magic. And when I say assaulted, I mean assaulted!” he shouted the last, spittle flying from his lips. He seemed to gather himself a bit then, looking around at the others.

“They were ass-raping us to death! I watched my buddies dying face down in blood by those bastards and you want me to go after them?” he shook his head. “You can count me out!”

“Well, then I guess we can just count you out of everything, shall we?” Sweep bristled.

“What about you, baldy?” Yaghed tried to divert attention by drawing the gnome into the argument.

The darklight gnome shook his head. “I agree with Sweep.”

“Huzzah!” the kobold said at the same time as the orc threw up his hands in frustration.

“But… what chance do we have?” the gnome went on. “I do know that everything my brethren and I worked for and built is destroyed,” a tear rolled down his cheek. “I don’t know if I can go seek vengeance but I do know I don't have it in me to try and rebuild. I think perhaps I'm going home to the Appalachians and start over.”

Suddenly from the container on Ren’s belt the slime popped out. It bounced a few steps forward and shot an arm-like tentacle into the air. “Kilikkikikli…” it squeaked loudly.

Cas seemed to be the only one who understood what it was saying. “Okay, little guy,” the mimic said. “That’s not a bad idea but do you know any other dark lords who are hiring right now? Maybe a haunted castle nearby I'm unaware of?”

The slime slouched back dejectedly. Then from above, there was a commotion from the rats. One rat knelt before the king rat and his consort who lay their rat paws on his head and then that one clambered down the wall scuttling forward near Sweep to stand on his hind legs and salute.

“I think that means he volunteers” Cas said.

“That part we all figured out,” Yaghed snarled. “This your army, kobold? A rat and a cat?”

“Shall you let a rat outshine your bravery?” Sweep demanded loudly. “You, goblin,” Sweep pointed to Needy. “Your kind invented murder and trickery in the dark. Surely you see the wisdom of my plan?”

Needy shrank back, uncomfortable with all eyes on her, and tried to hide behind Ren. “I don't know about revenge,” Needy began tentatively. “But it seems to me that we're free now. Free from masters and obligations. We don’t need to wait here for a master who may never return or find a new one. We can do whatever we want to.”

That caused a small stir.

“I want to hear what Ren has to say,” Needy announced and all eyes went to him. “He was Isinore’s familiar… and he knows magic… and he warned Isinore about the Black Company ahead of the attack, only she refused to listen.”

Fuck. That got everyone’s attention.

“You, Fetch,” Sweep commanded. “You haven't said a thing. You used to work closely with the sorceress. Don't you think she would have wanted you to avenge her death?”

“Alleged death,” the living statue corrected but he was quickly shouted down by the others.

Ren felt the weight of it on him. What could he do? What did he truly want? One thing he knew was that there were no more ‘if onlys’. Isinore had taken him against his will, made him her slave, but he couldn’t remember a time she had been cruel or mistreated him. He’d resented her – hated her sometimes – for pushing him so hard. But maybe Cas had been right all those times: he had talent if only he would apply himself harder.

And underneath it all was the hole full of hate. For the elf that caused all his problems.

“I did know Isinore,” Ren admitted, his tone low, choosing his words carefully. “And I knew many of her secrets. I knew she hated lamb… said it tasted like eating wet mittens. I knew that she was having a purely physical affair with Dagan the tentacle demon. And I knew where she hid some of her most powerful magics. Magics that could stop this from being a suicide mission. Maybe even make the difference between success and failure.”

That had everyone’s attention. Even Yaghed looked interested.

Sweep looked overjoyed. “You see?” he shouted at the others. Then turning back to Ren he asked. “So then you will join us?”

Ren glanced at Needy and Cas. Cas shook her head silently, Needy just smiled.

“I'll go with you,” Ren declared loudly.

“Huzzah!” Sweep said. “There you see, now who looks foolish? Come forward now and no one will mention again your reluctance. We can—”

"On one condition!” Ren interrupted.

Sweep stopped midsentence and blinked at him. “What should that be?”

“I’ll go, and I’ll find magic to help us. But only if you promise me one thing: we kill Lilac Quicksilver first. We kill the bitch and all the Company of Grey Geese that got Kyra Littlebees dead.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd of survivors.

“Promise me that, Sweep,” Ren called out. “I'll join your little quilting bee… but only if the elf is the first to die.”

Sweep's eyes gleamed with approval. “Spoken like a true champion,” he clapped and shouted across the hall. “There you have it. With Isinore’s magic on our side, we can't lose. Who will join our fellowship?”

Each of the survivors looked to the others and weighed their chances. The protection of Isinore’s magic would mean a lot to them, even just symbolically. Mentioning it had been a dirty trick, but he needed all the help he could get.

The black cat seemed more interested in the shadows flickering against the wall than the discussion that would change their lives. “I already said yes,” she hissed casually lifting a paw into the air.

“I ain't no coward,” grumbled Yaghed. “You dumb shits got no idea what’s waiting out there for you; you won’t make it a mile without me. Looks like I’m in.”

The gnome hesitated, balancing on the edge, but he must’ve sensed where the room was going and decided to stay with safety in numbers. He reluctantly raised his hand, meeting no one’s gaze.

The slime again stretched one pseudopod upwards. “Kilikkikikli,” it chirped.

Ren heard the creak of bones and looked to see Boots with his remaining hand in the air. The skeleton was impossible to read but that wasn’t the issue. The thing was it wasn’t supposed to have any kind of will of its own.

“The skeleton is just following the homunculus’ orders, it doesn’t get a vote!” the statue said.

“Fuck that, Boots gets a vote,” Ren snapped.

Needy looked terrified. Her hand trembled visibly as she raised it, but she smiled at Ren.

“You sure Needy?” he asked her.

“You’re grublink,” she said. “Of course I go with you.”

Both of them looked to Cas and the mimic seemed frozen, the form of the hobby horse like a real inanimate object. She slowly began to take on a green color.

Finally, she let out a resigned sigh, her wooden shoulders slumping slightly, and the horse shook its head. “Well, hell, at least we get to leave our boring old dungeon and see the world. I'm in,” she said.

Even shapechanged, Ren could read her, see the reluctance in her eyes. She was going only because he was.

The only holdouts now were the living statue and the succubus.

“You're all insane,” the statue declared. “You should reconsider. I will have no part in this foolishness.” Without another word, the statue turned and walked away.

The succubus had even less to say and simply shook her head. “Go on then. I’m out of here chumps; I’m free to suck as many souls as I want now.”

“You mean dicks,” Cas muttered under her breath.

Sweep was overjoyed, despite the two holdouts. “We leave tomorrow at sunset, until then each of you prepare what you can, take stock of supplies and anything else we can use. We shall begin on the morrow!”

***


Chapter 13   : Upgrades

They had less than twenty-four hours to get ready and a hundred things they should do… not least of which was scavenge whatever magic he could find that had been overlooked by looting heroes. They started with money. One thing Ren had found out at a very young age in his previous life was that money was like its own superpower. It always came in handy. So, after the meeting broke up, they’d gone to the vault, only to find it emptied.

The doors to the vault beyond the Targ’s lair had been detonated by gunpowder, and the ice that kept the Targ cool had melted, leaving a foot of stagnant water in the vault, all if it stinking of week-old Targ corpse. So Ren and Needy felt under the water with bare feet for coins, bending to retrieve whatever they found. The Black Company had left behind only the scraps not worth their attention. Cleaned out the coffers of gold, jewels and the rest of the treasure, but missed a few silver coins mixed in with the carpet of coppers under the water.

Like us… Ren fumed.

Well… they’re going to regret that soon.

Ren and Needy flicked the silver coins they found into Cas’ open mouth while she was changed into the shape of a small treasure chest.

“I don't get it,” Cas said, her voice muffled by cheeks full of coins. “How is it that with all the monsters and traps and demons and orcs we had, a couple dozen humins wiped the whole place out? How could we have lost?”

Ren had asked himself the same thing a hundred times. “We lost because of the man-rune,” he told her numbly.

“The what?”

Ren repeated himself, emphasizing each word. “The man-rune.”

“What’s that?” the mimic asked.

To Ren’s surprise it was Needy who answered first. “Rune magic,” she began. “It's the oldest form of magic, before writing and before speaking and before language itself… Everything in this world, everything that exists, has a rune at its core.”

“It's the essence of the thing itself.” Ren added, not expecting the mimic to understand. He’d only wrapped his head around it because in his college course intro to ancient Greek, they’d forced them to understand what ‘Platonic ideals’ were; the abstract concepts that represent the perfect or ideal state of something.

“I don’t get it,” Cas said.

Ren explained while he searched for coins under the water. “Listen, what makes a chair a chair?” Ren asked.

Here at least the mimic had an immediate answer. “That’s easy. It’s the shape that fills the purpose of providing a person with a comfortable and stable seat, designed to support the humin body in a resting position, typically with a backrest and a surface to sit on.”

Damn… mimics really made a whole field of study out of the identification of different objects so they could take their shape.

“So, a chair is different from, say, a table?” Ren asked.

“Absolutely! A table is a stable, flat surface elevated to a height suitable for its intended uses, such as dining, working, or holding objects.”

Ren smiled. This would be fun. “But I can sit on a table. Does that make it a chair?”

Cas puzzled for a moment. “No… because… because that’s not what a table should be… the idea of a table isn’t to sit on it, even though you can sit on it.”

“There you go,” Ren said with a smile. “You’ve now mastered the first basic concept of rune-magic. Every thing has an ideal form that describes what it should be – a magic rune – even though there can be an infinite number of chairs, there is a single concept of ‘chair-ness’ that exists at the center of its being.”

Cas blinked at him a few times. “That’s brilliant!” she blurted.

“Well… Plato sure thought so.”

“Who?”

“Nevermind. So, there’s a rune for a chair and a rune for a table. But there can also be a rune for ideas.”

“Like Isinore’s void-rune?”

“Exactly, Isinore was as powerful as she was because she stole the void-rune from King Pell. It gave her aspects of the void. There's a rune for death, a rune for magic, a rune for fire, a rune for darkness— whatever.”

“And a rune for man,” Cas said, realization dawning in her voice.

Ren's gaze hardened. “Yup… and that's where the ‘powers-that-be’ cheated,” he said bitterly.

Cas's brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean, cheated?”

Ren let out a heavy sigh. “I mean they gave man an edge nobody else got,” he explained. “And that’s why the Black Company kicked our asses.”

Ren paused his search for coins, stretching as he straightened his back. His gaze drifted off into the distance, lost in thought. Isinore had a big book on the concept of magical basics he’d had to study before he could even do simple ritual incantations in the alchemy lab. When he’d read the section on Runes he’d spent the next day in bed, unable to move after thinking through what it meant about the universe he thought he’d understood.

“The gods of men,” he said. “Didn't like the idea of their creation getting wiped out by monsters. They were proud of man but men are so fragile and weak.”

He glanced over at Cas and Needy. “So, they gave the man-rune the ability to increase its power by defeating other runes. Including when they kill monsters.” His voice grew angrier as he spoke. “A creature with the man-rune has a cheat so it can evolve, gather mana, and become more powerful.”

“But not us?”

“Nope. Monsters are stuck with whatever mana they had when they were born. They can't evolve.”

“Bastards!” Cas said. “All this time humins treat us like shit, saying they’re better than us!”

“Because they are,” Needy answered.

“No they aren’t! They cheat! They’re not better, they’re just cheaters! And thieves! They steal mana from every monster they kill!”

Ren nodded, feeling the frustration she was discovering. “The man-rune let’s man get more powers; the sword skills of ten orcs, the magic skills of a dozen witches. Whatever. It tips the scales in their favor. The Black Company were fewer in number but more powerful because they had sucked up all the mana of every creature they’d killed to get here. And now they’re even more powerful after sucking the life out of everyone we knew.”

Needy's eyes widened as the implications sank in. “So that's why we’ll never beat them,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “We don’t have the man-rune.”

And as she said the words Ren suddenly formed a picture in his mind. For a moment he stared into space, trying to find a fault in the idea. It couldn’t be that simple… could it? And then it seemed to fall into place like a perfect Tetris game. All the pieces fitting together. As the realization dawned on him, he dropped the coins he’d found splashing into the filthy water.

“Holy shit,” he exclaimed. “That might work!”

Without another word, he bolted out of the vault, splashing through the water and leaving wet footprints behind as he reached dry land. Cas and Needy exchanged a quick glance before following him.

Ren raced them to Isinore’s library and stepping inside was hit with the reek of burned paper and singed leather bindings. The library was scorched and blackened, the shelves nothing but burned sticks that had collapsed, but many of the actual books were still intact… only partly destroyed. That was the thing about paper: an individual piece would burn up in a few seconds, but hundreds of pages pressed together were very hard to burn.

He scanned the shelves, trying to remember the section, stirring up clouds of ash, kicking aside blackened remains, and started picking up and tossing aside scorched books one by one. The girls arrived a moment later and stared at him.

“Uh, you're doing a good imitation of a crazy person right now, Ren,” Cas remarked.

Needy elbowed the treasure chest. “Are you all right?” the goblin asked. “Did you lose something?”

“Don't you get it?” he shouted back, still digging through the books. “If you can’t beat em… join em. We turn ourselves into men!”

Needy's eyes widened and she exchanged a glance with Cas. “I think you're right,” she admitted hesitantly. “His mind has broken.”

Ren pressed on, his mind chasing the idea, practically babbling. “The man-rune!” he shouted eagerly. “If we change our natures by switching the monster-rune to a man-rune, we could get stronger. Strong enough to challenge the Black Company. This could be the thing we were looking for. The magic to kill that elf bitch!”

“You mean… turn ourselves into Humies?”

“Yes!” Ren practically laughed out loud. “I mean… no… not really. We’d still be us, more or less, but we’d take the cheat that comes with the man-rune. Think of it this way: if you changed the table’s rune to a chair, it would still look like a table. Right? But it would be a chair!”

Needy shook her head. “You’re going back to bed, you’re obviously feverish!” she insisted.

“No… wait,” Cas paused, turning pink, a glimmer of understanding flickering in her eyes. “That's amazing,” Cas admitted, her voice tinged with reluctant respect. “But can you do it?”

Ren paused. “I think so. If I can find the right books, do the research… yes.”

With a grunt of frustration, Ren tossed the books aside. “But the book I need, it's not here!”

Needy paused a moment, looking between them. She was skeptical but the goblin never let down her friends. “Where would they be then? Think, Ren.”

He paced back and forth. Her chambers? No… she never mixed work and pleasure… it had to be locked up safe. The alchemy lab? Nah… he knew every book there.

“It’s got to be in her spell vault…” he said out loud.

“Spell vault?”

“Yeah, every wizard or warlock or sorcerer has one. Spells are valuable, and dangerous.” It was a bit like steel-lined rooms that they used to store celluloid films in at movie theatres… the stuff they made it out of was crazy flammable.

“So, let’s find it!”

“I already know where to look,” Ren admitted grimly, his tone tinged with resignation. “Problem is we can’t get in without the key.”

Ren turned to Cas.

“Where’s your cousin?” he demanded.

***

Ren held a glowing alchemical glowstone in one hand as he flew at head-height to a humin, the soft green glow making long shadows on the walls. Perched on his head was Kiki, the bronze key’s hundred legs gripping his scalp. Following at a jog Cas and Needy tried to keep up.

They hurried through the dark corridors of Isinore's lair; some of the magics were faltering after Isinore's death and none of the magic lights were working in this part of the maze of corridors. Reaching a seemingly plain, blank wall in the basement corridor, Ren narrowed his eyes, scanning for the hidden mechanism.

Needy, panting slightly from hauling her chubby ass, spoke up. “Why are we here?”

“We're looking for Isinore's vault.”

“But this is just an empty hallway,” the goblin blinked around.

Needy was a sweet girl – most of the time – but not the sharpest sword in the armory.

“That's because it's a hidden vault. If it weren't hidden, the Black Company would have found it and broken in already.”

Flying closer he ran his fingers along the rough surface of the wall, after a moment, his touch found what he was looking for—a small crack that concealed the keyhole. Without a word, the mimic dashed down his sleeve and up the wall, its metallic form sliding effortlessly into the keyhole.

With a satisfying click, the wall swung open, revealing a hidden doorway with a spiral staircase descending into darkness. Ren led the way, and at the bottom they found themselves in a small study lit up by the soft glow of Ren's alchemical light. There was a large table and big-ass iron door covered with magic protections.

“You’re up,” Ren told the tiny mimic.

Kiki transformed into an iron key before slipping into the lock of the new door and Ren held his breath as the doors swung open. Inside the vault lay Isinore's nine spellbooks, bound in demon skin. A sound like soft whispers – the books themselves – filled the tiny study.

In a few moments Ren had pulled the collection of books free, laying them out on the table.

“Can you read them?” Needy asked.

Flipping open the covers to study the contents, Ren glanced over the intricate script. “Some of them,” he replied.

“Great, but can you use the magic?” Cas asked.

“Of course he can! Right Ren?” Needy asked.

“Uhhh… sure.”

Ren began flipping through the pages, setting books aside as he couldn’t find what he wanted. Turning his attention to the fifth book in the pile, Ren flipped through the pages until he slammed to a stop. He had to re-read it twice to make sure.

“Bingo!”

“Is that a magic word?”

“Bingo means I got it!” Running his finger down the page he translated it as he went and read out loud:

‘Hearken now, ye seekers of deep and arcane lore, to the spell uf Brisingamen I sette before thee, wrought with care and cunning craft. Whosoever wisheth to alter the very essence and nature of a creature, let them followeth these words with heed and great caution. This incantation, yclept "Transmogrification of the Essential Being," shall permute the form and spirit of any beast, man, or creature to that which is desired. Yet beware the cost, for such profound transmutation cometh not without peril and permanent change to the order of nature’s own law.’

“That sounds scary as fuck,” Cas said. “Awesome!”

But Ren was already reading down the spell preparations and saw the most important ingredient required was a humin who would sacrifice their essence to transfer it to another. Shit… That was going to be tricky.

Ren glanced back over his shoulder. “There's one more piece we need to get.”

***

Standing in the destruction of the ruined throne room, memories clawing at his calm, Ren moved to the edge of the crevasse Isinore had made in the floor when she summoned Dagan to fight the Black Company. Cas and Needy joined him, Kiki sitting on the goblin’s shoulder. He tossed one of the working glowstones down into the dark and counted to ten before it clinked against rock, bounced, and vanished.

“Wait here,” he told them, and with a jump plunged into the darkness below.

Extending his wings as wide as he dared, Ren abseiled down the crevasse, keeping clear of the jagged walls as the stone blurred past. He arrived where the green light lay on the rocky floor and braked to a halt on the air before dropping lightly to the broken ground. There was no sign of the demon’s tentacles or the Black Company he’d dragged down; both of them would have been swallowed back up by the gateway between worlds when Isinore died.

He scoured every inch of the pit, poking in every gap, shining the light into cracks and holes, but after nearly an hour he hadn’t found it.

From above, Cas' voice echoed down. “Ren? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” he snapped.

“Did you find it?” Needy called after him.

“Dammit Needy, if I found it do you think I’d still be down here?” he snapped, yelling.

There was a long pause. “No?” Needy replied.

He glared up as he yelled. “So stop interrupting me!”

But as Ren looked up, his eyes caught a glimmer of something partway up the chasm wall – caught on a small outcrop of rock.

Opening his wings, he flew straight for it, clinging to the wall with one hand, light in the other.

“About fuckin time,” he sighed in relief.

Still where it had fallen, on a jagged ledge partway down the crevasse, was the decaying hand of Isinore, lopped off by the Factor of Beverwyck, discarded like garbage and forgotten.

Still slightly glowing in the palm of her amputated hand was void-rune. Popping the glowing stone in his mouth, Ren reached out to pick up the hand.

He nearly dropped it. It was still warm.

The void-rune was as much a part of Isinore’s legend as she was. She had never talked about it, but the apprentices were gossips who daydreamed about achieving something as famous as Isinore’s destruction of King Pell and seizing the void-rune for herself. The cursed rune had been a burden she could never escape, driving her from the lands of humins and into the wildlands among monsters. Making a humin sorceress into a legend.

He pressed his lips to the decaying flesh of her hand. “Thank you, Isinore,” he muttered, and flew back up.

***


Chapter 14   : One Small Step for Man-kind

He raced the sun, working all night and all day in the ruins of the alchemy lab. With Boots’ help they cleared enough space and arranged enough working bits of apparatus on a cobbled-together table. After several hours of reciting incantations, drawing pentagrams around the dismembered hand, calling forth the energies of the universe and mixing universal solvents, Ren was getting close to finishing.

All the best arcane liquids he would need were destroyed and so were most of the gear he’d need to refine more, so having carefully flensed the skin off the hand, Ren fed it like a lace glove to the bubbling blue slime. The creature was temporarily a thick plum purple from the reagents he’d already fed it and the skin hissed and sizzled as it reacted with the organic molecular acid the slime currently had for blood. Leaning close to observe the reaction Ren saw that even when the skin started to disintegrate the void-rune refused to dissolve and began to glow with an inner light.

As the rest of the hand dissolved, a soft, pulsating glow emerged from within the viscous slime, changing color to black with a bright violet glow like a blacklight. He stared at it in fascination as the glow intensified, making everything in the alchemy lab glow like a photo-negative in the voidlight.

Shit… the spell hadn’t said that would happen. Grabbing a pair of bronze tongs, Ren carefully inserted them into the slime and with a delicate probing he grabbed the voidrune that resisted dissolving and pulled it out. But the moment the rune was free of the slime’s body it whipped back and forth, wriggling like a leach out of water sprinkled with salt.

“Fuck!” he snapped.

The rune was heating up. Emitting more blacklight, beginning to make his eyes sting and the glassware of the experiment rattle.

Needy gave a yelp and dived under the table. Cas turned into a shield and dropped onto the floor.

“What is that?” the goblin cried.

“I… I don’t know,” Ren said, desperately looking for something he could trap the rune inside.

“Don’t know?”

“Its… I think the void-rune is looking for a host. It needs something to contain it… I think.”

The bronze tongs were beginning to sizzle and dissolve, decaying into green corrosion.

“Shit!” Ren held it away from his body.

And a moment later the rune broke free, slithered up the tongs and burrowed into the palm of his hand.

Ren screamed at the burning cold. Like his hand was submerged in icewater. Gripping his wrist, he tried remembering the words to a counterspell, an incantation that would reverse the effect. He’d barely stuttered his way through the first few phrases when the pain went away. Looking at his hand it had a red welt in the shape of the rune, but otherwise it was fine.

“What happened?” Needy asked. “Is it safe?”

“I… think so,” Ren flexed his hand. “I think I reversed the magical effect before it could finish whatever it was doing. It’s gone now.”

“Was that supposed to happen?” Cas asked.

Ren blinked at his hand before turning back to the slime, bubbling with magic. The process was at a crucial point; no time to stop and complain about a burned hand. Putting on a pair of heavy gloves, Ren picked up the slime and extracted the liquefied substance of the essence of man-rune: he squeezed the juice out of it into a bucket.

His hands tingling with the residual magic seeping out of the slime, Ren poured the gooey mixture into the dirt with the spotted blue mushroom. For a moment it went pale, like it was dying, then back to a vibrant blue color and finally its mycelium tendrils greedily drank up the liquid like a spilled drink on a beach in the summer sun.

Ren leaned back, a satisfied grin on his face as he observed the mushroom's reaction.

“Fungi soak up everything from their environment,” he explained as Needy and Cas joined him. “Nutrients, toxins, and even magic.”

The mushroom began to grow, stretching upwards until it stood a foot tall. The cap of the mushroom stretched and the stem widened, thickening until a pair of eyes and a mouth popped open. It made a ‘weeeeee’ sound and two small arms sprung from its sides.

“Look at that,” Ren exclaimed. “That's the man-rune in action!”

“Dawwww, she’s adorable!” Needy smiled.

"Hey Ren, is that supposed to happen?" Cas asked, as she pointed behind him at the slime.

The blue slime that he had used to brew the alchemical component of the spell was trembling. It violently shook and suddenly, with a pop, it sprang into the air, extending a dozen little pseudopod tentacles as it bloated and doubled in size, turning an inky black. A dozen eyes grew on its back and a dozen mouths, then it coiled together and lightened, going back to its usual semi-transparent blue color and formed into a single pillar. Thet tall tube of goo sprouted two arms, two legs and a small face; like a stubby huminoid with a neckless head. It looked like a foot-tall gummi bear.

“Boy is it working,” Ren remarked. “I’d say its time for a stage-three trial.”

“Huh?” Needy asked.

“Our turn,” Ren said.

“So, does that mean we all have to drink slime goop?” Cas asked skeptically.

“Nope, the essence of the man-rune is in the mushroom now. All I have to do is perform a magical skin graft, and transfer some of it to us.”

“Will we change?” Needy asked.

“Well yes, I guess,” Ren shrugged. “Maybe not all at once. There should be some visible change right away but the rest will happen whenever we absorb enough mana; we should just, kinda, spontaneously evolve. Gain more power, just like humin heroes do.”

He paused, considering the implications of his plan. The rune-covered mushroom glowed softly in the dim light.

“There…. might be side effects,” he admitted. “The only way to know for sure is to use a guinea pig. I'll test it on myself.”

“That's too dangerous,” Needy exclaimed, her eyes wide with concern.

“Nuh-uh, you're too valuable,” Cas added, her tone firm.

And then: “I should be the one you test it on,” both girls declared simultaneously, their voices blending together.

Ren watched as the two girls squared off, their voices rising in a chorus of objections.

“Pick me, Ren,” Needy blurted.

“Obviously I’m the better choice,” Cas replied.

Needy grabbed Ren by the tunic, nearly pleading. “We’re grublink… do it to me! I want to do this for you!”

“Geez, Needy, if you're that desperate, why don't you just suck his dick again?” Cas shot back.

“You promised!” the goblin yelled at the other girl. Needy froze, her cheeks flushing crimson as she hid her face and began to cry. Ren shot Cas a sharp look.

“Sorry, Needy," Cas said quietly, as she extended a hankie on the end of her tongue appendage. “I have a big mouth and I say stupid things without thinking.”

Needy sniffled and accepted the hankie, her eyes red-rimmed from tears. “It's okay,” she murmured.

Cas hesitated for a moment before speaking again, her voice softer this time. “If you want to get the rune first, you should do it,” she suggested.

Needy shook her head. “No, it's okay. You can do it,” she replied.

“Why don’t we both just do it together?” Cas replied.

Needy hugged the treasure chest and Cas’ tongue wrapped around Needy as they embraced. Ren was going to get a chubby if this continued much longer.

“Okay fine, have it your way,” he gave in. “First we need a replacement cauldron since the Black Company destroyed my good one,” he pointed to the cracked man-tall cauldron in the back of the room.

“There should be some in the kitchen big enough for Needy to—I mean for one of us to squeeze in…” Cas said.

“We don’t know how much the rune will change your body, better if we use something bigger,” Ren said.

“I have an idea,” Needy said shyly.

***

In Isinore's private chambers, Ren and the two girls stood in front of the walk-in bath. Where it had once held scented water Ren had filled it with a variety of transmogrification and transmutational stabilizing ingredients, then chucked a healing potion in for good measure. Now it was filled with a thick syrupy translucent liquid a bit like sex lube. Reciting the ritual of Brisingamen, Ren used a curved ritual dagger – sharp as a scalpel – to peel a chunk of the mushroom off and throw it in the tub. The mushroom gave tiny cries and tried to crawl away, but Ren pinned it down and took a second slice.

“Sorry little guy, it’ll grow back.”

The moment the rune-seared flesh of the mushroom touched the liquid, a shower of blue sparks erupted upwards, and a fog of blue smoke bubbled to the surface of the liquid, covering it in a misty blanket. The tub began to churn with bubbles like a whirlpool jet as the liquid boiled. Holding his hand over the bath Ren didn’t feel any heat.

Beside the tub, the walking gummi slime toddled closer and examined the water, sticking in one arm to test it. With a wide grin, it offered Ren a thumbs up.

“Well… that’s it,” he said.

Needy shot a wary glance at the swirling liquid. “You're sure it's safe?”

Ren let out a humorless chuckle. “No, of course not, it’s crazy advanced dark magic. I told you it was super dangerous, but you insisted on trying it first.”

“Sweet!” Cas stepped to the edge. “Untwist your panties, Needy. How often do you get the chance to jump into a vat of mutating alchemicals that turns you into a completely different thing?”

“Are you kidding? You do that like all day every day! Of course you’re not scared…”

“Sure Needy, my bad. Listen, we’ll wait for as long as you need to feel comfortable, alright?”

“Promise?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die!”

Needy expelled a breath and joined her at the edge. “Thank you, Cas. I was thinking… maybe we go to Sweep and the others and just tell them about the plan, then maybe they’d delay a day or two so we could come back and try—”

Cas silently turned into a rocking horse. Standing behind Needy she lifted her hind legs and kicked, launching the goblin into the bath with a scream.

“I can’t believe you fell for that!” the mimic laughed. “Gangway!” she shouted.

Then the wooden horse jumped in the air with legs splayed and did a massive belly flop into the goo. Both girls vanished beneath the steam and bubbles of the dark liquid. For a moment, there was nothing but sizzling steam and crackling sparks, the liquid rising up in a tower that defied gravity before it splashed downward again.

Ren stepped closer, trying to see through the thick liquid. Nothing. Like they’d been swallowed into a bottomless well. Time seemed to crawl by until a hand splashed as it reached up, covered in blue liquid. Then a moment later Needy broke the surface, the goblin girl retching and screaming, thrashing to stay afloat. Panic made her fight to escape the pool as quickly as she could, and she blindly crawled up the shallow steps onto the tiled floor around the tub.

Ren blinked at her and his mouth fell open. The girl coughed blue gunk from her lungs and blew chunks of it from her nose then squeezed it out of her eyes so she could see.

“Ren” she asked, getting to her feet. “Did it work?”

The Needy who emerged from the pool towered over him, nearly four feet tall. The maid’s uniform she had worn before had stretched and torn, hanging off her hips in rags like a miniskirt. Gone was the pudgy goblin midget he had known—replaced by a vision of beauty. Still obviously a goblin – but the deluxe elite version.

It was like her body mass had remained the same, only now stretched onto a frame twice as tall. She had broad shoulders, a narrow waist with flat stomach, and her generous hips accented long shapely legs. The tits were the same size – huge – and dripping slick with wetness. Ren stared at the giant rack. Her figure transformed from butterball to curvy cutie. Her green skin shimmered in the dim light of the chamber, accentuating her newfound curves.

“Ren?” she repeated, “Did it work?”

For a moment Ren was speechless. “Uh, yeah. Sure did.”

Pushing back the wet strands of orange-red hair from her face. She looked down at him from her new height and froze, staring at her hands, then saw how her clothes had been torn apart by her new size as she hulked out and cupped her palms over her tits, shrieking. “Don’t look!”

He handed her a towel and Needy wrapped it around herself.

“Where's Cas?” she asked, her voice tinged with concern.

Ren turned back to the bubbling tub and then, like a renaissance painting about Venus coming out of the water, a naked figure broke the surface of the blue goop, gasping and choking as it stood up and waded to the edge of the tub. The figure struggled to climb up, like it couldn’t get the hang of hands and feet working together, then finally ungracefully slithered out on her belly.

She was undeniably humin, with bone-white skin under the blue slime. She stood up awkwardly, like someone balancing on a skateboard for the first time. The girl was taller than Needy by a couple inches, but skinnier, with narrow hips and shoulders, petite breasts and a wide-eyed look of wonder on her pretty face. The tiny chin, bow-lipped mouth and high cheekbones made her almost doll-like. Aside from the short green hair she was hairless. The overall effect was… well he was reminded of that old joke: ‘I like my women like I like my wooden boards: flat and easy to nail…’

While she was skinny and petite, there was no mistaking the feminine curves of her body. Ren couldn't help but grin as he watched her take her first tentative steps on two legs, wobbling like a newborn foal.

“Cas?” Needy asked.

“Fuck me,” she exclaimed.

Yup… that was Cas all right.

“How do you two-legs keep from falling over?” she looked at her hands and wriggled her fingers, then spotted Ren. “Did you shrink?”

“Me and the room are the same size, genius,” he said. “You just got bigger.”

Ren watched as Cas, in her new humin form, examined herself with her face shifting from confusion to amusement. At the same time her hair shifted from green to pink. She tried to look at her own backside, turning in a circle like a dog chasing her tail, then Needy practically tackled her to wrap a towel around her.

“Cover your shame in front of Ren!” the goblin snapped.

“You got boobs,” Cas pointed out, feeling up the goblin’s chest, squeezing the big handfuls as Needy tried to swat her hands away. Then, glancing down at her own chest, she frowned. “Aw, damn. How come I didn't get any?”

“Stop it!” Needy cried, still trying to conceal her private parts.

“Cas?” Ren asked. “Are you still, you know… able to change?”

Her eyes got a bit worried for a moment then she scrunched up her face and concentrated. With a wobble that reminded him of clay on a potter's wheel, Cas's body began to warp and shift. In a matter of seconds, there were two identical versions of Needy standing in front of him, one green and the other pink.

“Ha!” the pink goblin yelled in Cas’ voice.

The original Needy stared at her doppelganger with her mouth open. “You look like the cutest goblin ever now!” she said in awe.

Cas slapped the real Needy on the shoulder. "I look like you," she grinned.

Needy blushed, her eyes going huge. “That's what I look like?” she exclaimed and turned to run for Isinore’s beside table and grab her hand mirror. With a series of cries of alarm, she discovered all the ways she’d changed.

“What’s with her?” Ren asked.

“Tell you later,” Cas-Needy said. She jiggled her big goblin tits in her hands. “How does she even balance with these things?”

“Cas!” Ren announced in wonder. “Do you know what this means? You can shapechange into people now!”

Cas glanced down at herself, seemingly surprised by her newfound ability. “Oh yeah, I guess I can. That's neat,” she remarked, her tone casual despite the huge shift in her nature.

“Ren, why are you still looking at me!” Needy yelled. “I mean her… I mean my body… Turn around!” the goblin screamed.

Shrugging it off, Ren turned his back until Needy gave the all-clear. He found both girls wrapped in towels, their figures concealed from view. Cas had reverted to her own appearance—skinny and albino white – but instead of pink, the hair had changed to blue.

“So, it works… we have the man-rune now?” Cas asked.

“Sure looks that way,” Ren grinned.

“If it works, you’re safe to try it,” Needy said.

With a steady hand, Ren carefully peeled another chunk of mushroom infused with the man-rune, its surface shimmering with a faint light. He dropped it into the bubbling tub and stood on the edge with his toes hanging over.

“One small step for man-kind,” he muttered to himself.

He took a deep breath and plunged into the frothing slime.

It immediately stung like fire. His body tingled and burned, a deep ache settling into his bones. Like every inch of his body was being stretched by a rolling pin like dough. He gritted his teeth as he felt himself be reformatted by the power of the rune. He wanted to surface, to claw his way free from the pain, but his limbs wouldn’t respond. Shaking uncontrollably. It left him with nothing to do but endure it. He gritted his teeth against the pain until finally, mercifully, it subsided. As it did, he felt light-headed, dizzy, but somehow stronger.

Then just when he thought it was all over a new pain sizzled through his hand, like he was holding a red-hot poker. It sent fingers of burning pain up his arm, into his neck, then down into his chest. When it reached his heart, it exploded.

Fire and cold shot through his body. Every inch sizzling with it. Darkness filled the edges of his vision, and in that murky border between pain and unconsciousness, a voice—silky and familiar—teased at his senses.

‘Fetch, darling, playing with forces we barely understand? How thrilling,” a woman’s familiar voice purred in his ear.

“Isinore?” Ren's mind struggled to maintain focus. “You're dead...”

‘Aren't you curious… Like a cat with a string,’ she chuckled softly, her voice a caress that seemed to both ease and intensify the pain. ‘Maybe I am, maybe I'm not. Maybe I'm just a part of the magic now, woven into the very rune you're so desperately grappling with.’

Ren gritted his teeth, trying to sort through the disorientation. “The man-rune?”

‘You’re the smart one, you tell me.’

It came to him. “The void-rune.”

‘Maybe it chose you, Fetch. Maybe it's always been about you,’ she teased. ‘Or perhaps, you're finally ready to accept what's been yours all along.’

“Why would it choose me?” Ren wondered.

Isinore's laugh, light and chilling, filled the void. ‘Oh, Fetch, because you're so delightfully humin, even when you weren’t. So full of chaos and order, all mixed together. The perfect conduit. But what will you do with such power? What will you become?’

Then gasping for air, he was being hauled from the pool, painfully hooked with a fireplace poker by Needy. The girls dragged him onto the tiled rim of the bath, wiping the slime off his face.

“Ren? Ren speak!”

“I’m fine…” he managed.

He felt different… stronger. Climbing to his feet he staggered away from the bathing pool, feet slippery on the marble floors, and ignored the stares and questions from the two girls. Their voices sounded muffled and far away.

Reaching the sorceress’ bedside table, he grabbed the silvered hand mirror and examined his face. The bestial and bat-like face he’d been reborn with as a bent homunculus was gone. The face that looked back at him was fine-featured, with a straight nose, high cheekbones, black hair and blue eyes. It was the male version of Isinore’s face, and he could easily have passed for her brother…

…or her son.

Judging from his new point of view he was twice his former height and size, just shy of five feet, and his body looked entirely humin except… he positioned the mirror and saw he still had the same tiny pair of bat wings sprouting from his shoulder blades – so small now they were useless vestigial leftovers. His ears still had the pointed shape, and his canine teeth were exceptionally long – if he couldn’t fly anymore at least he still had the poison bite. His body looked and felt strong and fit and glancing down below the belt…

“Aw come on!”

He grabbed his enormous, oversized wang to measure it. It had been a third of his height before and now it was even bigger – fully twelve inches.

Needy gave a small shriek and covered her eyes with both hands but continued to peek discretely through her fingers, giving herself an eyeful. Cas, on the other hand, openly stared at his huge cock. Holding up her hands to measure – like a fisherman demonstrating his prize catch – the mimic girl then measured the same distance with her hands against her abdomen and gulped visibly.

Ren gave a small chuckle of satisfaction, but it quickly changed to a hiss of pain when his hand began to burn. Looking at his palm he saw the glowing magic void-rune seared into his palm – Isinore’s curse passed on to him. For a moment he panicked, thinking he’d passed the curse on to Needy and Cas, but a quick glance showed him neither of the girls seemed to have the mark.

“Ren?” Needy asked. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he hid the mark on his palm. “Never better.”

If being able to get his revenge meant he had to live with the curse, then he’d take it as a win.

***

Sweep and the others arrived at the main doors of the Nethermire with packs and bags and froze seeing Ren and the two girls blocking their path. For a moment all eyes turned on them and they shifted – some to attack, some to run – only seeing three strangers. Then the black cat sniffed at them and hissed out loud.

“The mannikin used mistress’ magic!” she growled deep in her throat and arched her back, hair standing up.

“Nice puss-puss,” Ren said, standing in front of the doors with Needy and Cas on either side.

They’d paused to put on some humin-sized clothes – there were still a bit baggy, like children playing dress-up, but the differences in their size and appearance were striking. Ren enjoyed the looks of dawning recognition on their faces as the group of survivors went from panic to curiosity.

Not among the survivors who’d showed up for the quest were the statue and Messalina the succubus. He hadn’t really been expecting them.

“It’s the goblin… and the furniture…” Yaghed said, mouth hanging open.

And just like that Cas shifted and dropped to all fours, shapechanged into a timber wolf with blue fur that shifted to purple then red as she growled, angry. “Say that again, pig-boy!” Cas snarled. “I dare you!”

Yaghed sneered at her. “Tricks?” he asked. “You don’t scare me.”

“Fetch? How?” the kobold asked, looking up at Ren’s new height.

“I’ve unlocked one of Isinore’s magics,” Ren announced loudly. “It made us bigger and stronger but more than that we’ll keep getting stronger, just like the humins do.”

The group stared at him.

“And I can do the same thing for all of you,” he said. “Let’s go back inside and talk.”

***


Chapter 15   : Spies Against Spies

Once he’d convinced the others that he was offering a legitimate magical level-up, he had to prepare enough supplies to do the ritual on all the rest of them. Sending them to wait in Isinore’s personal quarters, he went back to the lab with Cas and Needy tagging along, they found Boots waiting there where they’d left him.

Cas glanced over at the one-armed skeleton, standing in the corner where Ren had told him to stay. “What about Boots?” she asked. “I feel bad for the guy.”

Ren paused grinding mushroom skin in a mortar and pestle. “It's just a skeleton,” he replied. “It doesn't have any feelings.”

Needy sat nearby, frowning deeply as she stared at the spellbook Ren had given her, struggling to sound out the words. Ren smiled at how adorable she looked, her lips moving silently as she attempted to cast a spell that would create a floating ball of light. She managed to make a few sparks – like a firefly – but the spell refused to cooperate, fizzling before it winked out completely. Needy slumped back in her chair, shoving the book away.

“But would the magic bath do anything for him?” the goblin asked, studying Boots.

Ren paused. Considered her question for a moment, brow furrowing in thought. “Huh… Boots is obviously a humin skeleton,” he thought out loud.

“So… he already has a man-rune?”

“Well, that’s a good question, isn’t it?” Ren shrugged. “Is a man still a man when he dies?”

“You think too much,” Cas snorted.

“One of us has to,” he mumbled.

But despite his first instinct, he considered how useful the skeleton had been. And loyal. And he couldn’t help but feel the two of them had more in common than the others; just like Ren’s soul had been hijacked to inhabit his freakish homunculus form, Boots's essence had been trapped onside his own skeleton as a grunt-level servant.

“The ritual won’t do anything… I think. But… maybe there’s something else I can do.”

Digging in the secret cupboard of valuable alchemical books, Ren found the dusty bag at the back and the jar with the eyeball. The glowing red orb stared back at him. He grabbed them both.

Upending the velvet bag, a corroded copper chain and pendant clinked onto the tabletop with a silvery metal wand. They were void artifacts – one of a few magic items Isinore had picked up early in her career around the same time she came to possess the void-rune. The circular pendant had a little crystal skull set in the center, and as he held it the pendant seemed to come alive with black flames.

“Shit!” he dropped it to the table. It had never done that before.

But as he watched, he saw the flames didn’t burn the scarred tabletop and didn’t give off any heat. If anything, it was icy cold. Carefully, he picked it up again and the flames burst out like a match dropped in gasoline.

The void-rune… Ren looked at the rune in his palm and saw it was glowing black. Magical devices needed to be recharged, occasionally, or so the books said. Looks like the battery had been dead on the amulet and the void-rune was what it needed to get juiced up. In moment the flames died down to a small flicker inside the heart of the crystal skull.

Looks fully charged to me…

“Comere, Boots.”

The skeleton obeyed, bones clacking softly as it moved to stand in front of him. Putting the amulet around Boots's neck, he immediately felt a charge of void-energy start transferring to the body’s remains.

“What’s it do?” Needy asked.

“Not sure,” Ren shrugged. “But I can already tell the void energy is bleeding into Boots. The aura of the magic says its protective, but other than that I couldn’t tell you.”

Needy squinted hard, trying to read the aura herself. “It’s making a… like an aura of void energy. Will that do anything against divine wind?”

“Is that anything like passing wind?" Cas asked.

Needy, gave her a frown. “Divine wind is when a priest or holy knight channels the breath of a god power to destroy undead creatures,” she explained.

“It’s what killed Larion,” Ren said, and they all looked at the remains of the ashes on the laboratory floor.

“I wish it was more,” Ren told the skeleton. “But that's the best I can do, buddy.”

The skeletal warrior held the medallion with his remaining hand and stared at it a long moment then was back to being as still and unreadable as ever. Weird.

Patting Boots on the shoulder he went back to mixing up a man-rune powder that would stretch out the magical effects to infuse the rest of the survivors. It took about ten seconds for Cas to interrupt his work again.

“Cool undead eyeball,” the mimic girl’s eyes went wide as she moved her head from side to side, seeing the eye in the jar track her movement. “Where did this come from? Is it from a zombie? Is it from a gnarly zombie corpse monster? Did you gouge it out of its skull?”

She shook a glass jar and the eyeball bouncing angrily against the glass, swimming back and forth

Ren glanced up from the book. “It's not a zombie… don’t taunt it. It’s part of Isinore's collection,” he replied.

Cas was in a staring contest with the eyeball. “It’s like its looking into my soul,” Cas breathed, mesmerized, giving the jar another shake for good measure.

“I don’t know where Isinore got it but it’s the evil eye from a tyrant eyebiter, so show some respect.”

“Awesome!” she tapped the glass. “What’s that?”

“Among other things… eyebiters can shoot a ray of anti-magic from their eye. If that jar wasn’t made of leaded glass, then it could curdle this potion in about three seconds.”

Cas immediately went to unscrew the lid and Ren grabbed it away from her. “Stop that!” He put the jar safely out of the mimic’s reach.

“But that doesn’t sound so bad. I wanna see it!”

“Don’t be a child. It would be more powerful if it had mana from a living creature to use, then it might kill all the magic in the entire room.”

Cas’ mouth dropped open. “Are you telling me you’d have to transplant it into somebody for it to work?”

He nodded.

“What are we waiting for?” she yelled, voice echoing off the stone walls. “Let's jam this thing inside somebody’s skull! Like… uh… like Boots! Can you imagine how totally horrific it would be to have a skeleton walking around with one dripping bloody eyeball?”

Like a kid on Christmas morning, Cas leaped onto the lab table. Before he could react, she’d grabbed the jar.

“Hey, Boots, comere!” she shouted. “Let me put this disgusting cursed eyeball in your head!”

Ren lunged forward, managing to grab the jar back from Cas before she could destroy the entire room.

“Would you stop!” he scolded her. “You have any idea how incredibly dangerous this thing is?”

“Duh! Why do you think I want to use it!” Cas grinned.

Ren stuffed the eye in his satchel and tied it shut. “It stays in the jar, and that's final.”

Cas grumbled, scowling as she flopped onto the floor, changing into a small chair before she hit the ground. “Why you gonna show me if I can’t touch it?” she mumbled angrily.

***

It took him hours to finish the ritual ‘anointing’ in Isinore’s bath and the newly buffed-up monsters went to celebrate, looking for any wine that might have been missed by the Black Company during the raid.

“You go on,” Ren told Cas and Needy. “I have to package some of these things up for the road.”

“Well hurry up!” Cas said. “I want you to brew some more moonshine when you get there.”

Some of the gear he could have left where it lay but for some reason, he felt bad about leaving Isinore’s place a mess. The Black Company had trashed the place bad enough already. After he finished setting the items up on a chest of drawers he went on to tug the bedsheets into place and straighten up the furniture. Then he started looking for Isinore’s secret cache of letters. Luckily for all her spies, Isinore’s letters hadn’t been discovered by the Black Company and he found them in the false bottom of her wardrobe.

He started reading through them, looking for anything about the Grey Geese. He found them mentioned four times – the first was something he already knew, that the Black Company recruited less experienced heroes from the Grey Geese as potential members of the Black Company. Like a farm team.

But the others were news.

"Hearken to these tidings with great heed, for I have espied the movements of the Grey Geese within the forest. They make camp by the light of the full moon, and under the shadow of the Old Stone, where the draug priests of yore were whispered to praise Gurmak. Their leader, bold and ever dauntless, hath taken to the hunt like a hound to the hare, seeking ever the relics of ancient power forsaken in these lands. Beware, for their strength groweth with each passing dawn."

Then there was the second:

"This morn, I chanced upon a curious spectacle in the market square of Thistledown where the Grey Geese did barter and parley with merchants of exotic wares. The elven maiden fair, Lilac Quicksilver by name, did wield her silver tongue, trading not only in goods but in secrets most arcane. Mark well, the scrolls she hath acquired, filled with runes that the fey elders dare not speak. Such knowledge in her hands portends a storm that may well shake the very foundations of our elven realm."

And then the third:

"Anon, report I must the strife that hath befallen amongst the Grey Geese. At the inn of the Wandering Wraith, their camaraderie did fracture like glass underfoot. The archer from the elvenhold, with her temper as fierce as the tall trees of her homeland, did challenge the knight, Sir Regnal, over matters of leadership and the course to be plotted hence. It was a spectacle that drew the eyes of many a cloak-and-dagger. Such discord may yet be the harbinger of their undoing, should cunning foes look to exploit these newly sown seeds of dissent."

The letters told Ren a few things. For one, they were active around Thistledown and the Shrine of Gurmak. Second, Lilac Quicksilver made friends with her own people about as well as she did with humins – badly.

He was tossing Isinore’s clothes into the wardrobe when one of the secret panels in the wall opened next to him and he was face to face with Messalina… the succubus handmaid.

“Geezus… creep around much?” he snapped.

The succubus startled, putting her hands behind her back. “What are you doing?” she said disdainfully.

Ren gave her the side-eye. “What do you care? I thought you’d be gone by now. No master… free to go collect souls… isn’t that what you said?”

“You don’t get to ask me questions,” she said.

Bitch is hiding something.

He craned his neck and saw she was doing a poor job of hiding some of Isinore’s gold jewelry behind her curvy ass.

“Stealing Isinore’s things?”

The succubus seemed nervous and stepped out of the secret door before looking around the room, pausing to sniff the bath and make a face before dropping on the bed, propping chin on hands.

“I confess…” she said. “I didn’t think you had it in you. Come up with some magic to make you all tough. It’s butch… adorable.”

Her tone was casual but for some reason Ren could see right through it. Like she was waving semaphore flags overhead to say what she really meant.

“You like what you see?” he asked. She aught to. His new face was pretty handsome… and his body was lean but buff.

The succubus gave him an amused look and arched her eyebrow. “Aren’t you the big shot now? Pity it is wasted on these… nobodies.”

“What’s that mean?” he snapped.

“Oh, I’m sure you think this will all end so well, your little raggedy army taking on the Black Company. But you’ll wind up dead and all…” she eyed him up and down. “…this… will be wasted.”

“You going to get to a point?”

She got up and sat on the edge of the bed. “You should come with me,” she said.

He laughed then saw she was serious. “Why would I do that?”

“I can think of dozens and dozens of reasons,” she said and traced a finger down the curve of her tits.

Was she… hitting on him?

For a moment Ren was flattered, until he remembered she was a succubus. This sort of act was their bread and butter. “Fuck you,” he said.

“That’s one of them,” she grinned. “Or maybe I fuck you.”

Her eyes suddenly glowed red and he was bathed in the headlights of her magical charm. He felt the power of her demon magic crushing his mind, trying to suck the life from him… but it didn’t. There was a warm glow spreading up his arm from the void-rune in his hand that pushed back and stopped it. Damn… he must’ve inherited the pact that the demon had made with Isinore. Taken ownership of the succubus…

Sweet.

“Get on the bed,” she commanded, her voice a guttural growl from the pit of the afterlife.

Ren slowly advanced towards her and she grinned in satisfaction.

“That’s right, come play pony for me… weak-willed little toy. I’m gonna ride you all night, and tease you until you beg me to let you finish…” she chuckled evilly. “You’ll be under my spell, and do anything for me, if I just let you come.”

Ren stopped, standing in front of her.

“But here’s a little secret,” she whispered to him, licking her plump lips, eyes like flashing cherries. “I never… ever… will.”

He slapped her across the face and the succubus went sprawling on the floor, like she’d been hit by a car. The light in her eyes vanished and she lay on the floor, eyes wide with shock, one hand held to her face. Damn… he hadn’t hit her that hard!

Then he saw it glowing on her cheek, like it had been branded there, was the imprint of the void-rune from his palm.

She saw his hand and started to tremble, actually shaking in fear. “H-how? How d-did you g-get it!”

“I always thought you were a bitch,” Ren said. “But I never really understood how evil you really were until right now. You don’t have a single humin emotion in that hot body, do you?”

“I’m a demon,” she blurted, then backed up from him, bumping into the dresser drawer behind her. “That’s what I do.”

“You were gonna drain my soul, weren’t you?” Ren asked her. He’d read that chapter of the bestiary closely. “Answer me.”

“Yes,” she said, almost as if the word had to be pulled from her mouth.

“And then turn me into a slave?”

She nodded.

“And torture me for the rest of my life.”

She shook her head, terrified. “Only until you got boring,” she whispered tearfully.

He grabbed her by the wrist, and she let out a sound a bit like a dog whimpering and he pulled her to her feet.

“Bark like a dog,” he said.

And against her will she began woofing and yipping, a look of horror on her face.

“Kiss my feet,” he said.

And struggling against it, the demon lowered herself to the floor and planted a kiss on his toes. He was right… whatever sorcerous bargain Isinore had made to make Messalina her servant had somehow transferred to him… it had to be through the void-rune.

Well… let’s see how she likes a taste of her own medicine…

“You have a choice,” her told her. “Leave now and never come back… or get on the bed for me.”

Her eyes went wide. “You can’t mean…”

“Nice try… the innocent act isn’t going to work though.”

She glared at him. Until he put the palm of his hand on the flat of her belly. She yelped like she’d been stung and her eyes went half-shut as she started panting, tongue hanging out. When he slid his palm over her tits she began to shake, gripping the bedpost to keep from collapsing. When he moved it down between her legs, barely grazing the dark curls, her eyes rolled up and she threw herself on the bed. Looked up at him with flushed cheeks.

Spreading her legs as far as they would go – which was saying a lot, she was flexible for a demon – he ran his fingers over her feverish pussy. Even the slightest touch made her moan as the power from the void-rune touched her. And when he began fingering her, she immediately arched he back like a bridge and gushed as she came hard. And as she came, a cloud of her life force escaped, and was sucked into his chest. As it did, he felt his mana increasing. The man-rune letting him get stronger as he defeated her, instead of the other way around.

He smiled seeing the fear in her eyes.

“How are you doing this?” she asked.

“Stick out your tongue,” he said.

Hesitantly she complied. It was long, twice the normal length and he bent to tongue kiss her, biting it so she mewed and struggled.

“Let’s put that tongue to good use,” he said, breaking away and pulled her off the bed onto her knees on the rug.

“You can’t be serious! I’m the Maiden of Domination! The Dark Urge, the Walking Subjugation all men fear!”

He slid his fingers over her tongue and deep into her mouth. Her eyes rolled up and the void energy made her shake in ecstasy.

“Give me your cock!” she gasped for breath when he pulled them out and attacked the belt holding up his trousers.

As she revealed his huge man-cock her eyes went wide. Opening wide she stuffed her mouth with it, slurping and fighting it as deep as she could, stroking and sucking him in a frenzy.

“Who’s a little demon bottom?” he moaned with a chuckle.

“Me!” she gasped and opened her mouth for his cock again

“Take it all the way this time,” he told her.

“Its too big!” she gasped.

“Huh… I thought I was dealing with a succubus.”

A look of determination filled her eyes, and she attacked it with all her strength. Taking him deeper and deeper, nearly unhinging her jaw, until she had finally reached her goal. He enjoyed deep-throating the uppity demon while she struggled, running out of breath, then finally pulled away. While she coughed and gasped for breath, he lifted her under the arms and pushed her onto the bed on hands and knees.

“Not like this!” she whined. “I shall not be bent over like a… like a… like a humin!”

He climbed on the bed and immediately pressed the head of his dripping baseball bat against her opening. “Yes you will,” he said, and slipped it in.

She made a wordless cry of protest as he stretched open her cunt, then quickly changed her tune as he filled her up inch after inch. She let out a low moan of pleasure, whimpering for more. Then switched again, crying out in panic as he gave her his full length and she was frozen, impaled on his huge cock.

He started sliding it into her, a single thrust first to hear her yelp and let the demon know what she was in for. Then he got to work, pounding her from behind. She wailed like a banshee, moaned like a dog, and begged like a lost harfoot while he puppeted her from the inside on his cock. Controlling her every reaction so he could make her beg for a space to breathe or demand he hit it harder.

By the fourth time she came, eyes crossing and stupid grin on her face as he drove her over the edge, she’d given up pretending. He got harder by the moment, watching as her mystical energy was bled out with each orgasm, filling him instead.

She collapsed, cheek to the mattress.

“Use me any way you want,” she gasped, grinning. “You know what I deserve.”

He pinned her down by the neck, gripping her long hair and pounding her until she came a fifth time. The amount of mana was getting smaller each time; she was running out.

“Show me how you want to be treated,” he told her, and sat back against the headboard.

The demon dragged herself up, crawling to him and climbed on his lap, lowering herself onto his cock as she straddled him. The spread-open succubus clung to his chest, bouncing her cunt up and down on him faster and faster. And he watched her come again, face going blank. Impaled on his cock deep inside her belly, churning him inside her until she juiced herself. Every time she slowed down, he circled her clit with his thumb and the rune supercharged her reaction, squealing and coming, vibrating like a doll.

When she collapsed on top of him, he rolled her onto her back.

“Tell me you want it,” he said to her and in reply she spread herself open to him.

“I want your come,” she gasped, eyes rolled up so only the whites showed. “That’s all I want!”

In the end she’d gone limp, sentient but paralyzed by coming so many times. All but empty of mana.

“Are you going to be a good little demon for me from now on?” he asked.

“Yes! Yesyesyes!”

He finally sped up, feeling her grasping insides milk him until came inside her like a fountain, his new and improved body flooding her tight pussy. Making her bend upwards, frozen like a bridge, as he pounded her till the end. Even then she somehow was driven by a need beyond self-preservation to slide on her belly like a snake; mouth opening she slurped up everything from his cock. He’d drained her life-force dry, and she was literally crawling back for more. He gripped her by the chin and her mouth opened automatically for more.

He pushed her away, smiling to himself. The succubus lay panting, tongue rolling out her mouth so far it touched the mattress. The satisfied smile on her flushed and sticky face was the only thing she could feel anymore. Looking in her glowing eyes Ren could see nobody was home. He’d fucked her senseless.

Just for fun he ran a fingertip over her nipple and she spasmed for thirty seconds. It seemed to jolt some sort of life back into her, because her eyes came into focus and settled on him.

“No more, please…” she gasped.

“That depends,” he smiled. “Are you going to play nice?”

She nodded eagerly.

“Behave yourself around the rest of the survivors?”

She frowned but nodded.

“Good. Then I have a job for you,” he began.

She gathered her long hair back and locked her fingers behind her neck, mouth open wide.

“Not that sort of job!” he snapped.

She blinked in confusion and slowly closed her mouth. “What then?” she said with the tone of a bored high school girl.

He glared at her. “Try again.”

She gulped, scared, and immediately changed her tone. “W-what is thy bidding my m-master?”

“That’s better. I want you to find the Black Company. Find out everything about them you can.”

“B-but that could take months!”

“Probably.”

“They’ll catch me!” she hissed in panic. “They’re powerful, wizards, priests… they’ll detect my presence!”

“A smart, good-looking girl like you? I’m sure you can think of all sorts of ways to get things from people close to the Black Company. Like their footsoldiers, or their servants maybe. Catch them and get them to do the spying for you. That way you’d never have to go near the members of the Black Company that can detect a demon. Fuck… you could just blackmail a humin to blackmail a humin who works for the Black Company…”

“It’s true most humins are easy to corrupt, even without magic,” Messalina said softly. “But the Black Company are notoriously stalwart.”

“Who says you have to use magic? Use gold, use anything. There’s always someone who can be bribed because they have a sick kid or something. Or someone passed over for promotion who’s sore about it.”

Her face brightened a little.

“Only, no more torturing men and turning them into sex slaves,” he told her sternly.

“B-but how am I supposed to eat their souls?”

“You’re going on a diet,” Ren said. “No souls until I say so, you understand?”

She whimpered. “You’re doing this to get back at me?”

He laughed. “Of course I am! See how you like yearning for the sweet release of swallowing a soul, constantly aroused by it, but never, ever able to have it.”

She stared at him, appalled. “You… you’re a monster!”

“Yes, I am,” he said proudly. “Now get out there and find some information I can use to kill the Black Company. If you don’t have something useful in ten days, I’ll weld a chastity belt on you.”

She whimpered and fled from the room.

By the time she found anything useful Ren hoped he’d have killed Lilac already. And if she hadn’t… well… he didn’t mind letting the succubus suffer.

***


Chapter 16   : Into The Wilds

It had taken him three days and three nights to complete the ritual for the rest of the expedition, baptizing each of them in a bathtub of man-goo, and he spent the fourth night recovering. While he worked the girls had continued putting together supplies they might need for the road, not always wisely. Cas, for example, didn’t pack anything but food; the mimic hoarded anything and everything edible, filling Isinore’s closet with a pantry’s worth of edibles, most of which she’d never be able to carry. Needy obsessed over the cigarettes they’d discovered on one of the bodies and scoured the entire Nethermire for any more that the Black Company had left behind. When she wasn’t busy feeding a fledgling nicotine addiction, the goblin was worried about Cas’ modesty and piled up outfit after outfit of clothes for her to wear, hoping the exhibitionist would find something she liked enough to cover her nudity; mimics, apparently, saw clothes as putting a hat on a hat and preferred to be naked.

Four days after the original date for the quest to depart they gathered in ones and twos just inside the main doors on the ground level of the Nethermire. Ren looked them over and made his own quiet judgement about their usefulness based on the amount of equipment they’d prepared. From the black cat who literally brought nothing but a silk scarf knotted around her neck, to the darklight gnome Plumbob bent nearly double under the weight of what looked like an entire workshop worth of tools in a wooden chest. Sweep was the last to arrive and the newly evolved kobold looked over the group, puffed up his chest and nodded.

“It is fitting a say a few words at the onset of this monumental quest—” he started a speech.

“Fuck off,” Yaghed said tiredly and turned the wheel that opened the great valve of the underground lair.

It was dark outside, nothing but stars shining down, but the fresh night air told them they were leaving the underground tunnels and chambers. Ren shook out the slime from its container on his belt and then feeding it a few drops of alchemical liquid the slime began to give off a blue glow. Yaghed glared at him, spat on the ground, and shook his head. Orcs saw well in the dark and almost not at all in the daylight – as did most of his companions – but the transformation of the man-rune had almost certainly traded some of that night vision for day vision. If Yaghed wanted to pretend he didn’t need the light that was fine by Ren.

The orc led the way and loped outside; the transformation that had evolved him had turned Yaghed into one of the man-orcs –he’d kept the orcish size and muscle, but his tusks had shrunk and his bestial face was halfway manlike. Together with the salvaged a suit of humin half-plate armor he almost passed for humin. Unfortunately, no amount of magical evolving could make up for the lifetime of stupid and Yaghed was just as much a dumb bastard as he ever was.

Ren watched the company as they filed past into the outdoors, each of them altered by the magical baptism with the man-rune. Taller, bigger, stronger and in some cases looking more like a humin. Except for Boots, of course. The walking skeleton was the same; they’d disguised him as best they could in humin armor, clothes and a close-faced helm.

Ren was the last man out. The heavy iron doors of the Nethermire groaned as he pulled them closed. For all he knew he might never be back. Whistling to Kiki, the mimic slid into the lock and with a twist the protective wards sealing the door went live with a hum like an electric fence. For a moment, he rested his forehead against the cool surface of the door, the only home he’d ever known in this world. The wards didn’t bother him – either because of Isinore’s blood that had made him or inheriting the void-rune they recognised him now.

Turning, Ren found Needy and Cas waiting a few steps back. Needy’s eyes were soft, her brickhouse form still slump-shouldered and trying to unconsciously make herself smaller. You could put a hot body on a goblin but couldn’t take the goblin out of a hot body.

“You’re doing the right thing, Ren,” Needy said, her voice gentle, almost a whisper. “And no matter what’s out there, we’ll do it with you.”

The goblin was wearing a maid uniform – black dress with a white pinafore – that she had sewn up to replace her old one which was now much too small. On her back was a wicker basket and hanging from the sides was the wooden box full of dirt with the mushroom. Stuck through her belt was the bone-handled carving knife she’d picked up that day the Black Company has attacked.

“You know… you don’t have to wear that.” he reminded her for the tenth time.

“Isinore gave me a job and a uniform,” she said stubbornly. “I’m proud to wear it.”

Cas, leaning casually against the wall with her arms crossed, gave him a crooked smile. “Let’s be honest, you think you look cute in it now.”

The goblin blushed. “No I don’t! You’re the one who could take a lesson about what to wear!”

Casket seemed more comfortable out of clothes as in them, but he’d convinced her to wear one of the blood-red sleeveless tunics that had been the uniform of the apprentices; it hung down to her knees. There was no point in putting her in anything else since she’d just tear it apart if she shapechanged into anything.

Cas plucked at her clothing. “At least my wardrobe says I’m ready for some new scenery. Maybe something with less... decay… and more adventure.”

“Alright,” Ren said, stepping away from the door. “Let’s not keep adventure waiting too long then.”

As they walked out from under the stone awning, Cas looked up at the stars. “What happened to the mist?”

Ren had a crawling feeling up his neck. It felt weird seeing the night sky… without the fog that had hidden the sorceress’ lair he felt strangely exposed. Like someone was watching him. He shook it off… he’d just been underground for a year. It had got into his head.

“She made it to keep the place hidden. Now that Isinore’s gone a lot of her magics are fading.”

They caught up with the others as they crossed the courtyard. The wall that surrounded the cliffside door looming in the blue light of the slime. The cracks and broken arches of the ruined surface-level structures weren’t the result of the Black Company – the invaders had come in through a secret entrance in the lower levels. That damage had been there for a long time. From what Ren had read, the Nethermire predated the Frankish and Saexonish settlers. It had been built maybe a thousand years ago.

Ren followed the others under the arch and exiting the empty mouth of the main gates he found himself standing on the edge of a precipice, overlooking the valley below. A single rocky path leading down the slope. Even in the faint starlight he could see the silhouette of distant hills and the carpet of a forest.

Beyond the gates of the Nethermire there was a single outcrop of rock with the crumbling remains of a lookout tower. As they passed it, Ren paused long enough to see a pair of goblin scouts dead with slit throats in the ruin. Past the lookout point they followed the edge of the cliff along the crumbling trail, occasionally sending a loose rock clattering over the edge to a silent fall in the dark below. Yaghed seemed to know where he was going and led them to a tree-covered slope where the trail made a series of switchbacks to the wooded valley below.

Ren kept his attention on his footing in the blue glow of his slime. The path twisted and turned, winding its way through the dense forest, with loose rocks and fallen trees making each step a twisted ankle or broken neck waiting to happen. As they entered the treeline it got quiet, and small clumps of dim light began to appear; pale yellow mushrooms glowing in patches from the damp ground.

Ren caught the spotted blue mushroom on Needy’s pack waving at them like it expected a reply.

“I’m hungry!” a sharp voice cut through the air. It was the cat.

The transformation has doubled her size – nearly two feet tall and bipedal so she stood on her hind legs and had paws with opposable thumbs. She looked like one of those animated versions of Puss’n’boots only mixed with an annoying Japanese neko-girl.

“You should have thought of that before we left,” Sweep said sternly.

Sweep had bulked up nicely. Three and a half feet tall of walking lizard, instead of a gecko he looked more like an iguana, and he’d decked himself out in a gypsy’s assortment of clothes, belts, bags and weapons, making him look a bit like a pirate.

“But I’m hungry!” the cat swished her tail angrily.

“Fuck you and your stomach,” Yaghed snarled at her. “We’ve got miles to cover to reach the outpost; you can eat whatever the fuck you want when we get there!”

The cat-girl bared her fangs and hissed at him but held her tongue.

Finally at the base of the slope they reached the narrow gorge that led out of the Nethermire. The exit from Isinore's domain was barely ten feet wide. Pillars of mossy rocks rose like sentinels stacked by a giant. Slabs of stone that had cracked and fractured over time. The stairs carved into them led out through a natural stone archway.

The walls of the gorge had formed natural ledges and niches in the rock. The only thing left from the skulls of guardian spirits that had been placed there were freshly crushed bones. Ren felt a sharp pain from the palm of his hand, looked at the vandalism sadly. The Black Company priests had used their divine wind to wipe the place of spirit guardians, like bleach on a moldy cupboard. He’d talked to the spirits Isinore kept here, a few times, and now all he could think of was their screaming souls adrift in an uncertain afterlife.

This was the furthest he’d ever been from the Nethermire. As he walked through the natural doorway of the stone arch he felt a tightening of his skin, like having a soap bubble burst on his nose. A shiver ran down his spine.

But on the other side he felt no different. Just more hilly forest. They descended the slope, terrain gradually levelling out, and at the bottom they arrived at a still pond between the base of the cliff and the trail. The level ground felt good on his aching calves after the slope.

The kobold was staring at the pond.

“Poor bastards,” Sweep said, eyeing the bodies in the water.

The pool was tainted with the dead bodies of man-sized carnivorous frogs, their bloated corpses floating belly-up in the clear water. Guard-monsters who lived in the pond. The blood in the water was still fresh so whoever had done it probably wasn’t the Black Company. He turned away from the stink and gore to approach Yaghed; the orc was staring into the forest.

“What killed them?”

“Huh?” the orc replied.

“The frogs. What killed them?”

“Who cares?”

“Me. What if its still out there?”

“World’s a dangerous place,” the orc shrugged.

Fucking great.

The orc, stupid as he was, had a natural instinct for sensing if anyone was challenging him. “I'm the one leading this raid,” Yaghed declared, loud enough for everyone around the pool to hear. “The rest of you skrogs are gonna do what I say.”

Sweep bristled at the orc taking command. “Who put you in charge?” his reptilian eyes narrowed.

Yaghed punched once and knocked the kobold to the ground. “I don’t take orders from servants,” he snarled. “You’ll do what I say cuz I'll pound you into the ground like a tent peg if you gimme any backtalk,” he growled.

Ren shared a look with Sweep. Putting Yaghed in charge hadn’t been part of the plan. The orc was about as subtle as a sledgehammer, but what other choice did he have but to go along with it for now.

Ren was about to ask the meatbrain what his brilliant plan was in front of everyone else but the splashing from the pool made him turn round. Needy and Cas were knee deep in the bloody water, dragging frogs to the shore. The girls waved to him cheerfully as they set about butchering the giant frogs for fresh meat.

“Ren! Come help!” Needy said, lifting up a frog nearly as big as she was like a prize catch.

***

Not far beyond the pool was a single-lane trail. It stretched out arrow-straight through the dense woods, making a gap in the trees that showed the stars. Ren knew they called it the ‘Brochlac trail’. They trudged along, everyone but the cat with an extra twenty pounds of frog legs they had harvested.

Boots caught up to walk beside Ren. The heroic rat – Ren had named him ‘Nim’ – rode on the skeleton’s shoulder. He wore doll-tiny belts with pouches to hold whatever he found useful, a tiny hat with a feather he’d uncovered from somewhere, and a sharpened knitting needle like a rapier. Since the bath with the man-rune Nim had grown twice his size – nearly two feet tall when he walked on his hind legs.

Seeing Ren watching him, Nim took off his cap and bowed slightly. Ren nodded.

“Good… rat.”

He wasn’t sure what use Nim was, but he needed all the help he could find. And it rubbed him the wrong way to underestimate the rodent just like the bigger monsters in Nethermire had dismissed Ren as a useless servant too tiny to do any good.

Ren scuffed at the trail surface and found bricks under the dirt and leaves. Pausing to dig at the sides of the trail he uncovered leaves and small plants growing on top of the road; enough to tell him it had once been twice as wide… wide enough to be a two-lane highway.

“Quit yer scratchin in the dirt,” Yaghed said. “Yer slowin us down.”

Ren hurried to catch up to Yaghed at the front of the column and the orc gave him the side-eye.

“So… what’s your plan?” Ren asked.

“We find humins… and kill em.”

“That’s it?” Ren asked. “Randomly kill humins and hope some of them are the Black Company?”

The orc spat once and glared at Ren. “Listen up, skrogs,” he said loudly over his shoulder. “Here's the deal. We're gonna hit hard, take what we want, and leave a trail of chaos behind us. When those hero types come sniffing around, we'll be ready to give 'em a boot right up the cornhole. Any of you got a problem with that?”

"What if they don’t show up?” Cas asked.

“What?” the orc snarled.

“I mean… sure we can kill a bunch of humies, but they might not consider a monster raid on a few farms important enough to need their heroic service.”

The orc scratched his backside, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “Simple. Then we just steal all their women. That always makes heroes show up.”

Sweep's scaly brow furrowed in disbelief. “Steal their women? That’s dishonorable…”

The orc shrugged scratching his nose with the same finger. “Well, stealing children is easier since they don’t weigh as much, but drowning children in sacks isn’t nearly as much fun as ravaging womenfolk.”

Ren's jaw clenched. "You're disgusting,” he said. “And an idiot."

Ren felt the hot breath of the orc as he leaned over him, his finger jabbing aggressively at Ren's chest. “You got a better idea, imp?”

“I’m not an imp,” Ren glared. “You might have noticed by now. And yeah, I got a better idea: the Shrine of Gurmak.”

Yaghed blinked in surprise and looked at him suspiciously. “Whatta you know about Gurmak?”

“Enough to know it’s a better idea than beating up farmers and cucking their wives. The Grey Geese were spotted there.”

Before he could reply, a caterwauling hiss and terrified squeaks filled the night. Ren watched Nim sprinting across the trail on all fours, followed by the cat. Nim ran straight up a tree, jumped six feet in the air to land behind the cat, then raced back for Boots. He shot up Boots’ pantleg and hid inside his armored ribcage.

When the cat launched herself hissing and spitting through the air at Boots, she was intercepted mid-leap by Yaghed, catching her by the scruff.

“What the fuck’re you doing?”

“See how hungry I am!” Noiraud yelled.

“I don’t care what you do back at the lair, but out here on patrol your ass belongs to me! And nobody – nobody – eats their fellow soldiers on patrol. Get me?”

The cat bared her fangs and hissed at him, hanging limply. The orc shook her violently.

“I get you!” she yowled and when he dropped her, she ran off into the night.

“You think she’s gone for good?” Needy asked.

“If we’re lucky,” Ren sighed.

Sweep spoke up, as if the interruption had never happened. “I cannot say your plan pleases me, Yaghed. Your strategy, though cunning, forsakes our supreme asset: the element of surprise. As we speak, the Black Company languishes in the false belief of our demise, utterly unprepared for our impending retribution.”

The orc's eyes narrowed in anger. “Give me a straight-up fight instead of sneaking around.”

“You mean like when the knights attacked you and you ran away like a little girl?” Cas asked innocently.

With a menacing growl, Yaghed pulled his sword. “Nobody calls me a coward and lives. I'll cut your throat.”

Cas transformed into a snarling wolf. “I'd like to see you try,” she growled.

Sweep leaped between them, his scaled form commanding a bity more respect than it used to. “Cease this pointless bickering! Our enemy is out there, not in here. Weren’t you the one who just cautioned against murdering your own companions, Yaghed?”

The orc grunted in frustration. “The shrine is cursed… we aint going anywhere near it! So how else you think you're gonna find the Black Company if we don't make them come to us?”

Nobody had a better answer.

“That’s what I thought. First thing’s first, we hook up with the outpost, there’ll be a dozen good orcs there, at least, then we go humey-hunting.”

***

The cat returned within a few minutes of marching and fell in like she’d never left. Ren’s shoulders were chafing at the bags he carried and tried to take his mind off it.

“Who built this road?” Ren asked. Nothing like it had existed in his world except the Roman Empire’s roads.

“The Brochlac,” Yaghed said.

To Ren's surprise it was Noiraud who corrected him. “He didn’t build it…” she said fussily. “He’s just some violent beast figure from the Saexony homeland the humies named it after. It was built by the Nightbringer.”

“How would you know? And what the fuck is a Nightbringer?” Cas asked.

The cat just glared at him. She was illiterate, so she hadn’t read it, but she’d spent half her life curled up in Isinore’s lap; who knew what information she’d picked up listening at council meetings or overheard between the sorceress and her demon allies. The trick was getting her to feel superior enough to share.

“Ah, why you bothering to ask a cat? She don’t know,” Ren dismissed her on purpose.

“Not ‘what’, more of a ‘who’,” the cat said.

“You know whatever this Nightbringer thing she’s talking about?” Cas asked Needy.

“Sure, everybody’s heard of the Nightbringer. She conquered nearly the entire land from sea to sea.”

“Nearly a thousand years ago,” the cat licked the back of her hand. “You’d think you might have heard about it by now. Who do you think built the Nethermire>”

Bitch. So, both the Nethermire itself and the road were the crumbling remains of the Nightbringer’s that had served some old empire. There was a lot about this world he didn’t know.

When a soft glow – like a light dusting of snow – began to light up the road, Ren slid the slime back into its jar. With the moonlight it was nearly bright as day for eyes used to living underground. As the moon rose above the treetops, Ren didn’t pay it any attention, but not much later Plumbob let out a sharp cry and the gnome pointed into the sky.

“Danger!” he yelled.

The catgirl let out a terrified yowl, her fur bristling as she hissed at the sky. “What is that creature?” she exclaimed, her voice trembling.

Ren was already sliding to the edge of the trail, ducking under the bushes as he looked up for whatever death was sweeping in to kill them from above – his mind filled with some gnarly flying lizard, probably with hooked sickle claws, the kind of thing that could kill the giant carnivorous frogs.

But looking up, the night sky was still and empty.

Needy gave a screech and hid her face. Cas jumped as high in the air as she could, swiping at the empty air as if trying to drag something down.

The fuck? Was it invisible? Was he the only one who couldn’t see it?

Then Yaghed began to laugh. Laughed until a tear rolled down his cheek. Standing in the road like a mad man. “You stupid fucks,” he couldn’t stop laughing. “Aint none of you ever seen the moon before?”

Ren gaped upwards. The moon was nearly full, a near-perfect round white ball in the sky. He stepped out to join Yaghed.

“Are you serious?” he asked the others as they cowered. “That’s what you’re pissing yourselves about?”

But it occurred to him none of his companions would ever have the opportunity to leave the lair. Or if they did, the perpetual fog that hid Nethermire would have blocked out the sky. Came to think of it, hadn’t Cas mentioned some sort of sky beast when she took him to the high observation tower that time?

Ren coaxed Needy out from under a fallen log like a skittish dog and got Cas to stop jumping at the moon to grab it.

“Ren, what is that thing?” Needy's voice trembled as she spoke, her eyes fixed on the sky.

“It's just the moon,” he replied calmly, hoping it would rub off on the others.

Cas squinted in confusion. “What’s that?” She jumped up one more time. “It stays just out of reach!”

The other survivors emerged from their hiding spots, drawn in by the sound of his voice. Ren noticed all eyes except Yaghed’s were on him, wide with curiosity. Now what? If they didn’t know what it was, they were worse than the flat-earthers. Might as well try to explain how a nuclear power plant worked. He cleared his throat and started talking like he was giving a lecture to kindergarteners.

“Well,” he began, “The moon rises in the sky every night. It gets bigger some nights, then smaller, and starts all over again. It's harmless.”

“What does it want?” Cas demanded with bared teeth. For the first time he noticed her teeth weren’t perfectly humin and seemed to have a few extras from different animals mixed in.

Awww fuck… explaining the solar system was not going to work. He’d be better off inventing a bullshit story that would make them feel better.

“Uh… long ago,” he began, trying to sound confident. “The moon was once a huge city full of many people. Then, uh, it broke off and flew into the sky—”

“Why?” Plumbob asked.

“A big explosion,” Ren nodded confidently.

“From what?”

“Uhhh, I think it was a giant turtle that lived under the city and the turtle wanted to fly back to the stars where it came from.

“Stars are too small for a giant turtle to fit on,” Sweep scoffed.

“Shhh!” Needy hissed at him, hanging on Ren’s words.

“So anyway the city flew up and up and… now it flies in a circle around our world.”

“Is it going to fall?” Noiraud yowled in fear.

“No! I told you its safe.”

“But how do you know?”

Fuuuuuuck. “Because a group of powerful wizards called ‘Nassa’ sent dragons to explore it. The dragons flew on a pillar of fire all the way into the sky and all the way to the moon.”

“Which dragons?” Sweep said. “Maybe I’m related to them.”

Everyone else rolled their eyes.

Ren smiled. “The first two dragons were named Strongarm and Buzz, and they found everything there was old and turned to dust, and there was nothing to worry about, and now its just… a moon. It makes light.”

Plumbob, piped up with a question. “But why would the Nassa wizards go there?”

“Because dragons are the greatest and bravest creatures in the world, of course. And when I become one, I will go there as well,” Sweep answered confidently.

“Let Ren tell it!” Cas smacked the kobold in the back of the head.

“Well,” he began. “They went there to prove that they could I guess. A great, uh… king…once said, 'We choose to do these things not because they are easy, but because they are hard’.”

The survivors nodded in understanding, murmuring amongst themselves about Ren's wise words, some puzzling it out and staring at the sky.

“But mostly, they did it because they wanted to beat the commies to it,” Ren added. “Oh, and legend has it Strongarm also went there to complete a quest so his upstairs neighbor's wife would give him a blowjob. But nobody can confirm if that ever really happened.”

That seemed to settle the matter and with some threats from Yaghed the group started walking again. As they went Ren overheard Needy and Cas talking quietly between themselves.

“What’s a commie?” the mimic asked.

“I don’t know; maybe some kind of monster?” Needy shrugged. “What’s a blowjob?”

Cas grinned. “Uh… that one you have to find out for yourself,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to miss the surprised look on your face when you see one.”

As the little company trudged through the night, the moon rose higher. Needy kept glancing over her shoulder, a nervous look on her face.

“Ren,” she whispered.

“What? Why are you whispering?”

“So it doesn’t hear us! The moon creature keeps following us.”

Ren let out a sigh, his patience wearing thin. “I told you, it isn't a creature. It's just a dusty rock.”

“Ren, that dusty rock thing keeps following us.”

“It’s not… it’s not following us! It looks like it is because its so far away it doesn’t seem to be moving. It’s like… like seeing a mountain in the distance. The mountain is big, but its so far away it looks small and seems like it barely moves.”

“Is that what mountains look like?” Needy asked.

“You’ve seen a mountain before, right?”

“Of course! I was born under one! But not from the outside,” the goblin admitted.

He wasn’t going to win this one. “Just… trust me, it isn’t following us.”

But Needy kept sneaking angry glances at the moon, and one time, thought he heard her whisper ‘Try it!’

It occurred to him that even with his less-than-stellar academic record back in his used-to-be life – he’d skipped more classes than he attended and paid someone to write half his term papers – his education made him the smartest man in the entire Nethermire… the entire world for all he knew.

***


Chapter 17   : The Sky Beast

They made is about three hours that way, Yaghed setting a brisk pace only his fully-grown six-foot legs could keep, while the rest of them struggled. Ren had to admit, this was more exercise than he ever got. As everyone but Yaghed became exhausted, the distance between the orc and the rest of the company widened bit by bit until Yaghed was nearly a hundred yards ahead. The only one not slowing down or showing any signs of tiring at all, was Boots. Despite being a tireless undead creature, the skeleton kept pace just behind Ren, never leaving his side.

“Yaghed!” Sweep called from where he staggered along. “Cease this eternal torture or we’ll expire!”

“We’ll never make it to the outpost by dawn if you all keep whining like a pack of wet bitches!” the orc stopped to shout back at them.

Ren looked to his friends. Needy, soaked in sweat and gave him an encouraging smile but she was clearly exhausted. Cas was a little more dramatic.

“I can’t take it anymore!” the mimic girl collapsed on the ground.

“Get up, furniture!” Yaghed yelled.

“I’d rather die than go on!” Cas exclaimed. She reached one hand towards the goblin girl. “Needy! Give me your dagger! I’m going to slash my wrists!”

The goblin obediently drew the carving knife from her belt and was about to hand it over when Ren grabbed it away.

“We need a break,” he shouted at the orc.

“I’ll break your legs!” the orc snarled.

“Yeah… I don’t think that’ll make me move any faster,” Ren said. “I’m saying we need a short rest.”

Yaghed looked like he was about to tell him to get fucked when help came from an unexpected corner.

“You will need to sleep sometime,” the cat said menacingly. “Choose your next words carefully!”

The orc glanced around at the straggling group and spat in their direction. “I need to take a shit anyway,” he said and walked off the trail.

The group collapsed in a rough circle right there on the road. Anything that came along would spot them immediately out in the open, but there was no point telling them to move into the woods. Ren told Boots to walk about a hundred paces out into the bush and walk a circle patrol around them looking for trouble, and that would have to do.

Sliding off his pack and pair of satchels with gear he’d brought from the Nethermire, Ren found a tree beside the trail and lay down with his back against it. Needy joined him and Cas crawled along the ground until she lay nearby, panting.

“This is too much…” the mimic girl groaned. “I don’t know how you two-legs do it!”

“Have you thought about maybe changing shape to something else?” Ren asked.

“Like a cerulean fungus so Needy can carry me?”

“Like something with more legs,” Ren sighed.

Cas got a thoughtful look on her face. Getting up, she closed her eyes and strained before dropping to all fours and shifting from humin into a cave sloth.

“Try again…” Ren said. “Something a bit faster.”

“Oh… right. Let me think…”

The mimic proceeded to climb a tree, hanging upside down from the branches, while she thought out loud naming all the animals she knew. “Octopus? That’s gotta be faster right? Eight legs means more speed!”

The wet mass of the octopus fell out of the tree with a plop.

“Nope,” she told herself.

Ren ignored her while she tried on different shapes. Digging in one of his satchels he took out a small, weathered leather book with a cracked cover and dog-eared pages.

“Watcha got Ren?” the goblin asked.

"I found this with the other spellbooks,” he said. “I think it must be Isinore's first spellbook.”

Turning to Needy, he handed it to her. “You should have this,” he said. “Hang onto it and guard it well.”

“B-but you should have it!” the curvy goblin said, eyes wide.

“I’ve read it all, I know everything. But I figure you could work on your mystical powers now that you’re not so busy darning socks and cleaning floors.”

“T-thank-you Ren,” she whispered, reverently taking the book. “No one’s ever believed in my powers before…”

Needy sat cross-legged on the ground, her fingers tracing the cover of her first spellbook before she eagerly flipped it open to the introduction. Her wide eyes, full of anticipation, quickly turned to a frown as she set eyes on the old text it was written in.

“Here we... beginneth,” Needy started, her voice wavering. “The tree… tree-ahtis… trea...”

“Treatise,” Ren helped.

“Treat-is, treatise of magickal arts for the... um, ass… ass… ass peer…

“Aspiring.”

“Oh, aspiring! Aspiring practi... practi-tioner.” She looked up at Ren with a puzzled look, seeking reassurance before diving back into the text.

“And ye shall... en-gage,” she sounded out slowly, her tongue stumbling over the letters, “With the... forces of... nature,” she paused, squinting at the next words, “And the eee… eeeth… eater…”

“Ethereal.”

“Eth-er... ethereal. Ethereal! What’s ethereal?”

“Hmmmm… something hard to see or hold onto,” he suggested.

“That's like ghosty stuff, right?”

“Sometimes,” he smiled.

Needy's fingers traced the words as she continued, her determination growing with each word conquered. “To har-ness,” she continued, “The pow'rs... for good or for woe, depend-ant on the bear-er’s will and... vir... virtue. That's a lot of fancy words. I don’t know what half of them mean…” she said sadly.

“Keep reading and we’ll talk about it later, then you can ask me whatever you like, and I’ll try to explain anything you don’t get.”

“O-okay,” she said skeptically.

He watched her attempt to read, each sentence a battle. The goblin scrunched up her face with her nose practically touching the pages as she struggled, sounding out the words like a child.

Meanwhile, Cas kept trying to shape-shift. With each transformation, she strutted and preened, admiring herself. “How’s this?”

She’d turned into a wolf with blue fur.

“Much better.”

“Look at me, I'm a wolf now!” she exclaimed, her voice filled with pride as she trotted back and forth as the fur turned pink.

Despite Yaghed’s threats, they moved even more slowly after the break and as the hours passed the orc began to swear continually under his breath. Ren got Boots to carry the basket of goods on Needy’s back as she trudged along. Even Cas, tongue lolling as she walked in wolf shape, had turned green. Ren couldn’t remember ever being this tired and he trudged along barely able to focus on anything other than his sore feet and the weight of the gear he was carrying. So when the sky finally began to lighten in advance of dawn he didn’t notice it at first. He should have been prepared for what was going to happen next but was just too tired to think straight.

At first it was fine. The morning pre-dawn cast a gentle glow over the landscape, the little company ooohed and aaahed at the sight. When the colors of dawn started to paint the horizon in pink and orange Sweep actually applauded. But as the light spread, the sky getting brighter and brighter, murmurs of concern rippled through the group, growing louder with each passing moment.

And then, finally, as the sun broke the horizon, a warm yellow eye lighting up the world, fullblown panic erupted.

In a moment Ren understood what was happening. His companions were beyond nocturnal… they were subterranean. It wasn’t just that the light tortured their eyes, but that they had never seen sky before. He tried to imagine if he’d lived in a thick jungle his whole life… his entire world never larger than the clearing between the trees, then suddenly the trees were cut down and there was no place to hide. That had to be something one one-hundredth as bad.

His companions had an acute agoraphobia attack.

As the world above ground greeted them with a boundless blue sky and a sun blazing like a celestial bonfire, they screamed and went insane.

The cat started sprinting in tight circles, bounding up tree trunks and down again, eyes wide as dinner plates and letting out a yowl that could wake the dead. “It's the end! The sky is on fire!” she screeched.

“I knew it! I knew it!” Cas screamed. “That thing in the sky couldn’t be trusted!” she howled and rapidly turned from a wolf to a rock to a turtle to a white blob covered in screaming mouths that slithered into the trees.

“We're gonna roast! We're gonna roast alive!” Sweep yelled, darting after her, flinging aside his equipment so he could run faster.

Needy ran blindly, hands over her eyes and slammed into a tree, getting knocked down and immediately getting up to flee in the direction she’d just come. “We’re being invaded by a sky monster! Follow me, Ren!” she screamed, blundering into the bushes. He heard her voice fading into the distance. “It’s a monster! A burning monster in the sky!” she shrieked.

The gnome, who had never ventured above ground in his life before, had dumped his wooden chest of gear and was frantically digging a hole, already knee deep, shovelfuls of dirt flying everywhere.

“Must hide, must hide, must hide…” he repeated.

In the midst of the chaos, Ren tried to yell over their screams. “Hey! Listen to me! It’s just the sun! It’s normal! Stop running—it’s not going to hurt you!” he shouted, trying to grab hold of anyone who ran past him.

But his words were lost in the hysteria. The company, gripped by terror, scattered in all directions, running for their lives. Ren watched helplessly as they fled. Looking around the only one who had stood by him was Boots, as impassive and calm as ever.

“Godfuckingdammit,” he muttered, and turned to the skeleton. “Boots… see if you can’t find Needy, I’ll try to find Cas…”

Good luck… he told himself. She might be disguised as anything…

As the skeleton tromped into the forest Ren turned to find Yaghed staring at him, shaking his head. The orc had been part of surface patrols and known what to expect. And said nothing.

“Told you we should get to the outpost and not stop,” the orc snorted and spat. “Stupid rookies,” he muttered with disgust. “They're worse than a bunch of raw trollkin recruits.”

With a snort of irritation, the orc turned away from Ren and started hacking down saplings with his handaxe and fashioning a crude shelter out of his cloak.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Ren asked.

The orc spared him a sideways glance. “Getting some sleep,” he grunted. “We'll find them at sundown. And next time, when I say move faster, you better move your scrawny asses.”

With that, the orc crawled into the makeshift shelter, leaving Ren standing there alone in the forest as Plumbob continued to dig his own hole.

***

He stood alone on the road in the middle of the silent forest. It was actually peaceful and, despite the recent freak-out of his companions, Ren took a moment to enjoy the warmth of the sun on his body and close his eyes, breathing in the fresh air. Birds were waking up, and he could hear their distant chatter among the trees.

“Time to make the donuts,” he reminded himself, and opening his eyes he went looking for the girls.

The forest was like something off a postcard. Sunlight filtered down through the treetops, and glittering on dewdrops that stuck to his legs as he walked through the dappled shadows across the forest floor. It reminded him of his family’s summer house in Vermont, and he quickly shut out the memories of his father missing birthdays, his mother being half into the bottle by 11am on a weekday and his older brother making his life miserable. All things considered he’d rather be here, as Ren, than in the used-to-be as that Darren again.

“Needy!” he yelled every twenty steps. “Cas!”

They could be anywhere.

He stopped and looked at the rune marked on his hand. Why not?

The void-rune was flush and smooth in the palm of his hand, like a birthmark. A simple shape that looked a bit like a coiled snake. He knew he needed to tap into its power to have the kind of magic he’d seen Isinore use. Instead of brewing potions and rituals that took hours to do, he’d be able to cast spells on the spot, but he had no idea how.

Taking a deep breath, Ren closed his eyes and focused on the memory of how Isinore had used it when he’d been psychically linked to her, willing the rune to power up. He’d read a spell in Isinore’s book called ‘Ye Arte of Lyves Revealing: Discernment of the Breathing Essence’. Repeating the spell in his head he tried to imagine the life force of every living creature in the forest as delicate threads that reached into the sky; somewhere in them would be the threads for his friends.

There was a moment of nothingness, and then, without warning, power surged out of the rune like a water main bursting under pressure. It flooded through him like a firestorm of energy. The power of the rune radiated outward, a visible pulse that rippled through the air. He could see the life around him – small critters in the underbrush, birds in the trees, insects flitting through the air. But it was too much, too fast; the energy was ripping right through him.

He desperately tried to throttle the flow, but the rune resisted, bucking against his control like trying to hold an umbrella in a hurricane. Panic flared within him. It wasn’t stopping… the energy continued to expand, and in another moment, it would start to consume him.

With a last, desperate effort, Ren clamped down on the connection, severing the flow of power with the rune. The void gave a shrug, as if it was alive and it could wait to have him later, and the power cut off. Ren dropped to his knees, shaking. Looking around he a circle of death: a twenty-foot patch of forest floor was dead around him. Gross, withered and brown trees desiccated with bark peeling off, the bushes withered and dry, leaves curling and flowers disintegrating into ash. The rune was still cold on his hand. Like nothing had happened.

“Fucksakes…” he stared at the treacherous thing. It had damn near killed him, all just to use a minor locating spell…

But for a brief moment he’d had a brief glimpse of Needy and Cas. A direction and a distance.

Getting to his feet he hurried away from the dead zone he’d just created, following the lead. He called their names again, but nothing came back. It all just looked like more forest to him and when he was sure he’d gone too far and was about to turn back, a voice hissed through the bushes.

“Ren! Pssst!”

Turning around he spotted Needy’s orange hair as she stuck her head out from under a bush and gestured him closer before vanishing. Crawling under the bush he found the opening to some sort of animal den. It looked well-used and old, big enough for someone his size to fit in on hands and knees.

“Fucking hole in the ground,” he rumbled and crawled in headfirst.

Emerging out the other end of the bending tunnel ten feet later Ren found himself in a dry, dark animal burrow. Taking out the slime he stuck it on the ceiling and the blue light shone across a space maybe ten feet long and four feet wide. The musky smell told him it was an animal den, but it was clean and dry. The goblin sat at the back of the burrow sitting on a stone and hugging her knees.

“Is it gone?” she asked, lip quivering.

“You mean the sun? No, not for hours.”

“How did you manage to survive?” she asked, worried.

Ren sat cross-legged in the middle of the burrow and prepared to settle in. “Look, it’s the sun, okay? It’s supposed to be there,” he insisted. “It's perfectly safe.”

Needy looked close to having a panic attack. “You mean... we’re not being invaded by a sky monster?” she asked.

“Its not a monster. It’s like the moon. It just floats in the sky making light, only a way brighter light.”

Needy didn't seem convinced. “If there's an angry fire god flying around, it'll spot us for sure.”

“Just get some rest, okay? I’ll…” he sighed. “I’ll keep watch by the door to make sure the sun doesn’t come in to get you.”

“Would you do that?” she asked eagerly. “Thank you!”

Then something occurred to her. “What about Cas? She’s out there.”

“Cas could be anything,” he said. “A log, a boulder, a reindeer… the odds of me finding her are too small. She’ll come back once the sun goes down. Besides… I can’t leave you here alone and you won’t come with me out there, will you?”

She shook her head violently. Nope.

She curled up to sleep, and Ren dug out his pack of cards to play solitaire with his back to the dirt wall by the tunnel entrance. The girl tossed and turned in the middle of the floor and eventually pulled out the battered spellbook Ren had given her. Laying under the slime on her stomach, feet kicking, she tried to read it.

Goddam. Needy’s ass was now a thing of beauty… Perfect green cushions he just wanted to take a bite out of…

“Ren, what does 'confluence' mean?”

“Huh?” He rubbed his temples, snapping out of it. “It's like... when things come together, flow together,” he murmured.

“Oh, okay. And 'efficacy'? What's that about?”

With a deep breath, Ren forced a patient smile. “It means how effective something is. Like, how well a spell works.”

“Right, got it. And what about—"

“Needy, maybe try to read through everything first? And I’ll help you with all your questions at the end.”

“Oh… Yes, that would be smarter, wouldn’t it? Sorry, Ren, I didn’t mean to pester you so much.”

He went back to his game. He didn’t mean to fall asleep, but with Needy busy reading he finally allowed his eyes to close, listening to her sound out words. It was comforting listening to her murmurs and before he knew it, he was asleep.

He woke up with something heavy and soft pressing down on him. Opening his eyes he found himself flat on his back in the burrow, the goblin girl wrapped around him like an octopus, in her sleep. Head on his shoulder, drooling slightly, arm gripping him and one leg over his.

“Ungh, Ren…” the goblin was talking in her sleep. “I can’t… don’t touch me like that…” she mumbled.

But still asleep she started dry humping his thigh. With her tits pressed against him and a warm, wet spot growing on his leg where she was creaming her bloomers, Ren was not going to be able to go back to sleep.

“Needy?” he shook her gently. “Needy wake up.”

The goblin girl’s eyes opened but her yellow pupils stared right through him, not focussed. A smile formed on her lips. “Ren,” she said dreamily. She took a deep breath. “You smell… sooooo good.”

She began sniffing his armpit then, still asleep, began unbuttoning her uniform. Her cheeks were flushed pink and she was sweating. Geezus… goblin breeding instincts were so strong that they were about to sleepwalk Needy into sexing him up. For a moment he almost let her, then thought about how she’d feel in the morning.

“Uh, Needy?”

“Call me Fangdar’s Little Monster,” she moaned and finally finished unbuttoning so her huge green tits popped out.

This isn’t going to end well whatever I do, he realized. So he bit her.

Sinking his fangs into her shoulder she gave a gasp of pleasure and then, as the sleep venom made its way into her system, her eyes rolled up and she collapsed, snoring. Ren put her clothes back on and smiled down at her.

“Sweet dreams, Little Monster,” he whispered, and patted her on the behind.

“I think she likes you.”

The voice made him nearly jump out of his skin. Spinning around he thumped his head painfully on the dirt roof and winced. Saw Cas sitting naked by the back of the burrow. And the boulder was no longer there.

“You were here the whole time?”

“Duh… couldn’t leave Needy on her own. She’s like, helpless and everything.” She grinned. “Sortof like she is now. Aren’t you going to take advantage of her?”

“I like my partners to be awake, thanks,” he glared. “Besides, she’d hate me.”

“No she wouldn’t! I told you, she likes you!”

Whatever relationship he had with the goblin; he was pretty sure she didn’t want to make it sexual. “Hey… what’s ‘grublink’ mean in goblish?” he asked.

“Grublink?” Cas looked confused. “It means ‘non-edible’, why?”

Ren snorted to himself. Typical. He’d thought it was maybe some sort of term of endearment, or at least a word for ‘friends’, but turns out it just meant he wasn’t appetizing.

“No reason,” he shook his head and changed the subject. “Did you find this place?”

“Yeah, giant badger den… I convinced the badger to clear out and then lured Needy inside.” She paused a moment. “So... we’re not going to die? From the sun, I mean,” she asked.

“I told you, its perfectly safe.”

“I knew that. I was just testing you,” she declared. But then she brightened and went on cheerfully. “Oh well… maybe we might get eaten by sheep, or maybe we'll stumble into a nest of those rabbits I've heard about—the ones as big as ogres,” she said, chuckling. “Or, knowing our luck, we'll get captured by elves who force us to fight to the death.”

“Elves don’t do that.”

“How do you know? Sure they do! All the time. I’m surprised we haven’t been put in a pit-fight by elves already.”

Ren noticed the slight tremor in her hands despite her cheerful tone. He leaned back against the burrow wall, folding his arms. “You seem pretty sure we’re doomed,” he observed. “Why'd you even come if you're so sure we're going to die horribly?”

Cas paused, her smile fading as she slumped against the burrow wall beside him. Her hair shifted from pink to blue to green, giving away her feelings. When she spoke again it was quietly. “Because I knew you were going no matter what I said, Ren. And... I couldn't let you go alone into this mess.”

Ren's expression softened. “Cas, you didn't have to—"

“Yes, I did,” she interrupted. “Don’t tell me what I have to do… Look, maybe I joke about the horrible deaths awaiting us because it’s easier than admitting that I’m scared too. But if something's going to get us, I'd rather be there, fighting with you, than someplace safe wondering if you're okay.”

Ren reached out, putting his hand on her arm. It was strange seeing her like this… not just as a humin woman, but with feelings. As a shape-shifting monster he’d never really been able to tell how she felt. “I'm glad you're here, Cas. Really. I don't know if I'd have the guts to face all this without you.”

Cas managed a small, genuine smile. “Well, someone's got to keep you out of trouble. Might as well be me, right?”

“Right. Together, then, no matter what comes?”

“Together,” Cas confirmed, her voice firm. Then suddenly she smiled. “Let’s have humin boy-girl sex, right now!”

And just like that she swung onto his lap, legs straddling him and started kissing him. She was eager as a drunk-girl on prom night, smothering his mouth in hers and pulling his clothes off. Goddam… he had no idea that a burrow was such a romantic spot for a date.

But Cas wasn’t sleepwalking, and she knew exactly what she was doing… fuck it.

He reversed their positions, pushing her onto her back on the floor and pinning her down. When his hands found her tits, she gave a startled gasp, eyes wide and gave a huge smile of pleasure.

“That’s what those are for!” she exclaimed. “Do it more!”

He did, and she loved it so much she was already fighting to get his cock out.

“Fuck me,” she urged him. “Fuck me like your humin girls!”

He was about to oblige when Needy sat bolt upright, eyes staring though them and shouted: “Get your hands off my man! Treacherous harlot with forbidden touches!”

Cas was so startled she immediately transformed back into a boulder and Ren banged up his dick as he thrust against the rocky shell. Wincing, he turned back to the goblin and saw Needy’s expression was still slack and her eyes were staring through the wall. She was still asleep. Goblin breeding instincts were something else.

And then she collapsed back to sleep again, snoring loudly.

Cradling his bruised cock, Ren sat back and winced. “Godfuckingdammit…”

“I think she reeaaally likes you,” the boulder said casually.

Ren tugged his clothes back into place, threw his cloak down on the ground as a ground sheet and lay down with his back to the girls. Determined to ignore them both and get some sleep. But he was just dozing off with one foot in the real world when something warm and soft slithered over him and curled up against his chest.

“Cas?” he mumbled, opening his eyes to the white blob shape of her in her ‘natural’ form.

“Hey big boy,” she purred, the tentacle-like folds of her soft flesh cradling his cock and balls.

“Ungh… Cas I don’t think I’m in the mood…” he said. Goddam. How much were they going to cock-tease him in one night? His balls already felt like watermelons.

“Shhh, shhh,” she whispered. “This is happening.”

She undid his trousers and in a moment was massaging his cock.

“I just want some sleep,” he said, less certainly as she massaged his balls.

“This’ll help you get to sleep…” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with two buddies fucking, is there?”

Her long tongue like one of those holiday noisemakers unrolled and licked his nipples.

Cas vanished inside his clothes and he felt the warmth of her tongue on his cock and then she wrapped her mouth around him, working him from soft to rock hard inside her mouth. Emerging again she backed up the soft white humps against his dick until he found her slippery opening.

“Ouch!” the girl hissed as his head stretched her open. “You are so b-big! How did your cock g-get even b-bigger?” she gasped.

“Wait… I am in your pussy, right?”

“Y-yes,” she moaned.

He started slowly pumping in and out of her, feeling the tight mimic opening squeezing around him. So good he closed his eyes and enjoyed the moment of pure bliss.

“Ah ffffffuuuuu… go slow,” she gasped as he stretched her open.

“I am going slowly!”

He eased back and slid in, slipping in each time on a wave of slickness.

“Easy… easy… “ she pleaded. “Ungh… this would be so much easier if you were smaller… oh fuck!”

He drove his full length into her. “You want me to stop?”

“No!” she immediately yelped. “... maybe… maybe try going faster…”

He fucked her harder, slapping his thighs against her jiggly body. Then faster… and faster… until he was pounding her sensitive monster cunt without mercy.

“By the sacred spores!” Needy yelled in her sleep. “Get your lewdness filled mouth away from him! Lecherous skank!”

“Ignore her!” Cas moaned and moaned, unable to make words. “D-don’t s-stop!” she managed as he pounded her.

He was in her balls deep and with every thrust he could see the other side of her body bulge outwards shaped around his dick.

“Please finish… please finish, please… please… pleeeeeaaase!” she begged.

He climbed on top of her, like riding a water-bed and found her opening again, sliding deep in with a single move. Gripping her in both hands like he was holding her hips, Ren pounded into her hard and fast

“Ohhh fffuuuuck!” she yelled as he made her whole body shake.

She gulped air like a drowning man. Her appendages gripped the cloak under her for dear life as she moaned and yelped like a steam train building up speed:

“Ohhhh fuuuck… ohh fuuck… oh fuck… ohfuck… ohfuckohfuck… ohfuckohfuckohfuck…”

Then he pounded her until she let out a long steam-whistle cry so high pitched it hurt his ears and her entire body shook and pulsed pink and blue and red and purple in waves, trembling like a jello-mold.

She gave a long, wondrous “Aaahhhhh?” sound as he found new depths inside her.

“Wait… what are you d-doing… t-there’s m-more?” She cried as he continued to pound her mercilessly.

Her mouth bit the blanket. She screamed into it to muffle the noise as she came a second and third time one after the other, until finally her teeth bit right through the fabric. She had no more words… only wild animal noises.

Geezus, she was going to wake Needy up for sure...

He covered her mouth with his hand, and she moaned against his palm, muffled finally, but then her mouth grew wider and wider until all his fingers slid inside and she sucked on them wildly as he rocked her pussy harder and harder.

At one point she made a feeble attempt to crawl away, grabbing tree roots with long tentacle-like arms, but she had no strength anymore. The moment he pinned her with his hips and drove in and out of her dripping monster cunt, she came so hard there was no Cas left, only her need to have him inside her.

“Ungh! Fuuuck! Yes… uh-huh… yessss!”

Fuck… what was she doing with his cock? The vibrations through her body instantly made his balls tighten and he was coming, desperately thrusting as deeply as he could inside her.

She gave in to it. Entire body shaking in waves outward from her pussy, like a stone dropped in a vat of milk, and visibly dissolved into a trembling, moaning mass. As she hit the peak her entire body flattened out, like she was jelly, her mouth stretching wide enough to swallow a football and her tongue extended between her teeth. For a single moment of panic he thought he might have somehow punctured her, but quickly relaxed seeing the river of white goo flowing from her pussy was his.

He collapsed on top of her and slowly slid off, so they lay beside each other on the blanket. He was soaked from her juices, slippery with sweat.

“Fuuuuuck…” he exclaimed, catching his breath.

“Mmmmm-hmmmm,” she purred. She had no words.

It was only with effort that her soft, pale body curled up against him and they both drifted into a haze. He must’ve fallen asleep that way and woke up with his arm numb under the heavy weight of the pale humin girl sleeping on his chest. She’d reverted back to humin form as she slept… probably.

Maybe her natural form was the skinny humin girl with the perfect bow lips, high cheekbones and pretty features cuddled next to him right now. Now that she’d absorbed the man-rune had she changed? Was she more girl than mimic?

He decided it didn’t matter… she was Cas.

He fell back asleep.

***


Chapter 18   : Bury the Dead

At sundown Ren led the girls out of the burrow to look for the others. Needy had woken up refreshed and apparently with no memory of her activities while she was asleep – or Ren having fucked Cas into a puddle – only happy to see Cas had found them and was safe. Climbing out of the burrow into the cool evening air, Ren smelled blood and he found a giant badger laying dead by the entrance with Boots standing over the body, bloody sword in hand. The skeleton must have tracked them down and protected against the badger trying to reclaim its den in the middle of the day.

“Nice job, Boots!” Cas declared. “Gimme the knife, Needy. Lot of good eating on a badger!”

By the light of the glowing slime, they made their way back to where Yaghed had a small fire going in the twilight and happily started roasting badger shank while they tracked down the others. Nim, the heroic rat, showed up at the smell of food, the mushroom had spent the day in the basket Needy had dropped, and Plumbob climbed out of his hole hearing the others talking.

Noiraud, was more of a challenge. Despite Needy's best efforts to coax her down from the tree she’d climbed, she refused to budge until hunger drove her to the ground. With an undignified crashing of limbs into bushes she emerged nonchalant and bored as a runway model while pine needles and branches rained down.

But it was Sweep who proved to be the hardest to find. Hours passed before the gnome was fetching water from a nearby stream and found him still submerged underwater, breathing through a hollow reed like a cartoon.

Returning to the camp dripping wet and covered in river plants the kobold seemed in good spirits. “Verily, I did elude the fearsome sky beast, for it recognized its inferior match in my dragon-born lineage and did flee in terror! Now, pray tell, what repast awaits us this eve? The aroma is most agreeable to my noble senses.”

Ren couldn't help but admire the lengths of the kobold’s self-delusion. With the survivors accounted for, they regrouped around the flickering light of the campfire, devoured the badger down to the bones and then packed up to follow Yaghed for the orc ‘outpost’.

“How many orcs did Isinore have stationed at the camp?” Ren asked Yaghed.

It wasn’t an official scouting outpost, more of a getaway spot they sent rowdy orcs as punishment. Either way, having ten or twenty orc troops backing up his play would make Ren’s revenge easier. It was only an hour away, and if they’d pushed a little faster the night before they would’ve reached it instead of running into the woods in a panic the moment they saw a sunrise.

“Maybe twenty, and some gobbos,” Yaghed said, barely making eye contact. “Best remember when we meet the rest of the boys, keep yer place. Get uppity and I won’t stop em from stomping you.”

Following a small ravine, they found the first signs of the camp in broken bits of wooden furniture, bleached bones and a broken, age-weathered cart with busted wheels. Getting closer there was a pile of deer antlers bleached in the sun, and a wooden sled with blood in the bottom that was still tacky to the touch. Rounding a bend they found the cave opening. Even from a distance Ren could see something was wrong. The entrance was collapsed, and stones spilled from the cave mouth.

Then the heads came into view.

Arranged in a fence outside the cave were around twenty orc heads on spears, and ten goblin bodies piled up in a heap. Still gooey and rotting, covered in flies. No more than a week old.

Yaghed stared at the dead in disgust then suddenly yanked the nearest spear out of the ground and flung the head off it into the hillside.

“Muck-sitting, knife-eared, gutless leaf-eating elven cows!” he screamed and began swinging the spear at all the heads in a rage, knocking them down. “I’ll shit in your ears, you pointy tree-fuckers!” he raged. Smash. Kick. Smash. “Now what’ll I do without em?”

And suddenly Ren understood Yaghed hadn’t meant to help the expedition, not really. He only wanted to meet up with the other orcs and become the new boss. Now that Ren had evolved him into one of the man-orcs Yaghed could have easily put himself in charge. When his anger had run its course, Yaghed threw the spear, spinning end over end, up over the ravine. He sat down, exhausted, using the pile of goblins for a chair. Needy gave an unhappy whine and turned her face away.

“Fucksakes, you bastard, show some respect!” Ren snarled.

“Wut?”

It was Sweep who came to Ren’s support. “These fallen brethren, though mere goblins, fought valiantly as soldiers beside us. It behooves us to grant them the honor of a proper burial, as befits warriors of their mettle.”

Yaghed lifted one buttcheek and farted. “There, I done blessed em now they can rot in peace.”

But Needy, fists clenched in a rage, stomped forward. “Yaghed! Show the respect that is due or face the wrath of the sacred spirits that watch over us!”

Even the orc seemed a bit shocked. He opened his mouth to reply but when Ren and Cas stepped up beside Needy, he sneered and got off the goblin corpses.

“Plenty of rocks, bury em yesself. I got to think of a plan where we go.” And the orc climbed the hillside, vanishing over the top of the ravine.

They used the stones to bury the mound of goblins and even made another mound to bury the orc heads. Plumbob the stonemason chipped away at grave markers for each. The spears were the ones carried by the orcs and Ren wondered how Yaghed was so convinced this was the work of elves. Until he found the grey-fletched arrow left standing up in the ground in front of the collapsed cave entrance. Tied to it with a bit of string was a paper banner and drawn on the paper in blood was the shape of some sort of swan.

Fucking Grey Geese… this was Lilac’s work.

Yaghed managed to return as soon as the hard work was done, ready to boss them around again.

“I got someplace else to go to wait out the dayburn,” he announced.

“Changed your mind about the Gurmak shrine?” Ren asked.

“No… but it’s the only choice we got left,” the orc replied. “Its close nuff, but no fuckin around, you gotta keep up this time. I’ll leave you behind to get sunburn if you slow me down.”

***

Plumbob and Sweep were in good spirits and chattered about the exotic sights aboveground like a pair of tourists. The gnome seemed impressed by how big everything was, and the kobold never met a bush that didn’t remind him of a story about dragons. Since it was impossible for the lizard to be related to a dragon, Ren assumed most of them were just stories he made up to sound important.

About an hour into the march Noiraud gave a low growl and announced “I’m hungry,” before vanishing into the woods.

Ren turned to see Cas shrugging out of her tunic and tossing it at Needy. She stood there naked a moment and Ren had a sudden moment of wondering what it would be like if the encounter in the burrow happened while she was in the shape of a humin woman. Before he could go far with the daydream she transformed as she dropped to all fours and a wolf replaced the slender girl.

“What are you doing?” Needy said. “Put your clothes back on!”

“Going hunting sounds like fun,” Cas grinned “I’ll be back before the flaming sky creature tries to kill us again!” she said happily as she bounded into the woods and vanished in the dark.

They walked for maybe another hour. They should have been there by now.

Sweep hurried his little legs to catch up to Yaghed and tugged at the orc’s cloak. “Where are we camping today?” he asked.

The orc turned to him with a scowl. “Fuck off,” he grunted.

Sweep's jaw tightened. “But I—" he began, only to be cut off by the orc.

“I thought I told you to fuck off,” Yaghed growled, his hand resting on the spiked mace hanging from his belt.

Sweep though better of provoking the orc and slunk back.

“It’s called the Shrine of Gurmak,” Ren said.

“You’re so smart, you take us there,” Yaghed glared at Ren.

The orc might be their one and only guide in the wildlands, but he was going to get them killed. What Ren needed was a replacement; someone who knew the area… someone they could trust.

Like who?

Better yet, they needed someone they could control. Leverage was better than trust, any day.

The rustling of bushes brought him out of his thoughts. He barely had time to grab Needy and push the goblin behind him when a squealing shape of fur and boney carapace shot out of the forest and landed in the middle of the group. There was a general panic as his companions raised the alarm or ran or, in Sweep’s case, drew a weapon to fight.

But it was only Cas. Still in the shape of a blue-furred wolf she had a thrashing creature the size of a lapdog gripped firmly in her jaws. As Cas spat the creature onto the ground, Ren studied the thing. It looked a bit like an armadillo but mutated. Its whiplike tail lashed out defensively at Cas and struck her on the side. But it didn’t even seem to hurt her.

She giggled. “That tickles!”

“Cas, what is that thing?” Needy asked, kneeling down to get a better look.

“I don't know, but it wants to be my friend,” Cas declared happily. It whipped her again. “Little scamp!”

Ren's mind raced to recall any information from Isinore's bestiary about something like this. There was an armadillo-like creature with a gem in its forehead but the only thing on this creature’s head was a pair of feelers like an insect.

The thing hissed menacingly, baring its mouth feelers as it snapped its tail in warning.

“Don't worry, friend. They won't hurt you,” Cas said.

Suddenly it stopped its hissing and began to sniff the air, turning its attention at Plumbob. With an excited cooing sound like a pigeon, it barreled at the gnome. Before the gnome could do more than let out a panicked scream, the tail snapped at him.

“Shit!” Ren said, seeing the tail had struck one of the steel chisels on Plum’s belt of tools. “Everybody get back!” he shouted.

The chisel began to steam and heat up, then quickly corroded to a rusty-brown color.

“Treasure chomper!” Ren yelled.

It was one of the weirder creatures in the bestiary… it didn’t eat people but survived on corroding metals and digesting the remains. The chisel, now shedding rust, crumbled and dropped from the gnome's belt. The creature eagerly grabbed it with the feelers and began gnawing on the decaying chisel like a dog on a bone, quickly making the whole thing vanish in its maw.

Having finished its feast on the chisel, it sniffed the air, turning towards Yaghed. The orc was wearing metal plate mail and armed to the teeth – a feast waiting to happen. He let out a yell of alarm as the creature charged toward him.

“Watch out!” Ren shouted. “Don’t let it touch you.”

Treasure chompers were notorious for being picky eaters… they’d eat just enough of any item to ruin it – instead of eating an entire wagon-wheel’s metal rim, it would snack on a piece of all four wheels. They were magical and had some sort of power that could cause rapid corrosion to most metals—iron, copper, silver—but not gold or lead.

Yaghed tried to back up but when the creature’s tail lashed, Yaghed’s instinct was to block it. The treasure chomper's tail hit the orc's chain mail, instantly dissolving a hole so a ten-inch circle of chain links rusted and fell away from the orc's sleeve in pieces. Yaghed yelled in rage seeing his armor fall apart.

“You fuckin idiot furniture! It'll rip through everything we got!” the orc bellowed at Cas.

As the chomper happily slurped up chainmail like ramen noodles, Yaghed searched the ground, found a broken wooden branch nearby, and snapping it into a club-sized length he started wailing on the creature.

It gave an annoyed growl and kept eating… the armor plates on its back impervious to the blows.

Ren drew out his wheelock pistol. A single lead ball aught to kill it… he hoped. Dropping the hammer into place he took aim to blast a hole through the thing. But just as he was about to pull the trigger, Cas threw herself in between him and the monster.

“Don’t hurt him!”

Ren dropped the barrel to point at the ground. “Fucksakes, Cas… it’ll wreck all our gear!”

“But he can’t hurt anybody… and he’s so cute!” She shifted back into a naked girl and hugged the chomper’s body. “Can I keep him?”

“Fuck no.”

“Please Ren? He’s just a little guy, like us. He could be part of the team!”

“I’ll kill you both!” Yaghed shouted, raising the club at Cas.

Ren had the gun pointed at him and the orc froze.

“Don’t touch her.”

“Ha! Not so big and tough without your buddies to boss us around anymore, are you?” Cas sneered.

“You think you're tough now, huh?” the orc glared. “Think you can hide behind your magic tricks?”

The slim pale girl changed back into a wolf. “Try anything and I’ll bite your nuts off!” Cas said.

The orc's eyes narrowed. “You're all bark, little wolf. Let's see if you've got the bite to match.”

The two of them were about to go at it, and Ren was going to let them, when the kobold stepped in between. Not even topping four feet tall, he looked ridiculously scrawny between the hulking orc and wolf.

“Enough! We've got bigger problems than tearing each other apart!” Sweep yelled.

Cas and the orc shot angry looks at each other before backing down.

“Cross me again, and you'll regret it,” Yaghed said, walking away.

Ren dug out a length of rope and handed it to Cas. “He stays on a leash.”

Cas brightened, grabbing the rope and kneeling by the hungrily eating treasure-chomper. “Thanks Ren! You won’t regret it!”

“You look after him.”

“Of course!”

“And train him!”

“Absolutely!”

Cas tied the rope around the chomper’s midriff and tried tugging the creature along. “Don’t worry, friend. When the ugly orc falls asleep, I'll feed you his shield.”

“Where’d you find this thing?” Ren asked.

“Oh, there’s some sort of ruin up there,” Cas pointed.

***

Turned out they’d reached the Gurmak shrine.

There was some sort of marker where the path forked, a pile of old dressed stones that might have been anything once. Yaghed cut back the vegetation growing over them and started slashing through the brush with a billhook. As they headed up the side of the hill the sky began to open up and the first few drops of rain started to reach them through the tree canopy.

“What’s this stuff?” Cas's voice was muffled by the makeshift leash clenched between her teeth as the wolf dragged the chomper behind her.

“It's rain,” Ren replied. And it was getting heavier. He pulled his cloak hood up against the chill.

Cas eyed the falling drops suspiciously. “Well, what's it doing?”

“It's not doing anything,” he shrugged.

Needy huddled closer to Ren, hiding under the tail of his cloak. “Will it hurt us?” she asked.

Not this again…

“I had a bath this month already, now I'm getting all wet,” Plumbob grumbled. “Where's it even come from?”

“It's rain,” Ren repeated, raising his voice. “It falls from the clouds.”

Cas shot him a glare, shaking her damp and bedraggled fur. “Well, tell the clouds to fuck off and stop putting water on us.”

“Wait, I've heard of rain before,” Sweep piped up. “The legends say that rain happens when sky dragons cry.”

Needy’s eyes went wide. “What happens when they pee?”

“It's a blessing of the dragons. It makes things grow,” the kobold said knowingly.

The survivors murmured amongst themselves, nodding. Ren shook his head.

“It's not dragons tears,” he snapped.

“Pee, then.”

“It’s not pee either!” he cut off the chatter. “It's moist air rising into the atmosphere, then cooling off and condensing, falling back down as drops of water.”

Needy wrinkled her nose, unconvinced. “That makes no sense. I think Sweep's dragons are a better explanation,” she declared.

The rest of the group nodded.

“So… dragon tears make you grow?” Cas asked.

“Oh, yes,” Sweep nodded.

“It makes plants grow, now animals” Ren corrected, trying not to lose his patience.

But the others ignored him and stood around with mouths open pointed at the sky, trying to catch as many raindrops as they could, to get a growth spurt. Even the mushroom and the slime joined in. Ren was staring at them in disgust when Boots appeared beside him and held a leafy branch over his head like a primitive umbrella.

“Thanks, Boots.”

Fucking mindless skeleton was the smartest one of the bunch.

The rain continued to pour, soaking them to the bone… literally in the skeleton’s case. The novelty of drinking dragon tears wore off and was replaced with misery as they got cold and wet., their feet heavy with mud.

Yaghed halted, and the others stumbled to a stop. “We're close to the shrine,” he grunted.

“How can you tell?”

The orc shot him a glare. “It's at the end of this trail we're on.”

“This is a trail?” he muttered, eying the wall of bush. “Hey Boots, cut us a path through this, would ya?”

The skeleton warrior drew his short chopping sword and started hacking his way through the underbrush. Not bad for a one-armed walking pile of bones.

The rain was coming down in buckets, drenching the already soaked group, and a wind picked up, making Ren shiver. Much more of this and the exposure would finish them off faster than the Black Company. The drenched survivors of Nethermire trudged slowly through the dense forest as Boots methodically cut a trail.

The cat's voice rose from the background. “Can't that stupid pile of bones go any faster?” Noiraud growled.

Where the hell had she come from? The black fur was stuck to her body making her look skinner than Boots and even her whiskers drooped. She looked beyond miserable.

“You want to go first, be my guest.”

Noiraud let out a low growl and yanked a long dagger from Yaghed’s belt before he could stop her. Brushing past Boots, she started messily slashing a way forward, doing a half-assed job.

“Get… these… stupid… plants… out of… my… way!” she growled between swings.

Then suddenly the blade of the dagger clanged against something solid and flew out of her hands. The bush she’d swung at dropped like a curtain and revealed a leering fanged face baring its teeth at her. The cat let out a terrified yowl and in a blur of fur and claws, she ran. Scrambled straight up the orc's body and onto his head, her fishhook claws finding purchase on his scalp as he bellowed in pain. For a moment the two of them danced in a circle, Yaghed trying to tear the cat loose until he blindly grabbed a spiked mace on his belt and swung at her. The first blow clipped her, but she dodged the second and the orc bashed himself in the skull.

During the general chaos that followed with the terrified cat, injured orc and running from the sudden appearance of a demon, Ren was left alone on the trail to approach the figure Noiraud had uncovered.

“Relax, guys, it’s just a statue,” he called out, using the glowing slime to light it up and get a better look.

The statue was old… worn by time and the elements. One of the ears was broken off and without the element of surprise it wasn’t very frightening. It looked Egyptian with hints of the stylized hideous monster-shape you’d expect in weird in Aztec sculptures. Needy returned first, seeing Ren was unharmed, coming closer and looking the statue up and down. Pulling more of the bushes away the goblin revealed it was part of a broken pedestal flanking the remains of an arched doorway.

“This is one of Gurmak's demon servants. This must be the shrine,” Needy declared.

“This has to be way older than anything the Franks or Saexony invaders could have built,” Ren said, looking up at it. “It looks Qartish.”

“Probably from the Qartish invaders a thousand years ago, but Gurmak is older than that,” Needy said unhappily. “Dark elves,” she said grimly. “Gurmak was worshipped by the Draug long before the Qart.”

“What kind of god is Gurmak, exactly?” Ren asked.

“Chaos god. Sometimes they call him the Lord of Entropy… the Center that Will Not Hold… the Dark Twins, that’s because he both is and is not.”

Huh… the god of quantum physics.

At the mention of the name for dark elves, a shiver seemed to run through the group. The goblin girl made a warding sign against curses, her eyes darting nervously around like one of the draug was hiding behind a tree ready to jump out. From what Ren had read, if humins told their children to eat all their peas and porridge or a monster would steal them away, monsters told their children to be good or the draug would come.

The others gathered around the statue peering into the darkness ahead, seeing the remains of stone walls hidden among the vegetation. Yaghed aimed a kick at the catgirl and joined them, swiping blood off his forehead.

Cas, still in her wolf form, lifted her snout to the air and sniffed. “Something's wrong. Can't you smell that?” she said quietly.

“How can you smell anything in this rain?” Yaghed said.

“Canines have a sense of smell ten thousand times stronger than a normal person,” Ren said.

“Really?” Cas asked.

The cat sneezed and shivered. “Well, I can see in the dark and hear better than any dog, and there's something moving in there.”

Squinting against the rain Ren saw a dim flicker of firelight ahead.

“Someone hurry and see if it’s dark elves,” Noiraud sniffed against the wet. “I want to dry off.”

“Why don’t you go then?” Cas invited her.

“Me? Impossible!” the cat declared, without explaining why.

“I’ll go look,” Ren said. Messalina seemed to think this was where the Grey Geese might be, and if it was Lilac and the Grey Geese, he wanted to make sure nobody but him killed the elven bitch.

“Are you sure?” Needy asked.

Ren patted the wheellock pistol stuck through the sash of his belt. “I’ve got company,” he said. The slime in its jar on his belt thought he meant it and the little glob waved at everyone.

The goblin and Cas shared a look but didn’t say anything as he turned to creep through the wet forest towards the glow of campfire. He arrived as a mostly-intact section of walls – roofless, but some sort of white tarp had been stretched over part of it. From inside he could see the flickering glow of firelight.

Ren crouched low as he climbed the jagged wall of the ruined shrine, hands searching for holds on the crumbling wet stone. The sound of the rain covered any noise he made and as he reached the top he paused, looking over the uneven wall into the camp below.

Humin men. At least six that he could see. Not the Grey Geese, or the Black Company. They looked filthy and in rags. Rough-looking and with long greasy beards and hair, sitting around a campfire in the dry area under the tarp. And around them, still freshly dead and gooey, were a bunch of dead giant spiders. More hanging from the tarp above. The smallest was the size of a cat, the larger ones four feet across from toe to toe.

He looked up. Not a tarp… spidersilk. The spiders had laired here.

The men were talking, and Ren strained to pick out their words: they were speaking Saexonish – and understanding it was a lot like trying to read Shakespeare.

“Starvin' I am, swear on me mum! Ain't chewed on nought but boiled grass and stinkin' bread gone sour these last three days!” The complainer was middle-aged, out of shape and had the kindof pudgy unshaved look that gave off strong child-molester vibes.

“Stow your gab, Chalky, you're making me guts growl louder with every word!”

“Why ain't we headin' back to the waterfall? There's grub aplenty there, ain't there?”

“I'd not be so hasty to trot back, mind ya. The Wex'll be spittin' fire 'bout Wolf House. Them grey birds near did us in, they did!” That guy looked bigger than the others, with bushy cheek whiskers.

“Yeah, right,” chimed in another, his face dim in the flicker of the fire. “The boss'll string us up by our innards if we show up with just these sorry tales and broken bits.”

Muttonchops, tossed a gnawed bone back into the flames. “We ought to have been mapping the fat purses of those Frankish hamlets by now. Instead, here we lurk, scarce a step ahead of the grave, thanks to those meddling sword-swingers.”

They were bandits. Men from the south, marking Frankish settlements for future raids. The waterfall… the wolf house… the name sounded made-up, like code.

“We're lucky to be breathin' after that last scuffle." The hungry one complained. “Tuck and Duggin got it right in front of me. Arrow in the face.”

“Nailbender hit that biggun square in the knoppler, didn’t even flinch, right afore he ran im through.”

Wait… grey birds… they were talking about a run-in with the Grey Geese.

Maybe he leaned forward a little too far, trying to hear more, but a small rock under his hand loosened. With a sudden shift, the rock gave way, and Ren dropped ass over end off the wall and landed right behind the ring of men around the campfire with a not very stealthy ‘oooofff’.

Wind temporarily knocked out of him, Ren groaned, struggling to get up as the men round the fire jumped up in alarm. He wasn’t sure which of them was more surprised, him or them.

But surprise only lasted a moment and they grabbed weapons and formed a semi-circle around him, Ren’s back to the wall. Nowhere to run, no way to fight it out against this many.

“You guys happen to fight an elf girl recently? About this tall, blonde hair, blue eyes, bitchy face?”

The leader with the beard roughly trimmed down to a bushy pair of muttonchops with a chunk of his earlobe missing, seemed to have the only sword among them. The rest had spiked clubs, hammers, axes, even a hunting spear or two.

“What’s it to you?” Muttonchops asked.

He got nothing but cold, hard stares of men too long on the road, too used to violence solving everything. Ren tried to smile in a friendly way.

“Well… I’d like to bash in her head, crack her bones and roast her over a fire if I could… don’t suppose you can point me in her direction?”

As Muttonchops opened his mouth to answer, a rock from the wall above dislodged, dropping onto the man nearest the wall with a sickening crunch of skull, dropping him to the ground. The men jumped back and then let out a few curses and yelps as the boulder quickly melted and reformed into the shape of a four-foot badger with flame-red fur.

“Okay you cunts,” the badger said. “Let’s see what you can do now!”

With a ratcheting snarl the badger charged into the nearest knot of men, snapping and biting so they shouted and jumped back.

Good old Cas…

The distraction gave Ren the moment he needed to get to his feet and run for it. A man blocked his path, already swinging a wooden club dotted with square nail heads. Before the blow could connect the blob of blue slime shot from its container on Ren’s belt, hitting the bandit square in the face. The man stumbled back, clawing at his eyes, blinded.

Everything started happening at once… yelling, the clang and thumps of weapons on stone and the ground as men tried to hit Cas while her growling and mad dashes made them constantly stumble and retreat. Then a screaming green and orange blur launched itself onto one man’s back. Needy bit and stabbed – neither very effectively – but the man howled and staggered in a circle trying to throw her loose. The bandit finally dropped his weapon and took Needy by the hair in both hands, throwing her to the ground with a brutal force. She hit the ground hard, and the bandit kicked her, sending a wave of rage through Ren.

He yanked out the wheellock pistol, cocked the serpentine to make it ready to fire, and saw mud and dirt jammed into the jaws that held the pyrite. He frantically wiped it up and down on his tunic, trying to clear it so the gun would fire. Just as it was cleared and he drew the barrel down on the bandit kicking Needy, another wave of his companions charged in, blocking his shot.

Sweep and Plumbob charged into the firelight with an axe and a hammer, thwacking humins in the ribs and knees, aiming low on the men who towered a third taller than them. Kobold and gnome swung wildly, teeth gritted as they temporarily caused a retreat. But their attacks were clumsy, causing panic but no real harm to the bandits. The humins soon faced them together and Sweep drew up short.

“We shall fight to the end, dying with honor!” the kobold shouted.

Plumbob backed up, maybe not so eager to die, honor or no.

Around that time Ren began to hear the low muttering chant of magic. Turned just in time to see the portly man with a receding hairline and patchy moustache waving his hands together, summoning a sheet of flame between them. Shit… a firecharmer.

“Get down!” Ren shouted, and dove overtop of Needy, protecting her where she lay moaning.

The hedge magician threw his hands forward, flames bursting from his fingertips in a sheet, like tossing a bucket of burning gasoline. It splashed across Cas, the gnome, and Sweep, setting clothes and hair on fire. Their screams made Ren wince. Plumbob ran blindly, struck a stone wall at full speed, and knocked himself unconscious. The kobold ran in circles, waving his arms, making it worse but at least Cas was smart enough to dive for a shallow puddle of rainwater and roll back and forth, smothering the flames.

Muttonchops was suddenly standing over Ren and Needy. He had a long, narrow sword in hand – a bit like a rapier – and he drew his arm back to run them both through. Ren snarled.

No time to aim, Ren gripped the weight of the heavy iron and wooden pistol by the barrel to deflect the rapier, knocking the blade aside long enough to tackle the man by the knees. They went down in a jumble, Ren slamming the butt of the gun into the bandit’s groin as hard and fast as he could, while the bandit leader yelped at every blow and used the pommel of the rapier to hammer Ren’s shoulders and neck.

A lucky blow cracked Ren in the back of the skull and he was knocked down, stunned for a moment. Enough time for the man to stumble back and as Ren fumbled to aim the gun at him, the bandit leader kicked it from his hand.

There was a short, vicious, fight as they both went for the gun, then the bandit leader snatched it away, turning the weapon on Ren and standing back for a clear shot.

“You’ll not live to reach the fort for killing any elf!” the man spat through bloody lips.

As the leader aimed it between Ren’s eyes, he suddenly jerked forward, a blade sticking out of his chest. He staggered, tried to yell but only made a choking sound as the blade severed one of his lungs. Boots stood behind him, bony hand withdrawing the stabbing sword from the bandit's back.

Bitten, bruised and demoralized as their leader went down, the rest of the bandits backed up.

“Do something, Chalky!” one of them yelled.

The bandit fire-charmer was already halfway through another incantation, in a moment he was going to send another burning sheet of flames at them.

Ren didn’t even think. Just followed his instinct. Opening up the channel to the power of the void-rune he tried to pull out enough to fire another spell right back at them. The cursed rune in his palm immediately let out a geyser of magic, coursing up his arm with an agonizing sting like an army of hornets. He screamed, the incantation he was trying to speak ruined, and the spell misfired… horribly.

A surge of void energy he was aiming at the men ripped towards one of the giant spider corpses nearby instead. The corpse twitched, then convulsed, then leaped off its back onto its legs, reanimating with a ghastly un-life. Missing a limb, an arrow sticking out of its eye and another in the deflated bulge of its abdomen, the spider lurched right at the hedge mage, its fangs sinking into his neck as he screamed.

Now it was the bandit’s spell that misfired, a bolt of flames impacting one of the stone walls making a puddle of fire. One of the other bandits swung a club at the zombie spider, splattering it apart and knocking it off his back. But the damage was done. The pudgy brigand started to froth at the mouth, movements becoming jerky, then stumbled and fell to the ground.

Now with the boss and their magical artillery taken out, the remaining bandits broke and ran. They scrambled over each other for a stone arch door in the ruined wall. But as the first bandit reached it, he met Yaghed's sword and fell, gurgling and trying to hold in his guts. As the big orc blocked the door the remaining three men backed up.

“Who do we get to kill first?” Cas asked with an eager growl, stalking towards the men in her badger form, red fur still smoking.

Ren picked up his gun and the leader’s rapier, surprisingly well-balanced, and joined her. With Needy, Sweep and Boots, now they were the ones outnumbering the bandits.

“I say we kill them all!” Noiraud yowled from beside him.

Where the fuck had the cat been all this time? Goddam coward.

Trapped and demoralized, the bandits lasted about thirty seconds. When it was all over, Ren stood over the bodies. One or two still twitching and the hedge-mage still feebly trying to crawl away. Standing over him, Ren cocked the unfired pistol and shot it into his back with a BANGGG that echoed inside the walls of the shrine and a blade of fire. When the smoke cleared, he was dead, a patch of his clothes slowly burning from the point-blank shot.

Ren staggered back, thinking he should feel something: regret, loss, something... The corpse at his feet, eyes wide, mouth open in a final, silent scream. The forest around them was eerily silent except for the raindrops pattering down

A strange sensation crept up his arm.

It started as a tingling, like invisible ants under his clothes, but it quickly intensified into a ripple. His heart started to race, thumping hard against his ribs as if trying to break free. Now he felt it… like a warmth… entering his body. A blush.

What the fuck?

He stumbled, dropping the gun and leaning on the wall as the pulsing energy surged through his veins, making every nerve glow like a string of Christmas lights. The air seemed to thicken, pressing in around him, and Ren gasped, his lungs straining against the invisible weight. For a moment, the world spun, vertigo hitting him.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was gone. Ren sucked in a ragged breath, still leaning against the wall. His mind raced as he tried to make sense of what had just happened. It was as if he’d done a line of blow…

The realization hit him then, a jolt of clarity. The man-rune. The feeling was weirdly similar to absorbing Messalina’s life force… it was the man-rune, letting him absorb the life force of whatever he killed.

As he stood there, the world slowly coming back into focus, Ren saw he wasn’t the only one. Every one of the company looked flushed and alive. A newfound power coursing through their limbs. It was unsettling… and exhilarating. He was stronger, more alive than before. No wonder the Black Company were such murder-hobos – if every time you took someone out you snorted a line of their life force.

“That was awesome!” Cas laughed and danced past on her hind legs, badger fur bright pink now. “Can you feel it Ren?”

“Yeah… stop dancing, help Needy.”

“Oh, right,” she said guiltily. “Comon Needles, tell me that wasn’t a great feeling!”

Cas shifted into her humin form and helped the injured Needy to sit down by the fire. She had burned blisters on one side of her body, but she was dabbing at the cuts and bruises on Needy’s face with a scrap of fabric.

“What was that?”

Ren turned to see Yaghed standing beside him.

“What?”

“That feeling... What did you do?”

“That’s the man-rune, dumb-ass,” Ren slapped the orc on the back.

Sweep put one foot on the back of a dead bandit like a big game hunter posing with a prize lion. “Ahhh,” he took a deep breath. “I feel… invigorated!”

“Wadda ya mean that was man-rune?” the orc asked.

“If your brain was able to understand magic I might try to explain it,” Ren told the orc. “That magic bath you took didn’t just change you once… now that we’ve got the man-rune we’re all going to keep getting stronger the more of them we kill.”

And this was just from a bunch of worn-out filthy bandits… imagine the life force he’d get from killing one of the Grey Geese… or that elf.

Of course… taking out these bandits had nearly wiped them out too... But nearly didn’t count; they’d won and that was all that mattered. A few more like this and they’d really feel the effects.

***


Chapter 19   : Double Down

The bandits had even less than they did. But they did have a few things worth taking. The rapier, for example. It was a bit too long for Ren, but it was a decent blade. There was a dry well near the back of the main shrine chamber, so they pitched the bandits down it naked, and the spiders.

Bunched together for safety they explored the roofless stone walls and stone flagged floors that told them they were standing in what had been the chapel of the shrine. A single tree had managed to take root in the stone floor, and the chamber seemed dry under the white canopy. The spider silk shroud rested on the giant stone carving of Gurmak, like the center pole of a tent. Ren felt a shiver looking at the statue; the god seemed to have a viper’s flat head and hypnotic eyes on the body of a frog… or maybe a crab. Anyway, it was all webbed finger, pinchers and fangs.

Cas stepped out of the rain under the tarp. She pulled a swath of fabric from the wall that billowed in wispy threads. “Spider silk,” she said. Then pointed up, “Look.”

Above them were more mangled corpses of giant spiders, still hanging among the webs they’d strung like a roof over the ruined shrine walls. They were clearly dead, legs curled up against their bodies and in some cases slashed open from the head or thorax or bloated abdomen. They would have been two or three feet across… barely even dangerous. Babies.

“They been butchered bad,” the orc said.

Needy's voice trembled with horror. “Poor spiders. Never knew what hit them. Look how they're still just hanging around. They didn't even get a single bite.”

“What killed them?”

Ren held up the slime, its blue-white light giving everything a harsh glow. “Look closely. They're full of arrows.”

“Elven arrows,” Yaghed squinted.

Sweep bristled. “The cowards.”

“What if…” Plumbob said quietly. “What if it were dark elves? What if they’re still here?”

“Shut yer cowardly shithole,” the orc snarled. “If there were dark elves around here, you’d know it. Lookit how long them arrows are. Wood elves use that kind of fletching...”

Grey goose feathers. Lilac’s work for sure.

“How long?” Ren asked. “How long ago?”

The orc shrugged. “Few days… a week? They’s putrid but they aint dried out yet. Killers’re long gone,” the orc walked away, finding the dryest corner of the ruin and slung his gear into a pile before flopping on his back. “Get comfy. Be dawn soon enough… we’re staying here.”

Ren brought Boots and did a circuit once around the ruins of the shrine, forcing his way through the bushes before he was satisfied it was abandoned. There were only two paths through the collapsed walls that gave access to the spiders’ shelter on the inside and he positioned the mushroom by one and the slime by the other.

“Turn the lights down, okay guys? Shout if anything comes in after us.”

The slime and mushroom obediently turned their glow off, and he gave them both an attaboy before turning to Boots.

“Listen, Stretch, I want you to walk patrol around the shrine. Keep it quiet and come running if we need help.”

The skeleton warrior saluted and it was only then ren saw he had both arms.

“Whoa, time out! Take off your gloves!”

And sure enough, Boots had regrown his missing right arm. Goddam! Ren examined the skull-head medallion around the skeleton’s neck. It had a pale purple flicker in the depths. So… even Boots was feeding of the life-force of killing the bandits. He wasn’t even sure how that worked…

“Watch out, Boots. You keep this up you’ll turn into a real boy.” The skeleton turned to walk away, and Ren stopped him. “One more thing… take care of yourself, okay? No taking on enemies you can’t beat. Just warn me… shit. How you gonna warn me? You can’t say shit…”

He was considering giving Boots a gunpowder bomb or a bell or something when the whiskered rat nose of Nim poked out of the neck hole of the armor and gave a squeak. The rodent had been hiding in there all along.

“Nice! You run into anything, send Nim to get us. Same goes for you, Nim; no heroics, okay?”

The rat saluted, imitating Boots.

He got back to the inside of the shrine to see someone had lit a built up the bandit’s fire. The flickering flames casting a warm yellow and orange light on the stone walls and the white canopy. The mouth-watering smell of roasting giant frog legs hit him, and Ren shrugged out of his cloak, jamming a stick between two rocks to hang it up to dry.

He found Cas and Needy gnawing their frog dinner. Cas in her humin form laying on her back, Needy cross-legged. The goblin was gnawing meat off the bones with her sharp goblin teeth, Cas apparently finished as she crushed the last of the leg in her teeth – bones and all like a dog with a milkbone – and swallowed it.

“Hey, how about a game of cards?” the mimic asked.

“Hey, Cas,” he asked, looking around. “So, where’s your friend?”

“Who, Needy? She’s right here. You need to get your eyes checked.”

“Are we playing a game?” Needy asked cheerfully. She loved playing, but only games like old maid and go fish. He’d been trying to at least work her up to playing gin.

“No, your new pet.”

“Who?” Cas furrowed her brow.

"Where's the treasure chomper?" he demanded.

"Ohhhh, right. The treasure chomper!” she said. “I dunno," she replied casually.

Ren's eyebrows shot up. “You almost had a fight to the death because you said it was your new friend, and now you don’t know where it is?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, he was getting kinda boring, so…”

“It’s dangerous! It could eat everything!”

“I know, right? Total pain in the ass having to watch him all the time…”

“So you let it loose?”

“Of course not!” she glared.

He took a deep breath, trying to maintain his composure. “So, where is it?”

Cas tilted her head, trying to remember. “Pretty sure he’s tied up out in the rain,” she admitted with a careless shrug.

“Pretty sure?”

“Fine, very sure, geez!”

Running a hand through his wet hair, he turned around, retrieved his cloak – now cold as well as wet, and went out into the rain again.

“Seen the treasure chomper around?” Ren asked the slime. It nodded and pointed, made a ‘follow me’ gesture and led him out into the rainy night. He followed it across the rain-soaked ground, boots sinking into the mud with each step. About twenty paces out he found a leash tied to a rock and the chomper made a low moaning sound in its throat and charged him. Ren barely stood back in time as it strained to reach the rapier off his belt and Ren gave a yell of anger as the blade corroded and dropped to the wet ground before the monster chomped it down.

“Fucker!”

That was a close one. Any closer and he could’ve lost the gun too. “Goddam little bastard! He snarled at the close call. “That’s it. You’re done.”

Letting it go was out of the question. He pulled out his gun and saw there was no way it was going to fire in this weather. Reluctantly putting it away he pulled a lead ball out of the ammo pouch and a copper coin. Locating a few rocks nearby he hammered the coin around the ball and tossed it to the creature.

The chomper sniffed it carefully. Reluctant.

“Come on, eat up,” Ren spoke to it in a kind tone reserved for children and dogs. “Chew the tasty poison you little shit-fuck, yummmm-yummmm.”

He threw a couple more copper coins near the first one and a moment later the little creature sniffed and crunched them all down, poison pill included.

For a moment, there was silence, broken only by the clicking of the chomper’s palps as it licked the last of them clean of green corrosion. Then, with a violent shudder, the treasure chomper convulsed and vomited a sickly green stream onto the wet ground. It wobbled on its feet and gave a yelp before collapsing, dead.

“It died as it lived: a greedy bastard,” Ren chuckled.

It was too bad… the metal-eating creature could’ve been a big help… if it ever could’ve been trained to only attack their enemies. On the other hand…

Ren untied the leash, making it look like the chomper had got away, and – carefully – dragged it by a leg deeper into the woods. Now that it was time to do it, he suddenly realized he had no way to open it up – using a metal blade would instantly corrode. That’s when he remembered the glass bottles in his satchel. Breaking one, he took a dagger-shaped shard and started surgery.

“Little light?” he asked the slime and by the glow he cut open the carcass to retrieve the corrosion sac… a bit like the scent-gland of a skunk… and carefully sealed it into the remaining glass jar. “There we go… one custom-made corrosion grenade.” Hit an armored knight with it and the musclehead would be down to his loincloth in moments. Better than hydrochloric acid.

***

By the time he got back to the camp the fire was down to embers and everyone was lazing around.

“Saved you some,” Needy said, handing him a frog leg. Then the girl went back to licking her burned arm.

Ren examined her bruised face as he took the food. She had a swollen eye and lip. Had taken a pretty good beating. While he ate, he considered how hard it would be to brew some healing draughts.

“Needy,” he said around a mouthful of food.

“Huh?” she looked up.

“How do you say ‘friend’ in goblish?”

She thought about it, eyes going far away. “There isn’t a word for ‘friend’ in goblish,” she shrugged.

From what he knew about the gob-eat-gob daily life of goblin society, that tracked.

“Goblin relationships are only described by different kinds of taboos you can and can’t do,” she explained.

“That’s… interesting. Simpler than humin relationships, I guess.”

“Hmmm. There’s zogznik for goblins you can’t breed with, groknar for goblins you can’t murder, skablush for goblins you have to murder, nubruk for a goblin who isn’t the boss of you, grabnik for a goblin who is allowed to take your things without asking and of course, grublink for a goblin you can’t eat. Of all the goblin taboos, that’s the most special; the first law of Yibble is ‘eat to live, live to eat’, so someone who is non-edible has to be very, very important to you.”

Ren didn’t know what to say. Stared at her. That’s what ‘grublink’ meant?

“And you said I’m your grublink?” he asked softly.

Needy nodded, her ears blushing pink. He grinned at her.

“Well just so you know, you’re grublink to me too.”

Her head snapped towards him, eyes wide and face turning red. “What?”

“It means your special to me, right?”

She nodded energetically.

“So, yeah. Grublink.”

Needy’s thighs squirmed together, and she couldn’t meet him in the eye. “I need to… I’ll just be… I have to go!” she blurted and rushed out of the campsite, breathing heavily.

The girl was a mystery. He smiled while he finished his frog and went to bed. Too bad he couldn’t do something for her, like fix up her wounds. The thought kept him awake as he lay among his snoring companions. He’d need magical herbs he didn’t have. But there might be some out here; the shrine probably had its own garden back in the day. As the day started it had a hard time getting through the clouds, and the spiderwebs were thick enough to block out light and covered the windows like curtains. He watched a dim square of daylight from the arched doorway in the wall slowly form at the far end of the room.

Fuck it; he was wide awake. Probably the newly absorbed life force.

He slipped out of the Gurmak shrine into the morning and the slime chirped at him from the branch of a tree it had climbed.

“Just going for a walk,” he told it. “Wanna come?”

It plopped down beside him and a moment later the little mushroom man tromped from the bushes to join them. Why not?

In daylight the place looked… smaller… a broken relic from a lost era. In the dark it had held onto a kind of dignity. But now it was just broken rocks. It had stopped raining but was still overcast, and he walked through the damp morning air, a slight mist over the forest. Stubborn raindrops held on the leaves overhead, occasionally dropping to the ground with a small dup.

The slime seemed to enjoy itself and waddled around on its stubby legs like a toddler, sniffing flowers, licking rocks and chirping to itself. He got about a hundred yards from the shrine when a rustling in the bushes made him crouch, ready to run or fight; his hand closed on the reloaded pistol. The slime shot under a rock with the speed of a snapped elastic band.

Ren watched the bushes part as a giant blue badger head poked out of the bush.

“Oh, hey Ren,” Cas said, like running into someone in the grocery store.

“What the fuck are you doing out here?”

“You know you really shouldn’t wander off on your own. Who knows what you’ll run into out here,” Cas said. “We got worried.”

“We?” Ren asked.

“Promise you won’t get mad,” Cas said and stumbling out of the bushes, cloak held over her head like a sunshade, came the form of Needy.

“Ren… is that you?” Needy asked blindly.

“And you dragged Needy into this? Go back and get out of the daylight!”

Cas scoffed. “Fuck that guy. The cloud dragons have got us covered. The sun doesn't scare me,” she declared boldly. “And I don’t see any god-rune painted on your back protecting you from the flaming sky beast; what makes it any safer for you out here?”

“Because I know what I’m doing!”

“You shouldn't be out here on your own, Ren,” Needy insisted. “We wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Look… all I’m doing is looking for magical herbs that should be growing wild out here. You need to go back, right now,” he scolded them. For underground dwelling monsters, the surface during the day was as dangerous as a humin wandering in an underground cave without a light.

“Well, we couldn’t dare go alone,” Cas said with false sincerity. “And you’d have to come with us… or do you want us to be… strangled by trees… or eaten by a cow? Or have a squirrel burrow through our insides and eat our brains from the inside.”

Their understanding of the surface world wasn’t exactly accurate. But he could tell they weren’t about to give up.

“Fine,” he grumbled. “You can come, but don’t you dare wander off or get into anything.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die!” Cas agreed cheerfully.

Giving them one last glare, he continued looking for herbs and the girls stayed close at his back. After a short walk he spotted the yellow flowers of the blackbane root – it had roots high in vitamin C that kept underground creatures from getting scurvy. They had to be close. Then the gap under the trees opened up revealing an overgrown carpet of magic herbs. It was the motherload.

There was emberleaf swaying gently in the breeze and the dark fingers of shadowvine creeping up the nearby trees. Even patches of wyrmroot and basilisk bloom.

“Make yourself useful,” Ren told the girls. “Pick some of the berries off that shadowvine… and don’t eat any. And pick me the buds off the basilisk bloom… not the flowers, just the ones that haven’t opened.

“Aww do I have to—” Cas began before seeing him glare. “Uh… I mean, sure thing Ren. Needy, you get the berries…”

Ren set to work harvesting the more difficult to handle herbs one by one. Some of them needed to be pulled out whole by the root, or have the thorns picked off, or sliced from a tree branch and caught before they touched the ground. It would go a long way to replace some of the basics he’d lost from the alchemy lab.

While he worked the mushroom wandered around until it let out an excited chirp; stumbling on a cluster of yellow ‘ghost path’ mushrooms named after the way they grew in straight lines, making paths in the forest that led to nowhere. The mushroom began chittering away in its high-pitched squeaks, trying to engage the normal mushrooms in conversation. Then with a series of little squeaks it started dry-humping them.

“Perv,” he chuckled. Good thing Needy couldn’t see it or she’d blame him for being a bad influence.

Ren was pulling up wyrmroot where it grew thick in the shadow of an old crumbling wall and found the slime digging in the dirt nearby. With an effort that made it quiver, it turned over a rock almost as big as it was. From underneath the slithering shape of a wild slime – the green variety – shivered and bristled. Its form changed to grow a forest of spikey cones on its back in a threat display.

The blue Nethermire slime drew itself up on two legs and suddenly lunged at the wild slime, its translucent arms extending like spears. In a single move, it jumped on the other slime, surrounding it, and a moment later it had completely eaten the green slime. Bloated twice as big as it had been, the blue slime gave a happy squeak and wandered off.

The mushroom, apparently leaving a trail of bent and broken toadstools behind, was distracted by a snail. Picking the creature up it tried to cram the whole thing into its tiny mouth hole as the snail squirmed and wriggled to escape.

“Hey, cut that out!” Cas scolded. She smacked the mushroom on its back. “Spit it out!”

Hitting it hard enough to dislodge the snail, Cas snatched it up and popped it into her own mouth – shell and all – noisily crunching it up. The mushroom watched its breakfast being stolen and began mewling and chirping like a baby.

“Shame on you, Casket,” Needy said from nearby. Feeling along the ground she sniffed, overturned another rock, and tossed a new snail to the mushroom. It immediately stopped crying and began mouthing the wriggling creature.

A distant shrill yell filtered through the trees. Young and female by the sound. And the barking yells and laughter that followed it filled in the blanks on the story.

“That’s goblins,” Needy said, eyes wide.

“Yeah… and sounds like they have a new toy,” Cas said, dropping the handful of herbs she’d collected. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked.

“Poor thing,” Needy said at the same time as Cas said: “Sounds hilarious.”

“Cas!” the goblin scolded her.

“What gives, Needles? Way to sell out your own kind!”

The goblin girl glared. “The Shimmering Snail teaches us that a better world awaits goblins who can put aside their perverted ways and sexual urges,” she said. “I will not stand by while they… sully themselves.”

“Well whatever female they’ve caught is going to be a lot more sullied than them,” Ren told her.

“Ren, we can’t ignore it!”

“Sure we can. Just pretend you didn’t hear anything.”

She glared at him.

Ren let out a moan of frustration. “Fine… but pick up those plants and hand them over!”

They hurried towards the noise of goblins tormenting some girl, branches whipping against their faces. Needy was having trouble seeing in the overcast daylight and tripped over tree roots every second step until Ren took her hand and Cas ran ahead in wolf form, quickly outpacing them. The girl’s screams were getting more panicked. Reaching the source, Ren told Needy to crouch down behind a tree before he parted a screen of dense bushes, looking down into a small dell with the slopes covered in vibrant orange emberleaf flowers.

It looked like a humin child – barely three feet tall and wearing some sort of white dress. She was scrambling on hands and knees, three goblins surrounding her.

The only goblins he’d met were servants working for Isinore, and even at a glance these ones looked… primitive… in comparison. Barefoot, in ragged pants or loincloths. Filthy tunics and tangled hair. The blades they jabbed at the girl, laughing and snarling, were rusty trade knives the Saexons gave away to the hill tribes made of cheap steel. They were wearing some sort of carved bone sun goggles with a small slit for the eyes; probably cut down the glare of daylight so they could see better.

The girl had a club… or maybe more of a rod… and she was swinging it desperately at her drooling attackers to keep them back, but the goblins only laughed. One goblin, bolder than the others, leaned close to snap his sharp, yellow teeth at her feet.

Cas crawled forward on her belly beside him to look down. Her wolf ears pricked up. They watched as one goblin stepped on the rod the girl swung, pinning it to the ground, and the others raised their knives. Looks like it was almost lights out for the kid. The hillbilly goblins started stabbing her, but there was a ‘chink’ sound of metal on metal. The rusty blades sliced up the white robe the girl was wearing, revealing a chainmail shirt under it. That’s when Ren saw she wasn’t a humin child, but a full-grown harfoot woman… wearing a priestess’ robes.

The harfoot woman screamed even louder as they pounced on her and began stripping armor and clothes away.

“If we don’t do something they’ll eat her down to the bones by tonight,” Cas said quietly. “Oh well. Should we head back?”

Ren wanted to snap at her but thought better of it. He didn’t like the idea of leaving the small woman to be abused, killed and eaten – hopefully in that order – but the monster girl wouldn’t understand. She’d think he was crazy.

“Hang on… we should ask those goblins to join us.”

“These hayseeds?” Cas said. “Good luck.”

“Well… we should at least grab the girl before they ruin her; she might be able to answer some questions.”

He turned back to their third member. “Pssst… Needy. What do you think?”

The girl peeked out from under her cloak, eyes nearly squeezed shut against the light, and shook her head.

“Those sound like Bristlehead goblins,” Needy said, frowning. “Of the Boar Tribe. Do they have weird hair?”

Ren glanced at the goblins again, concentrating on their fancy hairstyles. Shaved sides with hair standing up in painted spikes on top. “Its all painted spikey so it stands up.”

“Bristleheads,” Needy confirmed. Her lip curled as she spat out the word.

“So what?” Ren replied. “Goblins are goblins. Right?”

Needy shook her head, face grim. “Would you say all Frankish and Saexonish humins are the same? No, because they're enemies. Bristleheads are the worst.”

“So… don’t ask them to join up?” he asked. She shook her head. “Then what?”

“Killing them would be a good start,” she said.

"Fine,” Ren conceded. “Fuck it; let's just take the girl.”

Without waiting for a response, Ren stood up into the open and yelled. “Hey fuckos,” he called in goblin. He’d picked up enough of the language to get by from Needy and the other servants. It seemed like the language most of the different monsters used to communicate when they weren’t speaking Frankish.

The goblins paused stripping the near-naked harfoot. One planted a foot on her backside to pin her down and all three looked up at him, faces impossible to read under the masks.

“Catch you fuckers at a bad time?” Ren called down in goblin. That was one word in the goblin language.

“Eat shit and choke on it,” the leader of the goblins answered… also one word in goblin and a common reply to the greeting. “Who are you?”

Ren hesitated for a moment. Why not use a fake name? “Me Etaoin Shrdlu.” From what he knew it was the name of a local boogeyman in the region.

The goblins looked at each other, clearly confused. The big one answered again. “What are you? You look like the offspring of a demon and an elf princess.”

Cas, immediately jumped up on all fours, the wolf’s fur bristling red. “You got a lot of nerve making insults. You look like a shriveled turd!”

Ren shot her a warning glance. He turned back to the goblins. “Us come from Nethermire.”

This made the three goblins put their heads together, snapping and arguing.

The lead goblin finally replied. “You're part of the Crow's people, huh? I heard the witch is dead now and you all got corncobbed pretty bad.”

Word travelled fast.

“Black Company kill us, but not all. Me want eat them and fuck their corpses.”

The half-naked woman at their feet tried to crawl away while the goblins were distracted and they grabbed her by the ankles, hauling her back. “Well, what you want? A kiss from my sister? Why don’t you come down and join us? We can share a meal of this harfoot. There's plenty to go around. Look at her thick thighs.”

The words were friendly, but the body language was wrong. The three of them spread out, trying to look innocent while readying their knives. Fucking sneaky bastards. They were going to cut his throat the moment his back was turned.

“Me think you give girly me, then you run and piss yourself. You not die, we call it even,” he said slowly.

The goblins froze a moment then erupted into laughter. They shouted some things back and Ren caught enough of their language to know they were suggesting he eat his mother’s feces from the source.

And then the last thing Ren expected happened. Needy, fists balled in fury and teeth bared, jumped up from where she’d been hiding and screamed down at them in a controlled roar, tossing the cloak aside.

“How dare you say that about Ren! You should be all be turned upside down and pissing in your own faces for forgiveness if you knew who you just insulted!”

The three goblins took one look at Needy and backed up a step. One of them turned and sprinted away without another word, the second backed up, tripping over the harfoot woman and thumped to the ground, leaving his knife and mask as he then crawled blindly into the woods.

"W-we didn’t mean nothin…” he yelled.

The leader stuttered, backing up slowly. “Yeah, take the girl, she's all yours. You'll never hear from us again.”

And just like that all three turned tail and bolted into the woods.

“What the fuck was that?” Ren asked, staring at the spot they’d vanished.

Cas gave a low whistle. “Hot damn, Needy, what did you do to scare them so bad? I thought they were gonna shit themselves to death on the spot.”

Needy shrugged, feeling on the ground for her sunshade.. “They were nothing but punks who wash loincloths for other goblins. They don’t even deserve to breathe the same air as Ren.”

“Well, they sure as shit seemed scared of you… howcum?” Cas asked.

But the orange-haired goblin pursed her lips and covered her head in the cloak, refusing to say anything.

The tiny harfoot woman sensed her chance for escape and with a cry she bolted, her tiny legs blurring as she sprinted into the underbrush. It was a quick moment of freedom, though. The blue-furred wolf was on her before she ran a dozen yards and nipped her ankle, tripping her to the ground.

“Going somewhere?” Cas's voice was a low rumble. Grabbing her by the long yellow hair she dragged the harfoot back to the dell and dropped her at Ren’s feet.

He knew a thing or two about harfoots… mostly from books. They were like humins but done in half-sized scale. The books said they had a touch of fey ancestry, and could sometimes be mistaken for brownies or elves. This harfoot was no exception. She had long yellow hair framing her delicate features, her slender arms crossed over her bare chest, gripping a holy symbol of Totonga, the harfoot goddess. She shook and stared at Ren like she’d rather be getting pawed over by horny goblins. She looked familiar.

Wait a fucking second…

Ren grabbed the remains or her torn robe and ceremonial cap and plopped them back onto the harfoot.

“T-thank you,” the girl said innocently.

Hoe-lee shit! It was her!

“Don’t you fucking move!” Ren warned her, suddenly furious.

Then dragging Cas and Needy far enough they could have a whispered conversation, he snarled urgently, “Don’t you see who that is?”

Cas looked, even sniffed but the wolf just panted. “Two-legs all look the same to me.”

“I can barely see anything,” Needy said from under the cloak.

“Look closer! The robes, that smug holier-than-thou expression! It’s her!”

“Her who?” Needy insisted.

“The one who killed Larion!” he hissed.

It had taken him a moment, but he was sure it was the harfoot priestess who’d torched Larion when they busted into the alchemy lab. One of the Grey Geese. One of Lilac Quicksilver’s friends.

Needy poked her head out for another look. “Her?”

“Well… good,” Cas said. “Let’s kill her!”

“What?” Ren asked, suddenly thinking though what she was suggesting.

“Yeah, stab her and drag her corpse back to show the others.”

“I’m… not just going to stab her in cold blood.”

“Why not? You not feeling well?”

“If you’re sick, we’ll just have Cas kill her,” Needy said. “Cas, bite her throat out.”

“Be right back,” the wolf said, standing up.

Ren grabbed her by the scruff and pulled the two girls closer. Shit! How was he going to explain this?

“We can’t kill her because… uh… death is too good for her.”

There was a pause and Cas’ face broke into a grin. “Go on!”

“What’s worse than death?” he asked.

“Dying twice!” Cas said.

“Uh… no.”

“Dying twice at the same time.”

“No! How would that even work?”

“Well… let’s say you set her on fire and stab her at the same time…” Cas said thoughtfully.

“No! Think!”

“Dishonor,” Needy said quietly. “She’s a priestess. We could dishonor her, and her goddess would abandon her.”

“Uh… exactly!”

“I like it!” Cas said. “So… how do we do that?”

Ren thought it over. Good question. “Think you can find those three goblins?” Ren asked Cas.

“Sure. Why?”

“You go get them and bring them back, we’ll work on it.”

***


Chapter 20   : Goody Two Shoes

While they waited, Ren crouched by the captive. Needy had picked up the sun-goggles dropped by the fleeing bristlehead goblin and wore them, sitting by Ren’s side.

Sitting cross-legged with her tied hands in her lap, the harfoot looked at him calmly. Despite nearly being molested by goblins and then bitten by a wolf, her expression was completely innocent. At the forest brightened in the morning light as the sun rose higher, she seemed to look around serenely at nature.

“I really must thank you, sir, for rescuing me from those dreadful goblins,” she said lightly. “It was most brave, most noble indeed. May I ask… are you some sort of elf? A halfsies perhaps, who miscegenated with a humin?”

Ren’s jaw tightened, this was the ruthless mercenary that had torched Larion like a dropped marshmallow? Thinking about the day the priestess and her companions had helped the Black Company destroy his life was making his stomach churn. She’d helped ruthlessly murder everyone in the Nethermire and still seemed… seemed like it didn’t even bother her.

Don’t be fooled by the cute act… If she could tell him where to find the elf he’d get his revenge.

“I’m Gudrun,” she said brightly. “Gudrun Bracebuskins. But you can call me Goody, everyone does. Well met.”

Ren puzzled through the archaic saexonish last name. A Brace was a pair of something, and buskins were footwear that came up to the knee.

“Wait… are you telling me your name is Goody Two-shoes?” he asked.

“None other!”

“Okay… Gudrun—” he refused to say her full name out loud. “Where are the Grey Geese? Your companions?”

“Oh, the Grey Geese!” Gudrun grinned, as if delighted by the mention of them. “Such brave souls, always off on some daring adventure to help the helpless. Why, just the other day—”

“Gudrun,” Ren interrupted, sharper now. “Focus. I want to know where they are. Now. I’ve been stuck on this surface hell looking for them.”

But Gudrun tilted her head, considering him with a smile that suggested she was having tea and cookies instead than being interrogated. “Oh, you must be so tired, working so hard. Have you eaten? I can make a lovely berry compote—”

Ren’s hand slammed down onto the ground beside him. “Listen,” he said, barely containing the frustration in his voice. “I’m not here to chat about fruit. The Grey Geese—where are they?”

Gudrun sighed, a sound of deep, genuine concern. “You do carry quite a burden, don’t you? I can tell by looking at you; always in the middle of conflict. Have you ever considered a more peaceful path? There’s so much good one can do without resorting to—”

“Enough!” Ren’s shout echoed through the trees, startling a bird into flight in the canopy above. He leaned forward. “If you want to help, then help me find them.”

The priestess met his gaze, her eyes wide and unblinking. For a moment, she seemed to study him, suddenly letting slip the curtain to reveal the ruthless priestess who’d invaded the Nethermire. Finally, she nodded, ever so slightly.

“You travel with a goblin… and a talking wolf,” she said. “And while you did save me from those beasts, I hear a whisper from Totonga that you mean no good to me or the Grey Geese.”

“I just want a chance to talk with them,” Ren smiled. Like asking which one of them wanted to die first.

“I have no doubt. But I’m afraid I just couldn’t say where they are.”

Ren was done messing with this bitch. Grabbing her arm he sank his teeth into her and injected her with venom. Not much… just enough. He’d experimented soon after arriving in this world, and it wasn’t so much ‘sleep venom’ as it was ‘class one controlled narcotics’.

Her eyes went wide as he bit her, gave a hiss of pain, then the harfoot’s features went slack, eyes rolled up and she gave a gasp of pure ecstasy before collapsing in his arms.

“Now… where are they?” he asked again.

She started whispering. Too low to hear.

“Speak up!” Ren said.

Needy’s big goblin ears twitched. “She’s praying! Quick, stop her!”

But it was too late. The incantation finished and a halo of golden magical symbols circled above the harfoot’s head. A moment later her eyes cleared, and she shrugged off the effects of the poison.

“Shit!”

“Totonga be praised,” she said with a sweet smile. “You see? Your efforts will not avail you. You should let me go now, before you waste your time.”

Ren growled. Where the hell was Cas?

The wolf showed up a minute later with all three goblins pissing their loincloths as she herded them like sheep into the dell.

“Okay, I got em, don’t know why though,” the wolf said

Ren jumped to his feet. “Bout time! Bring me one.”

“Which one?”

“Doesn’t matter!”

Ren threw the goblin on the ground by the harfoot then took the creature’s rusty knife and slapped the grip into the priestess’ hands.

“Kill him.”

“Why?” the priestess asked, amused.

“You don’t want revenge against the creatures who attacked you?” he asked.

She eyed the cowering goblin. “No. If I killed an unarmed captive my goddess would turn away from me.”

“Okay… fine. Kill him or I let him do whatever he wants to you!”

Now the priestess dropped the knife. “If you were going to do that then you would not have saved me the first time.”

Cas, with a roll of her eyes, decided to take matters into her own hands. She lunged at the nun, jaws snapping near her throat. “Shut your noise, bitch! Tell us where the Grey Geese are!” she barked.

The nun winced, eyes wide with fear as she tried to scramble away. But Needy appeared behind her, grabbing her by the hair.

“Don't lie to us! We know you know!” Needy screamed.

“I d-don't know anything about the G-grey G-geese!” the nun protested.

Cas lunged forward, sinking her teeth into the nun's last clothing – the loincloth - and tearing it off her.

"Don’t fuck with me, bitch!” Cas shouted, enjoying herself. “Tell us where they are!" she roared.

Terror filled the nun's eyes. “I don't know anything about the Grey Geese.”

“Liar!” Needy yelled.

“That’s your feet next!” Cas snapped her jaws at her bare feet.

“But I don’t!”

Needy, getting into the spirit of the thing, delivered a roundhouse slap across the nun's face. “You want to have any legs left?” she demanded.

“Yum, yum!” Cas licked her lips

“She'll do it too. Now talk!” Needy shook her by the hair. “Or I’ll… I’ll shove a burning pine branch up your butt!”

But the golden-haired nun was praying silently, eyes closed. “Totonga will protect me.”

Shit.

They stepped away where they could talk quietly.

“Too far?” Needy asked in goblish.

“A bit,” he replied.

“Shit!” Cas scratched behind an ear with her back foot. “I thought for sure that would work.”

Ren studied the priestess. When he’d taken some ancient Greek in school, they’d forced them to read Plato and Socrates. He barely remembered any of the moral philosophy, but he had one idea.

“Grab em all, let’s go back to camp,” Ren said. “I have something I want to try.”

***

An hour later Ren had rigged up a contraption outside the ruined shrine using some of the rope Plum had brought from the Nethermire. Bringing the blindfolded nun closer he pulled the cover from her eyes and showed her what he’d prepared. She stared, a look of disgust on her face.

“What have you done?” she asked.

Two goblins were standing with ropes around their necks, each tied to the tree branch above them, and stood on a section of log, precariously balanced. Set up on a slope above them was a log that, if released, would roll down the hill and knock the supports from under them, which would make them both strangle to death. The third goblin was similarly strung up, but his noose was attached to a log suspended upright by more ropes.

“Here’s the deal, sister,” Ren said, hands blistered and covered in dirt from setting this all up. The log at the top of the slope is held up by a thin string, which is going to burn through from this candle, any minute.” He showed her. “These two goblins will die if you do nothing, and you’ll have killed them.”

“Or…” Cas grinned. “Tell her the good part!”

“Or… you could pull this rope,” Ren put it in the nun’s hand. “If you do it will drop that big log in front of the other one and stop it from rolling down the hill. But… that log is attached to the rope around the third goblin’s neck.”

The priestess puzzled out the contraption, looking mildly annoyed.

“So, you kill one goblin to save the other two,” Needy said happily. “Or you let the other two die and only save one.”

“This is very complicated,” The priestess said. “But I could have saved you some time.”

She yanked the rope in her hand. The big log released, blocking the one that would kill the two goblins, and yanking the third one into the air with an audible KERACCK as his neck snapped. Then she quickly moved to the log and untied the dangling goblin. As the body dropped to the ground she prayed over him, another halo of magic light over her head. A moment later the goblin coughed and sputtered to life, getting up and rubbing his neck.

Fuck! The trolley car problem should have worked for sure.

“Hey, that’s cheating!” Cas yelled.

“You ruined Ren’s plan!” Needy yelled, hauling the nun away from the spluttering goblin.

“Comon, Needles, let’s show him how it’s done; you want to ruin someone, let a girl do it!”

Both girls glared at Gudrun and vanished inside the ruin.

“They seem to be quite devoted to you,” Gudrun said with a tone of surprise. “I would not have expected so much from monsters.”

Ren gave her a sour look and tied up the revived goblin again. “That’s the problem with you assholes... Monsters aren’t even people to you.”

“Well… they are not. They are monsters.”

“Says you. You know I saw what you did in the Nethermire. Killing, burning, looting… and you still call yourself a hero.”

The harfoot priestess went quiet, her face troubled. “The Nethermire? How do you…” she asked. Then as if convincing herself she looked away, chin up. “Totonga says it is just to bring destruction to those that deserve it.”

“So… what? They had it coming?” Ren snorted. “Well guess what, sister: we all got it coming. Even you.”

Just then Needy returned. And with her was a captive. Ren stared and so did the nun.

Fucking Lilac Quicksilver!

He almost went for his pistol before he saw that Lilac’s eyes were bright blue. The real elf had green eyes. It was Cas, in disguise.

“Did you think you were our only prisoner? Since you refuse to talk,” Needy said. “We must torture this elf instead.”

The priestess shot upright. “Lilac!” she blurted. “How? Are the others hurt?”

But Needy had wisely gagged Cas to prevent her from talking and giving her identity away. To his surprise, Needy tore the mimic’s clothes off, leaving her standing naked.

“Now, you can either watch her be violated in every hole in her slender body by Ren’s thick… throbbing… mouth-watering… perfect…”

“Uh Needy?” Ren asked.

“I mean horrible monster appendage!” The goblin girl flushed. “Or you can talk!”

Needy pushed the elf over a fallen tree and slapped her backside. “Okay Ren, get started!”

“Uhhhh… right.” Ren got up and approached. How far were they going to take this?

“Stop!” the priestess shouted urgently.

Shit! That was easy.

“So, you’ll talk?” Needy asked.

“No,” she said standing up and approaching. She held her chin up high. “Take me instead.”

Ren blinked. Shit.

“If you say so,” Needy said. And Grabbing Cas she started walking away. She whispered in Ren’s ear as she passed. “I would never normally say this… but… you have to take her innocence; she’ll lose her powers!”

Ren watched them go. Dammit, Needy. That’s not how it works! But try convincing the goblin of that. Now he was stuck; if he didn’t do something to the nun, she’d know for sure he had nothing but empty threats.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Gudrun asked. She bent over the log, hiked up her torn robe, and dropped her loincloth.

“You’re seriously doing this?” Ren asked.

“If I don’t then I break my oath to a friend!” the harfoot declared angrily. “Now get over here and ravish me!”

Welp… if you insist…

He stepped up behind her, running his hand over her round harfoot cheeks. At three feet tall, she was a perfect example of petite harfoot womanliness. Soft, thick thighs, round ass and wide hips, tits that – if she had been scaled up to humin size – would be the size of perfect round oranges. Sliding his hands inside the torn robe he squeezed her tits.

She jumped. “What are you doing?”

“Just making you more comfortable.”

“I shall never be comfortable with this,” she glared back over her shoulder at him. “Do not mistake this for enjoyment.”

“Fine.”

She bent over again, but at that height she’d be too low. He picked her up by the waist and placed her down on a big stone, on her back. Spreading her knees, she tensed. Not bad… a little golden treasure between her legs. He slid his fingers over her and she squirmed.

“N-now w-what?”

“I’m getting you ready. You’ll thank me later.”

And with that he bent over, spread her lips and stuck his tongue in her pussy. She let out a sharp yelp then clamped her mouth shut. She didn’t make another sound but by the time he was done licking her clit she was dripping wet.

He unbuttoned his trousers and his hard cock rubbed up and down her slippery slit. She whimpered.

“Its huge!” she said, eyeing the twelve-inch monster as it lay on her belly.

“Does that mean you want me to stop?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “No! Now get on with it-ow! Ow OW OW OWWWW!”

He’d forced the head of his cock to her opening and with slow steady pressure pushed until he was inside of her. The tightness was almost too much until it gave way and he was in. Her eyes flew open and she stared at him in shock, gasping for breath as he probed deeper. No way was he going to fit all the way…

It was then, when he was stretching her open, that the priestess got a strange look on her face. Suddenly she looked horrified.

“You!” she spluttered. “I know you! The imp! But how did you get so big?” she moaned.

“I told you then, I’m not an imp. I don’t think there’s a name for what I am now.” he began to ease in and out of her.

Ren bent her ankles back so her knees were practically touching her shoulders and she forgot all about it. Focussing everything on the giant cock stretching her open.

“H-how?” she gasped. “H-how could I h-have been s-so b-blind!”

Her entire body shook as he drove into her, the priestess panting and eyes gone wide as he touched off a zone so deep inside her she felt something she never had before.

She let out a loud moan before clapping both hands over her mouth.

“Did you say something?” he asked, driving into her a little harder.

“N-n-no!” she managed. After that she bit her lips until they bled but managed to hold her groans of pleasure behind her teeth. Ren grinned and gave her another solid minute of banging her g-spot before he came inside her.

Pinning her down, his swollen cock pumped inside her until she gave a squeal of protest. He gave a single yell as he released, feeling her insides squeezing him. When it was over, he slid his cock out on a small river of their mixed juices.

“A-are you done?” she asked, a slight tone of regret.

“I thought you wanted me to get it over with?”

She blushed. “W-well… I n-never said that. You could go a bit more…”

“Nah… I’m good.”

The harfoot looked like she hadn’t quite been expecting what she’d signed up for. Gasping and blushing, she managed to stand up on her third try. “My… aren’t you… vigorous!” she said, clearing her throat.

Was that a hint of desire in her voice?

“Well, I have that effect on women,” Ren said, smiling smugly. “Too bad that means you lose your…. Wait, what are you doing?”

“Praying,” she said, eyes closed. And to his shock she held her hands in front of her dripping wet pussy and a halo of glowing light formed there. After a moment it grew bright, and she gave a small hiss. “There we go,” she took a deep breath and made a satisfied sound. “Good as new!”

“Wait… what?” he repeated.

“I healed my hymen,” she said with a shrug. “You’re very clever, for a monster-boy, but I’m afraid that was never going to work. Do you think Totonga would forsake me for sacrificing myself in someone else’s place? No way.”

Ren stared at her. Fuck this… he gave up.

“What’s it like to be so perfect?” he asked in a growl. “Let’s get back to camp, the others will be waking up soon.”

“Others?” Gudrun asked, picking up her clothes.

“Yeah, you didn’t think I was the only one to survive being slaughtered at the Nethermire, did you?”

***

He left the goblins strung up, too tired to be bothered. Looping a rope around the harfoot’s neck he led her back to the Gurmak shrine. It would be hours before the sun went down. He left her tied up in one of the outer chambers of the shrine without a roof and moss-covered stone walls.

Needy and Cas – returned to her humin form – were waiting outside the main chamber of the shrine.

“Did it work?” Needy asked hopefully.

“She healed it.”

“Healed what?”

“Her maidenhood.”

Cas stared a moment then started laughing. “Bet you never thought of that one, heh Needy?”

But the goblin was staring in shock.

“Listen, I give up for now. Maybe Yaghed will use her as a chamber pot and that’ll work. I need to relax. Quick game of cards?” he asked the girls.

Cas and Needy both cheered up immediately. They’d taken to the game like gamblers in Vegas for a heater. The three of them sat at one of the big, flat stones to use as a table. Digging the pack of cards out of his pack, he shuffled the deck. Cas clucked her tongue to the blue slime and it waddled over and leaked a stream of clear, colorless alcohol into a wooden cup. The three of them took out their collection of coins, dried beef jerky, a couple jewels pried from Isinore’s comb, a potion bottle, a fancy dagger and whatever assortment of valuables they possessed.

Ren dealt and they played a few hands. And while they did the nun studied it intensely. She stared so hard it kinda put him off his game and he lost his potion of gaseous shape to Cas.

“What game is this?” Gudrun asked.

“I call it poker,” Ren said.

“It looks interesting. What a clever diversion.”

“Wanna learn to play?”

“May I?”

“Why the fuck not?”

As it turned out the priestess took to the game quickly. Cas poured three cups of moonshine and tilted the honeyed mix into Needy’s that the goblin liked.

“Might I try some of that?” Gudrun asked.

Needy glared but Cas poured her a cup. The nun drank it back in a few gulps and smacked her lips. Only a few minutes later, when she started to look woozy, she stumbled away and threw up. Cas peeked at her cards and showed them to Ren.

Finished puking, Gudrun prayed again, and the glowing halo cured the effects. “That’s poison!” she said accusingly.

“Basically, yeah,” Ren said, taking another sip.

“Why would you drink poison?” she demanded.

“It’s called having fun,” Cas said. “Look it up.”

They played a few more hands and Gudrun got more and more excited. After she learned the rules, Ren gathered the cards and dealt her out of the next hand.

“Wait, why can’t I play anymore?” she said, showing the first signs of looking upset all day.

“Well, we play for money, and you don’t have any money.”

“For coins?” she said, intrigued. “Well, my holy symbol or Totonga is made from silver. Would you offer me coins for it so I could play?”

Ren got a hint of something… intuition maybe. “Sure…” he said. “How does a hundred silver coins sound?”

“So much? That sounds amazing! Deal me in!”

Ren didn’t even have to cheat… much. In three hands he’d wiped her out. Polishing the holy symbol on his jacket he admired it while she looked crestfallen, realizing what she’d done: besmirched the image of her goddess.

“Sorry, sister. Deal’s a deal.”

“B-but I’m lost without the image of Totonga,” Gudrun said, trying not to sound desperate. “Perhaps if we played again…I might win it back.”

“But you’re out of money again.”

“Well…” she said. “What do I have you would trade for more coins?”

“I’d go as high as fifty coins… if you fucked me again,” he said, trying not to grin.

Needy and Cas shared a look. “Look how late it is!” Cas said and yawned. “I need to get some sleep before sundown!”

“Yes,” Needy added. “So tired. Must sleep.” She gave Ren a thumb’s up behind Gudrun’s back.

When the girls had left, Ren turned his attention back to the nun. This might get interesting after all.

She swallowed. “You expect me to… to do that… for fifty coins?”

“Not really. But I guess now we know how much money your goddess it worth.”

“Totonga is worth more than the riches of the world!” she declared.

“That’s now what you just said, apparently she’s not even worth fifty silver coins.”

The harfoot rallied after a moment. “This too I shall endure…” she said. “I honor my word… if you feel that it is correct to sully my maidenhood, going against all that is good and holy, simply to satisfy petty lusts I shall not break my word.”

“Sounds good.”

She looked vexed that her guilt trip had no effect. She rose and raised her skirts, bending over. “Do your worst, I shall simply heal my body again afterwords and it shall be you who has besmirched themselves.”

“Actually,” Ren said. “I was in the mood for something a little different this time.”

“Different how?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at him.

He stood in front of her and unbuttoned his trousers. “Your talk about Totonga intrigues me.”

“It does? That’s wonderful!”

“I was hoping you might bless my cock with your prayers. That I might not be so lustful.”

She stared at his huge erect cock a moment. “If you insist,” she said and began to pray over his cock.

“I can’t feel anything… get a little closer.”

She moved so her lips were practically brushing up against him “Oh, Totonga, show this heathen’s member the true path—” she continued.

“Little closer.”

She looked at him dubiously and moved closer, her mouth open around his dick without touching it, her hot breath warming the head.

“Closer.”

She obediently put his cock into her mouth. “Like lith?” she lisped.

“Perfect.”

As she began to pray her lips and tongue swirled against the head of his cock. Teasing at first but the longer it went on the more it turned him on. Ren gently guided her head down and on her own she began bobbing up and down, muffled prayers around his dick until two minutes later he suddenly let out a gasp of release and started shooting it in her mouth. The nun gave a surprised sound of alarm but didn’t stop at her task, working him in and out as the jizz filled her mouth and rolled off her chin. When they both finished, she sat back.

“I’ve never given a sermon like that before,” she said, wide eyed.

“First for me too. Another game?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

He staked her fifty coins and this time she played with a gleam in her eye. Determined to win. He bet small, losing on purpose for a few rounds, and as the manic grin covered her face when she collected her winnings each time, he smiled back.

“I like this game!” she exclaimed.

“I dunno…” he said reluctantly. “I need this money in case I need to buy food for my friends, I shouldn’t be gambling with it.”

“Oh, strange! When I win suddenly you don’t want to play anymore?” she frowned.

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

She bet heavily the next round and in a single hand he won back everything he’d lost so far. As she saw his winning hand the smile of her face crumbled and she started breathing heavily through her nose, face getting red, fists clenched.

“Welp, I should call it, get some shut-eye,” Ren said, preparing to pack up.

“Don’t you dare! Deal the cards!” she snapped.

He wiped her out in three more hands and when she’d lost everything, she threw the cards down on the table. “We go again!” she snapped, arms wrapped around her naked body. She’d bet the clothes off her back the last round and was in nothing but sandals.

“Well… if you really want to, I suppose we could come to some sort of dea—”

“Let’s do it!” she said urgently.

She practically pushed him down on the ground and yanked his trousers down.

“What’s wrong? Why isn’t it full of lust?” she asked, looking at his limp cock.

“You could try licking my balls… that should work.”

Few a few minutes she busily slurped and sucked on his balls, mouth dripping, until he was hard. Then positioning herself over his lap she aimed his head at her little buttery-blonde bush and with a small grimace, forced herself open around him. Gritting her teeth until he’d torn her hymen again and eased him as deep in her as she could manage. Damn… talk about keeping it tight.

Gudrun’s eyes squinted as she began to slowly rise and fall, riding him as his huge cock filled her little harfoot snatch.

“Owie-owie-owie,” she muttered.

“If you want to stop we don’t have to—”

In response she leaned forward, hands planted on his chest, her hair falling in a yellow curtain around him. She started rocking back and forth on him, working up speed. Making little pained noises at each thrust. Ren slid one hand between them, and his thumb slid over her clit in circles.

“Oh!” her eyes shot open. “That’s much better!”

“I thought it might be,” he smiled.

After that her pussy got slicker and slicker, her sounds pleasantly surprised instead of pained. Crouching over him she rode his cock like a racehorse, bouncing harder and harder, until her little boobs jiggled and her hips shook and she let out a small scream as he felt her flood hot around his cock. He let himself go, pounding up into her, and shot his hot milk inside.

Her eyes looked a little glazed, body flushed, and a silly grin covered her face. “What was that?” she asked happily.

“What was what?”

“It… it felt like a sneeze and tasting the most delicious sugar-pie and chocolate custard dessert and bouncing up and down on a bed all at the same time!” Then she looked down at him. “More cards!”

He buttoned up his trousers and shuffled the cards before sliding silver coins back across the table towards her. “Spot you the usual amount?” he asked.

Looking up he saw the nun had a confused look on her face. Not exactly upset… more… perturbed. She was praying and holding both her hands over her belly, and a few sparks of healing magic came out, but the healing prayer didn’t work.

“Problem?” He tried to sound like he hadn’t noticed.

“Hmmm? Oh, nothing!” she said with a sunny smile, pretending her spell had worked. “All intact, once again. Virtue repaired. Innocence ready to go! Now deal.”

“Drink?” he asked, pouring two cups of the sweetened liquor.

“Don’t mind if I do,” she said.

He watched her pray after each sip and saw the detoxification healing prayer completely fail. Looks like whatever favor she had with her goddess was failing fast. After a cup she was flushed and tipsy. And after losing the game completely broke again, she gave him a knowing wink.

“Same rulz as lash time?” she said and lifted her skirts.

He fucked her on top of the table, card and coins scattered as she spread her legs eagerly and wrapped her ankles around the small of his back. He thrust into her, and she gave a sigh of pleasure.

Nope… for sure not a virgin this time.

As they fucked, she nuzzled his neck with her mouth, one hand grabbing her own boobs, the other holding onto him for dear life.

“Pile drive me with that big uncircumcised monster appendage!” she groaned breathily. “Harder! Harder!”

He was so deep his balls were slapping her ass and as they fucked, messy and slippery and loudly coming together, Gudrun screamed her orgasm.

This time when they were finished, she winced visibly as she stood up and muttering a healing prayer, nothing would come out. She shook her fingers in annoyance and tried again. Not even a spark.

“I hate to see you in pain,” Ren said. “If I bite you, you won’t feel hurt. Let me ease your suffering.” Gambling, desecration, wanton sluttiness, drunkenness… and now she’d be a dope fiend too.

But to his surprise, the nun cupped his face with her hand, smiling drunkenly. “So, I have won,” she declared.

“How’s that?”

“I knew there was good deep inside you… and I needed only let you touch the good, you know… deep inside me… and you’d be, poof. Not evil!” she giggled. “Do not feel ashamed,” she said suddenly serious. “I would never evil-shame you!”

“Same here,” he said. “Thank you for being so generous.”

He sank his teeth into her neck and the narcotic venom flooded into her system.

“Ohhhh…” she said breathily, eyes fluttering. “That’s niccccccce…”

She went limp in his arms and he covered her up in her priestess robe and lay her on the ground.

“Theres no more pain in my holy gate…” she said sleepily.

Aaaaand, she was out cold. What a weird fucking day…

He got dressed, collected the cards and his winnings, then wrapped her in a cloak and carried her into the shelter of the shrine. Finding a dark corner he lay her down, made a pillow of his satchel, and went to sleep himself, exhausted.

He woke up and it was night. Startled awake with Cas standing over him. He rolled over and saw the harfoot was missing.

“Shit!” he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, bolting up. “We have to find her!”

“Uhhh, Ren?” Cas said, standing there with a smile on her face. “You can relax… you might want to see this.”

He followed her deeper into the shrine where firelight and noise were coming from the central chamber under the spider silk tent. He heard the whistle and singing before he got there, and stepping through the arched doorway to the campsite, stared at the entire expedition clapping and singing while Plumbob played a merry gnomish tune on a tin whistle.

And standing on the altar stone of the old temple, hopping up and down dancing a jig to the tune, was Gudrun. She was buck naked, golden hair undone and swirling around her like a pro-am stripper. A cup of moonshine was in one hand, a lit cigarette in the other, she was gyrating on the altar.

“Who wants to bet I can do a backflip off this rock and land on my feet!” she shouted.

The company laughed and tossed coins to encourage her. Geezus… might as well be slipping singles into her g-string.

“Okay here we go!” she shouted happily. Gathering herself she jumped backwards, lost her footing, and ate it completely, falling flat on her face.

Harfoots gone wild.

She popped right back up, laughing. “I didn’t feel a thing!” she shouted.

“Might’ve sullied her innocence a little too much,” Cas said and clapped him on the back. “Good going!”

***

She partied until she passed out and Ren watched with satisfaction. They’d had to go the long way round to dishonor her, but they’d got there in the end. Watching her actually made him smile a little, and thinking about the tiger she was once he got her motor going made the grin go wider.

Don’t forget… she’s your enemy. You’ve destroyed her, and that’s all well and good, but she doesn’t deserve your sympathy.

The smile slowly faded. True enough. He’d get her to talk, reveal where to find the Grey Geese…

Tomorrow, maybe… yeah. No point in spoiling everyone’s celebration.

She was miserably hung over the next morning, covering her eyes from the daylight like a goblin, throwing up in a corner, hair disheveled, covered in mystery bruises.

“Oh, my Goddess Totonga,” she prayed. “What have I done? Forgive me and take me back to your bosom!”

But even after praying for hours, not a single spell worked. Totonga had cut her off. And when she finally accepted it, sitting miserably wrapped in the rags of her robe, he brought her some fresh water and a salted biscuit. For a moment she looked like she was about to refuse, then, as Ren could almost see her physically break, she drank the water and nibbled on the biscuit like a mouse.

“Are you ready to talk?” he asked her.

“Last night,” she said. “We… you and I…”

“We sure did.”

She winced and blushed.

“Don’t take it so hard,” he said with a smile. “Now you’re just like the rest of us.” Well… maybe not like Needy.

She nodded, curling her knees to her chest. “You may find it strange, but that is not what troubles me the most,” she said.

“Oh?”

“Last night I sang… and danced… and drank and laughed and I think I may have made out with an orc…”

“Yeah… Yaghed lost a bet.”

“They were… friendly.”

“Well yeah, you were the life of the party.”

“Until that moment, I had never considered that monsters could be friendly. Could dance and laugh and have friends who care about them like the goblin and the shapeshifter care about you. It is not my actions last night I now regret… it is my actions before… killing your kind like insects.”

Ren stared at her. Shit… not what he was expecting. He let her talk.

“You’re looking for the Grey Geese. You want revenge. I cannot blame you.” She looked him in the eyes. “They are likely headed towards the Elderwood,” she said softly. “They mentioned a rising darkness there, something about a corrupted grove.”

Ren exhaled slowly, the tension in his shoulders easing a fraction. “Was that so hard?” he muttered, more to himself than to her.

Gudrun simply nodded. “I will advise you one more thing. Anger is a heavy sword to swing. Revenge a noose around your own neck. Might I suggest—”

Ren held up a hand, stopping her mid-sentence. “Save it, Gudrun.” He stood, staring up at the trees, his mind already racing ahead to how he’d find them in the Elderwood.

“Know anything about the Elderwood?” he asked her.

“Yes… don’t toy with it. It’s a big place. You’ll never find them.”

Ren thought it over then glanced back to Gudrun. “Where were you supposed to meet them? After this, how were you going to find them again?”

“Oh… back at Fort Lupin.”

Fort Lupin… that was Frankish for ‘wolf’. The bandits said they had been attacked by the Grey Geese at the ‘wolf house’… it was starting to make sense now.

“When?”

“We were to meet in four days, that was two days ago.”

“Can we make it there by then?” Ren demanded.

The harfoot looked like she wanted to say it was impossible, but she nodded. “It’s a day away, probably, less.”

That was it… Ren could almost taste it; it was so close. Two days and he could get the Grey Geese, catch them with their pants down and gripping their ankles… two days and he could kill Lilac Quicksilver.

I’m going to get her for you, Kyra…

“Ren…” Gudrun asked.

“Huh?” he looked at her. She was too shy to meet his eyes.

“Would you, perhaps… bite me again?”

***


Chapter 21   : Like a Real Girl

The nights were short this time of year, so they left for Fort Lupin before sunset to give themselves enough time to reach it before daylight. They muttered curses and prayers at the vanishing ‘sky creature’ as it set in the west, and nothing Ren could say would convince them it was anything otherwise. They’d packed and were ready to leave when Nim squeaked for their attention and showed them the unconscious form of Gudrun under a blanket. They tried everything from cold water to a poke with a sharp stick, but the harfoot refused to wake up. And since nobody wanted to carry the fallen-from-grace priestess, they abandoned her to sleep off her hangover in the shrine. Ren was the last one to walk away and Needy had to grab his arm and drag him.

“She’ll be fine,” the goblin said. Was she angry? Jealous? Monster girls made even less sense than humin ones.

The short hours of darkness meant they arrived at the abandoned fort just as the grey light of false dawn began to tinge the horizon in the east. Whatever fears they should have had about entering the strange fort were tossed aside. They’d rather face whatever was inside that the rising ‘sky creature’.

Fort Lupin was built on a bluff overlooking a small lake, and the supports were made from mortared stone with the upper two levels made from raw wooden timbers that had started to rot and grow moss. Unlike the Gurmak shrine, Lupin only dated back to the last Frankish-orc war less than fifty years ago and had been abandoned more recently than that, so it looked entirely intact from a distance across the lake. Closer, as they approached up the overgrown trail to the gatehouse, it was obvious it had been damaged. The palisade-type wall facing the lake had several broken logs and a gaping hole in the central keep.

Now that Ren knew gunpowder weapons existed in this world, he guessed it had been blown apart by cannons. And as they rounded the bend of the trail that led along the lakeside, Ren saw the half-sunken shape of a wooden ship crashed on rocks offshore. Sure enough, it had the stubby form of at least two cannons sticking out of the water.

Had this sort of freshwater naval fighting ever happened in the history of his own world? He had no idea. He seemed to remember something about invading Canada in 1812 to fight the British… but honestly he’d paid very little attention in history. He was beginning to regret it.

Racing against the daylight, they made their way in past the ruined gates – wooden doors knocked off their hinges, laying on the ground – and past the burned-out tower on the left and scuttling into the ground-level entrance to the right-hand tower. Like mice running along baseboards for a hole.

Inside smelled like damp and rot, the surfaces covered in spider webs and the stone walls of the tower base closing in like cave walls.

The expedition immediately relaxed, feeling right at home.

They made a quick check of the tower interior, finding nothing but a few week-old giant rat corpses. A single, broken, grey-fletched arrow told them who it had been. Nim looked at them solemnly and Ren knew what he was feeling. The upper levels of the fort were sturdy enough, the foot thick beams it was made from resistant to the years of rot, but the roof had leaked, and the doors and window shutters were broken. It had access to two parapets that ran along the outer wall – one that led to the other gate tower and one to the main keep. Looking out the window at the central keep he saw it had a central square tower with two wings – the wing closest to the lake shattered and half-collapsed

Next, they went down into the tower basement.

The stone supports for the outer walls were ten feet thick and included a basement level that had been used for storage. As the sky began to glow with the rising sun they retreated down the stairs into the comfort of the subterranean room. Yaghed took the spot furthest from the door, made a circuit around the small room and found another door. It was swollen shut and took him several pushes to grind open, revealing a narrow tunnel beyond.

“Looks like it runs all the way along the walls,” Plumbob said. He was their construction expert.

“Think it leads under the keep?”

“Likely.”

“We should check it out!” Cas said.

“After dark,” the orc said and went to lay down on the damp ground.

“But its right there, and its underground!” Cas said.

“Go get yerself killed then,” the orc said, closing his eyes. “Tomorrow we scout the area, see if we can find a good spot to gank the humies when they get here.”

“Sweep?” Cas asked. “You’re a crazy weirdo with a deathwish, you’ve gotta want to go!”

“Sleep beckons me,” the kobold said. He looked about to collapse.

Finally, the mimic turned to Ren. “Please Ren?”

He looked down the tunnel. It had firing slits at intervals along the way, letting in some grey light.

“Just to make sure we know what’s at the other end,” he said.

“Yesss!” she hissed. “Let’s go, Needy.”

“Me?” the goblin asked.

But she followed Ren and Cas into the tunnel.

With the dim light from the gun loops and their eyes attuned to living underground, they could see well enough to follow the tunnel without a problem. Ren’s hand brushed against the cold, damp wall as he led Needy and Cas deeper beneath the ruins of the old fort. Bits of leaf debris and dirt had collected in the tunnel and their footsteps scuffed. Each step uncovered the smell of mold and rotting vegetation but under it was wet stone and a whiff of rust.

Despite the quiet, or maybe because of it, the three kept silent. Every soft drip of water or slight echo making them pause, checking if it was a hidden ambush. Gudrun had told them the Grey Geese would be here within a day, and for all he knew they might have already arrived.

The tunnel ended abruptly at a thick wooden door, boards two layers thick and reinforced with heavy nails. It was slightly ajar and had a barred viewing slit. Ren grabbed the bars and hiked himself up to look through.

“Anything?” Cas asked.

“It opens up… some sort of big space. Its dark. Cellar maybe.”

It took all three of them to push the door open. It gave way with a groan, revealing a large underground chamber. Ren looked at Needy and her big goblin ears twitched.

“Nothing moving that I can hear,” she said.

Ren took out the slime and feeding it a bit of sulphur it began to glow blue. It lit up the chamber to show dirt floors and arched ceilings held up by a half-dozen crumbling brick pillars. It was wide but the ceilings were low – probably uncomfortably low for a full-sized humin. There were a few broken clay pots, a smashed barrel, and the yeasty smell of grain long gone rotten. Storeroom, probably. Root cellar? No… it was too big for just that.

It had three or more doors and arched stone exits that he could see, each vanishing in shadows.

As they stepped inside, Cas inhaled deeply. “Smells like death,” she remarked. “Makes me homesick.”

The earth floors and low ceiling deadened the sound of her voice.

“You know… it kinda does,” he admitted.

Needy, however, wrapped her arms around herself, her face pale in the lantern’s wavering light. They hugged the wall, moving counterclockwise, and circled the room. They came up to some bricks and mortar broken and scattered on the floor, along with a hole in the wall. Shining the light into it, Ren saw a long, low arched chamber. Empty except for a few bits of rags.

“Wonder what it was?” he whispered.

“Mass grave,” Needy and Cas said at the same time.

“How do you know?”

“Duh, because it’s obvious,” Cas said.

He’d have to give them this one; they were the ones who’d spent their entire lives living in underground dungeons.

There were a few more doors leading into side chambers and by the time they reached the wall opposite the entrance tunnel, the slime light revealed an open-frame wooden staircase.

“We go up?” Needy asked.

“Let’s finish the sweep first.”

Passing the stairs Ren led them around the wall again, eyes scanning every dark corner and potential hiding place. Then they reached something that made them all stop. It was a closed door and it had been battered and chopped by someone trying to break in. And recently. The splinters of fresh wood showed clearly white against the aged grey surface. It was reinforced with heavy iron bands. Someone had tried their best to smash it down, then given up job half finished.

“Do you think it’s treasure?” Cas asked, giving the door a push. It didn’t budge.

“What makes you think it has treasure on the other side?”

“Why else would someone lock it? If they don’t want me to get in that bad, then I want to get in even more!”

Ren stepped back, looking around the doorframe. “The real question is, why would they stop?” he said, running his fingers over the gashes in the wood.

No sooner had the question left his lips than they got an answer.

“Someone’s coming!” Needy jumped, putting her back to the wall.

The sound of shuffling, dragging feet was getting closer. More than just one set. Growing louder. As Ren held up the slime to provide more light, he saw shabby figures converging on them out of the shadows from the center of the room. Dead men. And not fresh either. The yellowy skin had dried and clung to their skulls and exposed flesh, making them all look emaciated. They wore clothes – stained and rotted from the decomposing of the bodies – that looked like the remains of uniforms; once-white shirts, long coats that had been blue and were now faded to grey, canvas leggings like chaps that buttoned over the knee, and even a few belts that held empty sheaths or cartridge boxes. One poor bastard even still wore a rusted breastplate with a huge hole blown in it.

Dead soldiers. If he had to guess, at least twenty years old from the Frankish-orc wars.

The dead shambled into the dim light; their eyes hollow, bony hands raised to grab them. Needy hid behind Ren but Cas cracked her knuckles and dropped to all fours, changing shape into a small statue of a stone lion.

“All right! Looks like we found the welcoming committee,” she said happily.

“Shit!” Ren’s eyes darted back and forth. “They don’t move very fast, maybe we can make a break for the tunnel.

Needy frantically patted him on the arm and pointed for the nearby stairs. They were closer.

“Okay, the stairs… I’m gonna try knocking them down with magic—” the sonic boom of the thundersmite spell Larion had used against the invaders in the alchemy lab wouldn’t be a bad choice. “Then we run for the upper level.”

The cold damp of the underground chamber suddenly felt like it was suffocating him. The stench of decaying zombie filling his nose. The void-run pulsed in his hand and his arm shook as he lifted it towards the undead. This was risky, but he had to get better at using the magic sometime.

Focusing all his mental energy on the rune, willing the chaotic magic to form, he started to recite the incantation.

"By thundres myght, I conjure thee, Wal of sounde and furie, to me!"

But as he channeled the energy, a sharp pain seared through his arm like a river of fire. The rune's power, slipped from his grasp, literally, and Ren ground his teeth, trying to regain control.

Too late.

The magic exploded outward in a black zig-zag of lightning, missing the zombies completely and bursting against one of the room's brick pillars.

The pillar, unable to withstand the force, shattered, sending chunks of brick and dust into the air. That managed to take out one zombie as a flying brick caved in its skull, but the rebounding magic in his arm spun Ren like a top, tossing him back against the rough stone wall and sending Needy to the ground. The back of his head smacking against the stone and he saw stars.

The impact sent a spike of pain through his skull, but it was nothing to the agony of the magic overload inside him. Gasping for breath, Ren slid down the wall, his vision blurry, ears ringing. His arm, throbbed painfully, the rune making his hand numb.

But it had worked… sortof.

Needy's voice cut through his haze. “Ren! Are you alright?”

“I... I messed up,” he managed to say. “Get it right this time…”

“The rune—it's too much,” Needy said.

“Takle a rest, champ, I’ll hold them off!” Cas said, lowering her stone lion head and preparing to charge.

“No, I got this!” Ren said, and climbing to his feet he raised his arm, palm towards the zombies to try again.

They were closer. Five of them. Sightless eyes focussed on him. And as he started to make the incantation again, the rotting soldiers stopped. Ren stared. Zombies didn’t feel fear. They were mindless. Just like animated skeletons, they didn’t think, they obeyed.

And then the five undead creakily bowed their heads and saluted. Remained that way. Like they were at parade rest in front of a general.

Cas paused. “Hey… hey what did you do?” she asked.

“Nothing!” Ren replied.

“Well, you did something, ‘cause look!”

“I didn’t even get a chance to cast another spell!” he insisted.

“Ren,” Needy said, holding his sleeve. “Your hand.”

Ren turned his palm and saw the void-rune was alive, like a snake flowing under the surface of his skin. Experimentally he showed it to the zombies again.

“Turn around!” he ordered.

They shuffled to face the other direction.

“No wayyyyy!” Cas said in awe. “You can mind-control zombies!”

“Zombies don’t have minds,” Ren said. “They’re just… reacting to the rune.”

He started giving them orders and they followed each one. Had them marching up and down the chamber, then dancing the chicken dance. One flapped his wings a little too energetically and his elbow fell off.

“Who says you’re a grumpy loser who can’t make friends!” Cas had transformed back to a girl and patted Ren on the back.

Ren left the undead at ease and, making sure they stayed that way, they were safe to check out the rest of the room. There was a half-dozen more zombie corpses – un-corpses? – in the middle of the room. Freshly destroyed after someone hacked them to bits. They found one of the rooms still stacked with tools: shovels, mauls, picks and prybars, probably left over from the construction of the place. Finished exploring, Ren returned to the zombies and the battered door. Checking out the pillar he’d accidentally blasted he saw that with it damaged, the structural integrity of the ceiling looked in rough shape. There were cracks in the brick arch work above, and small stones and debris had fallen down.

The void rune simmered in his palm, a reminder of the dangerously uncontrollable power.

Then turning back to the remaining locked door, he spoke to the zombies.

“Hey fellas, grab some tools and open this door for me, would ya?”

Working together they used prybars to wrench door down in a few minutes. It gave one bang as wood snapped and iron bent then fell out. Ren winced at the noise but nothing he could do about it now.

Inside the room he found the door had been barricaded from the inside, and three dead men. Two of them had slit throats and the third looked like he’d died of thirst, surrounded by three empty water bottles.

How long did it take to die of thirst? Days at least. Examining them he decided they looked familiar.

“Is it me or do these bodies look like the bandits we found at the shrine?” Cas asked.

“Yeah, this is them.”

“What happened?” Needy asked.

Ren looked around, then back out to the zombie bodies. There was fresh blood on the ground – a lot of it – but no dead bandits. That meant someone other than bandits had fought the zombies, someone who took their fallen with them. He searched the zombie bodies and finally found what he was looking for. The broken stub of an arrow shaft stuck in a ribcage. Using an axe, he cut it out of the dead flesh and examined the broadhead. It looked a lot like the ones Lilac Quicksilver used.

“The bandits were using this place as a base,” Ren said. “Probably in the upper levels. Then that bitch and her troops show up and start killing everyone.” He turned to the room with the three dead bandits. “Those three try to escape, maybe they’re heading for the tunnel, who knows. But they lock themselves in the room. Then the dirty birds track them down, try to break down the door and that wakes up the dead soldiers down here. There’s a fight, they lose at least one guy, carry away the body and retreat. Forget about the three bandits. Only now these three are trapped down here and can’t get past the zombies.”

“And they run out of water,” Cas finished.

“Seems like it. One kills the other two, probably so he could take their water, and eventually dies of thirst anyway. Poor bastards.”

“Yeah… poor bastards,” Cas said.

She and Needy shared a look then raced each other to search the bodies.

“I call dibs on that one!”

“Nuh-uh! No fair!”

Well at least they didn’t want to eat them…

***

They decided to check out the upper levels and didn’t find anything else alive… or un-alive like zombies either. Nobody was home.

The next level up was a stone-floored basement, with a jail cell, vault, and something that might have been an armory or powder room. There was one room that looked like it had been a wine cellar – cool and dry – with a lockable door. It had been turned into someone’s luxury bachelor pad, with a bed, tables, chair, cupboard stocked with edible humin food and a collection of items that looked stolen.

Down one tunnel they found a rusty iron gate – nearly torn off its hinges – blocking the hall. Beyond it was a den for some seven-foot hairy huminoids; all dead and all missing their right ears. Needy said they were cave-goblins, and she’d know so he didn’t argue. The biggest, meanest goblins, they were hardly goblins at all and lived in small packs, like wolves. These ones had been making their home in a secured wing of the underground chambers and even had their own escape tunnel.

“They never stood a chance,” Needy said, standing over the bodies of the cave goblins.

“I thought you said bristlehead goblins were your enemies?” Cas asked, sniffing around the room.

“They are,” Needy said sadly. “But they were slaughtered, just like at the Nethermire.”

“Sorry, Needy,” Ren patted her on the shoulder and for once she didn’t accuse him of trying to cop a feel. “What can we do?”

“I want to lay them to rest. I need to be alone for the Shimmering Snail’s death ritual… outsiders can’t hear it.”

“We’ll give you some space,” Ren nodded to Cas.

“What? I don’t get to see the forbidden death ritual?”

“Cas!” he raised his voice.

“Fine… I’ll just have to find something better to do.” Her eyes lit with mischief and suddenly Ren felt a chill.

But the mimic vanished upstairs, leaving Ren to explore on his own. He returned to the small apartment and looked over the items scattered on the floor – it had obviously been searched once before. He guessed it was the bandit leader’s private quarters.

Whatever high-value items the bandit had collected, the Grey Geese had probably taken all the good stuff already. He found a dagger with an empty setting for a jewel in the hilt – not worth much anymore but a decent blade. There was a necklace made out of bronze coins that he set aside since Needy might like it. Same went for the silk cloak, possibly stolen from a noble's carriage, dyed a rich blue. There were a pair of gold goblets but looking closer he saw they were only gold plated, a broken ivory comb – put aside for Needy – and a small phial of perfume. It stank like cheap eau de toilette a teenager might buy at a dollar store but was probably expensive in this world. There was a tooled leather belt he kept for himself, a fake magic amulet written in backwards latin to make it look exotic but otherwise useless, and a tiny music box that played a haunting tune when you cranked the handle. He examined the fine gearwork of the mechanism and decided to let Plum have it; the gnome was fascinated by clockworks.

Testing the bed, he found it was soft and the sheets more-or-less tidy. Well, it wasn’t exactly the Ritz but it was better than sleeping on the ground. Grabbing a mixed bag of raisins and nuts to snack on, Ren plopped down on the bed and closed his eyes for a nap.

He was just starting to drift off when there was a soft knock at the door.

“Huzzat?” he yelped, sitting up.

“Ren, I wanted to show you something.”

It was Cas. He relaxed, and immediately went from fight mode to pissed off. Couldn’t a guy get a moment of peace and quiet?

“Fine,” he grunted.

The naked girl that stepped into the room was definitely Cas – same big eyes, high cheekbones and pale skin – but the proportions on everything else was wrong.

And by wrong, he meant very, very right. Whatever annoyance he’d felt evaporated as he looked her up and down.

Cas had… filled out. The skinny, small-chested rascal she’d worn as a humin since the ceremony to get the man-rune had inflated in all the right places. Like the MILF version of Cas. Even standing there half-hidden by the door he could see the curve of her ass cheeks from the side. And her tits were perfect grapefruits with tiny pink nipples that seemed to roll in a perfectly synchronised way at the slightest movement. Hypnotising.

“Uhhhh…” he managed. “Something to show me?”

She stepped out from behind the door, exposing herself entirely. As she stood in front of him nervously, arms held shyly by her sides and chin down, she looked to see his reaction.

“Me.”

He swallowed and stood up. “That’s, huh… you changed?”

“Is this okay?” she asked. Then stepping closer she bit her bottom lip. “I know you say you like me for who I am… but I kinda want you to see me as a pretty girl too…”

“Uhh… yeah its better than okay…”

“Well don’t just stand there, compliment me! I spent all afternoon putting this look together.”

“You look… amazing,” he told her with a smile. “My mouth just started to water.”

She gave him a half smile. “Is that it?”

“Your tits are perfect,” he marvelled and cupped them in his hands. She smiled, biting her lower lip as he gently massaged them.

“That’s better,” she sighed. “But what about my ass?” She turned to show it off.

The curve of her hips to the cheeks of her heart-shaped backside was insane. He stroked it, and unable to stop himself he squeezed a handful, making her squeal.

“Goddam,” he said, watching it bounce. “I just want to…” he slapped her to see it jiggle.

“Hey!” she snapped, turning on him with bared teeth. “What gives?”

He grabbed her and pulled her close to kiss her hard. Soft lips open and slippery as she touched her tongue to his, forgetting to be angry.

“W-what about… m-my other lips?” she asked dreamily.

Still kissing her he used one hand to play with her tits and slid the other down between her legs. Still bare and smooth, the soft folds were slim and symmetrical. Almost too smooth to be real. He gently caressed her, and she gasped and moaned as his fingertips found her clit and it began to swell.

“We should fornicate like this!” she said, suddenly excited. “Quick… whip your giant out and plug up one of my holes!”

She wrestled with the buckle on his new belt then yanked his trousers down. Seeing he was already getting hard she smiled. She looked sideways at the bed then jumped on it, dropping to all fours, she wiggled her backside at him.

“Like this… right?”

He eyed her amazing ass. “Fuck yeah.”

In the ten seconds it took him to strip completely, Cas circled the bed like a canine trying to find the right spot to lay down, then lowered her chin to the bed and raised her backside. He was behind her, cock in hand, rubbing it up and down against the pale little pussy, then between her ass cheeks. She began to moan.

“Well this is hard on the knees… that seems like a serious design flaw for two-legs. What’s the point of doing it this way?” she asked.

He slid his cock inside her cunt, and as his girthy dick reached places it hadn’t before she gave a sharp inhaled gasp.

“Oh fuck! Oh my fucking… how deep are you?” she said in a high-pitched squeal.

Putting his hands on her hips he let out a long gasp of pleasure as her soft walls tightened around him, then slowly relaxed. Then unable to hold back, he started thrusting his hips, driving into her, chasing the intense sensation of her tight pussy.

“Your cock makes me feel good when you do that!” she said, like she was discovering a new breakfast cereal for the first time.

She panted like a steam train, faster and faster, until her sounds were so close together that as he pounded into her as fast as he could she started crying out like a steam whistle. Every yell held a tone of surprise, like she couldn’t believe it felt this good.

Grabbing her by the hair as he fucked her, she yelled “Oh fuck!” and bent backwards, incredibly flexible, until as he leaned over her, he was looking down into her upturned eyes, a look of absolute joy on her face

He sank to his full depth inside her and to his surprise she stretched to take it all, flexing and shivering and gasping “Yes deeper!” at every inch. Until he was somehow balls deep.

“Ohhhh… fuuuuuck… you’re changing the shape of my pussy…” she gasped, eyes wide.

She might be a humin girl, but she was still a mimic on the inside.

Hips pressed to the soft curves of her ass, he started short-dicking her… short thrusts but so deep each one touched off a new shiver of pleasure for her.

She groaned as he pounded into her. “Fuck yes…. You’re rearranging my insides!”

Geezus… the thing about fucking a mimic is that she might actually mean it.

He moved faster, and faster, so deep her warm insides were holding him like a vice. And as he went harder she let out a cry of surprise, voice shaking.

“I’m quivering! I’m quivering on the inside!” she said, amazed. “Do that thing again!”

He fucked her for real then, winding back and driving his full length into her, over and over again. She started to breath faster, hyperventilating.

“Ohh fuck! Ohhh ffffuuuu…” her voice cut off as she went rigid, her cunt pulsing around him, and her eyes rolled up. He fucked her harder then, until she collapsed, going limp with her still inside her. Then a moment later when she recovered, she looked over her shoulder at him, wide-eyed.

“Ren… Ren…” she shouted, like she had something important she’d just discovered. “I just felt like I sneezed all over but it tingled… like… a lot…”

He started fucking her prone, pinned between him and the ground.

“Oh wow!” she exclaimed. “Ohhhh… w-w-wow! It’s start-starting again!”

“You just came,” he told her. “Congratulations.”

She started panting. “What?” she yelled. “That’s what you’ve been talking about?” she cried. Angled her hips up to meet him.

“Uh-huh.”

“It is way, waaaaay better as a humin…” she marveled. “Now all the time you waste trying to fuck everything that moves makes total sense!”

To thank her for the backhanded compliment he grabbed her hips and started thrusting into her. Making her body shake as he took control and made her shudder and moan and beg.

“Fuck yes! Please yes!”

And this time it took about half as long to make her build up her yelling until she was coming again, shouting and grunting so loud it could probably be heard on the surface. He gradually slowed down, giving her time to experience it, and she lay panting with her cheek pressed to the sheets. Then, suddenly, she reached under herself and he felt her fingers touch her pussy where he was still inside her.

“Hey, I’m leaking…”

“You’re supposed to do that,” he said calmly.

“Really? You don’t mind?”

“I like it that way,” he assured her, feeling the warm, wetness of her melting around him.

“Okay,” she sighed happily. “Because there’s a lot of it… like… a lot a lot…”

He leaned forward, grabbing her tits and feeling their weight as they dragged against his palms. She liked that too. She twisted at the waist, managing to turn and kiss him as he pressed to her back. She was groaning with her tongue out.

Heh… Cas liked to pretend she knew everything, but it was all just an act. Kissing her, he felt a warm glow knowing he’d drilled down to find the real Cas. The innocent one buried under the tomboy exterior.

“Fuck me hard again, you pussy!” she moaned.

Or as innocent as Cas could get, anyway…

He grinned, slowly began moving inside her again. She was wet as a slip’n’slide, eager as a beaver, and he let himself start to pound her roughly. The harder he went – grabbing her hair, squeezing her ass, even grabbing her by the neck – the more she wanted.

When she started to come again it was like she’d decided to go harder too. “FUUUUUCK… YESSSSSSSS!” she screamed.

It almost made his ears ring, and he imaged Needy hearing it and freaking out.

“You’re being way too loud!” he told her, covering her mouth. She bit him. “Ow!”

“I wouldn’t – pant pant – be so loud – pant pant – if you weren’t – pant pant – fucking me so hard!”

“I wouldn’t fuck you so hard if you weren’t so fuckable,” he told her and started driving in faster.

“You’re so right… I am pretty fuckable…” she laughed between moans.

He’d lost count of how many times she’d come, but as he drove her to the end one more time she started howling like a monkey.

“Ooooh-ooh-ooh…. Aaaah-aah-aah!” and screamed as he touched off an explosion so intense that her entire body turned a glowing red, lit from inside so he could see her bones and organs in shadow.

“Fuuuck… yeah… come in… come in me…” she babbled between moans.

He hammered into her like she was a timebomb that would go off any second, making himself come so aggressively his cock reduced her to mumbling and yelling. And boiling up from the base of his cock he started to come, like a fountain going off inside her. Both of them yelling.

“Fuck!”

“Yes!”

“Ahh!”

“Ohhh!”

“Take it!”

“Give it to me!”

Until his surging cock had emptied into her and he balanced against her arched ass cheeks like a frozen statue. And with a final gusting sigh of release, he collapsed on top of her. Cas wasn’t moving.

She lay there, serene as a lake, beaming like a cheshire cat.

“Are you okay?” he asked as she just lay there.

She turned her head towards him, smile widening, but it was like she was in slow-motion. “Goo-ood,” she managed a single word. Like a kid’s toy with the battery almost drained.

The only sign that she had just been completely annihilated by orgasms was the slight tremble to her fingers as she dipped between her legs and came up with a dripping white handful of come.

“Done… so… soon…?” she complained.

“You little…” he grabbed her and rolled her over, spreading her legs and sliding his dripping wet cock against her opening.

She laughed. The whole thing an act. Giggling as he fell for it.

“Holy ffffuck! That was fun!” she gasped, laying there, body flushed, chest heaving. “We’re doing that again!”

She jumped up and swung herself on top of him, sliding her sopping pussy up and down the shaft of his cock.

“Listen… Cas… I’m glad you like it…”

“I really do!” she nodded enthusiastically, biting her lips together.

“But…” he continued. “You might want to take it easy in your humin form the first time.”

“Nuh-uh!” she shook her head. “This is waaaay more fun as a humin girl… What is Needy even thinking trying to stop herself?”

Despite telling her to pace herself, Cas insisted he bang her to the finish line five more times in a row, until she was too dehydrated to move and couldn’t physically get on it anymore. Truth be told, even his hyper-aggressive sex drive was starting to sense a limit.

Finally, he pushed her aside as she shivered and panted, dripping several types of body fluids.

“Fuck me…” he sighed. She was a sex tornado.

“I thought… you said… no more?” she gasped.

“Its just an expression,” he told her. How long had they been at it? And hour? Two? Needy must have noticed by now… “We should get going… see what Needy’s up to.”

She looked at him. Her expression serious.

“You like Needy.”

“Well… yeah.”

“No, I mean you liiike her.”

He stared at the ceiling, suddenly relaxed and philosophical. “I lost everything in the used-to-be. Felt trapped in this world… I used to worry about the blood sacrifices and black magic and torture… but then I guess I just decided, hey, none of it really matters anyway.”

He looked at her. “I know I haven’t been a good friend for the last few months… that I let you down because I was preoccupied with Kyra. And If I’m being honest with myself, I’m still being a bad friend going into danger to get revenge, and dragging you two with me. But yeah, I like Needy. And I like you. More than I ever thought I would. So much that sometimes I wish I could just… let Kyra go. So we could live a normal life. Does that make sense?”

Cas reached out, eyes welling with tears and cupped his face with her hand. “I meant you want to fuck her.”

Ren blinked. “Oh…”

Then Cas kissed him. “I don’t know any mimic who has ever felt the things I feel,” she said softly. “I don’t know if we’re even supposed to. I like you too, Ren. And I’m glad you like Needy. She’s special. Anyway… what is ‘a normal life’? I like this one, with you and Needles.”

She sighed and rolled over, climbing off the bed. “You’re right. Let’s go find her.”

She took a few steps, and her eyes went wide. She grimaced painfully and started walked on her toes, moving stiffly and carefully.

Well… every girl has to learn that lesson for herself, I guess…

***

Needy had dragged the cave-goblin bodies as far as the dungeon and laid them to rest there. They found her praying over the pile of distant relatives and only slowly blinked out of her trance.

“We’re exploring more,” Ren said. “Coming?”

“Sure,” the goblin said. Then she looked at Cas walking gingerly. “Are you hurt?”

“Who, me? Never better!” Cas forced a smile.

The level above the dungeon had daylight and Needy put on the slit-visored sunshades they’d taken off the bristlehead goblins back at the shrine. Emerging up the stairs they were inside the timber-framed level with weak morning sunlight filtering in from the small windows. The level had a meeting hall with heavy wooden doors to the courtyard that were still closed, and about eight or ten dead bandits. The men had been dragged into a line to count, then left to rot. Clearly the central hall of the keep had been their campsite and had bedrolls, cooking fires and a few weeks of supplies if you didn’t mind sweeping the dried beans and wild rice off the floor.

There were two wings that led off the central keep in an L shape. One wing had mostly collapsed, and the level above crushed whatever was below. The other wing might have held prisoners or loot at one time, but they were empty now – bare wood walls, empty fireplaces full of cold ashes.

They followed the stairs from one side of the great room to the upper level. The windows were a bit bigger there, and the rooms brighter, so Needy stayed by the stairs. Ren and Cas searched the chambers, finding a few bits of furniture – desks, broken chairs, even a four-poster bed – and a couple dead monsters. Just like the Nethermire, Lilac and her pack of murder hobos had killed everything that moved – from the giant doombat to the rats with a nest in the walls.

The central building had gun loops facing the courtyard below, and so did the intact wing. The second story had a door and iron gate that opened onto the parapet back to the gate house where the rest of the expedition was hiding. The upper level of the collapsed wing also had a door that led to the parapet overlooking the lake-side wall of the fort, but most of the upper-level floor had collapsed, and it creaked dangerously as he and Cas crossed it.

Standing on the wooden parapet – some of the tops of the wooden log palisade sheered off long ago by cannon fire – Ren looked out over the morning sun shining on the lake. Birds darting across the sky. Water rippling gently and lapping against the sunken hulk of the boat. If he didn’t turn around, he could almost convince himself he was in his past life, at a lakeside cottage, about to enjoy a fresh coffee and big breakfast, spend the day jet skiing or diving with his friends and some cute girls he’d invited for the weekend.

Fuck it.

“Wanna go for a swim?” he asked the mimic girl.

A few minutes later and he, Cas and Needy had picked their way out through the broken wall, down the bluff to the water, and Ren stripped off his clothes. They watched him skinny-dip into the lake and as he submerged under the water he felt a calm and peace come over him. He laughed as he surfaced again, swimming on his back.

“Water’s great!” he yelled.

Needy, cloak held over her head like a parasol, unrolled her stockings and boots but refused to do more than wade in up to her knees. Cas, however, launched herself into the water naked with a hoot and a splash.

And immediately started drowning.

Ren rescued the girl – those years of lifeguard training finally paying off – and as they clung to the side of the rotting ship hull turned on its side, he scolded her.

“Don’t you know how to swim?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never been in this much water before,” she said, coughing out lake water. “It looked easy when you did it.”

“Aren’t you a shapeshifter?” Ren yelled.

She got a look in her eye and then grinned. A moment later she vanished under the water and a shark fin emerged, cutting through the lake. She made a jump into the air that the dolphins as seaworld would envy, yelling in glee, then knifed back into the water. While Cas swam through the lake like a rocket made of meat and bone, Ren floated on his back, lazily paddling through the water. Seeing Needy standing alone on shore he swam back and emerged to join her.

“Pants!” she squealed and averted her eyes.

Ren had been admiring her shapely green legs, Needy’s skirt pulled so high he could see the orange of her bush, and forgot he was naked. He sat down on the shore and draped a shirt over his lap and once she was sure he was decent she joined him.

“Keep that… thing… away from me,” she mumbled.

“I come in peace,” he said, not crowding her but sitting nearby. “You know I would never… be perverted… if you didn’t want it, right?”

“Why would I want you to be perverted?” she snapped. “And no, I know you handsome… degenerates! With your… your pelvic sorcery.”

"Is that seriously what's been bothering you?" he asked, his voice softening.

Needy's anger shifted, her becoming quiet and subdued as she looked down at her toes. "Not exactly," she admitted quietly.

“What is it then?” he asked gently.

“I suck at magic,” she admitted, her voice cracking with emotion. “I can’t even do real healing like that stupid Goody can… used to.”

Ren studied her for a moment. It made sense… Goblins didn’t have their own written language so not only did she need to learn magic, or just learn magic in another language, she had to learn the concept of reading and writing all at the same time.

“Give it time, Needy,” Ren reassured her. “You're doing fine.”

She burst into tears. “No, I'm not! I'm awful at magic, and I'm too slow. I won't learn anything,” she sobbed.

“So?” he asked.

Needy's sobs grew louder as she buried her face in her hands. “Then I'm useless, and I won't be able to help you. You won't want to be my grublink anymore,” she cried out.

Ren stared at her a moment and shook his head. “Needy, we're always going to be ‘grublink’,” he said, his voice firm but gentle. “It has nothing to do with whether you can use magic or not.”

Needy sniffled, her eyes meeting his. “You're lying,” she accused.

“I didn't even know you were a shaman until after the Black Company attacked,” he explained. “I don't need you to be a powerful shaman. I just need you to be… you.”

Needy sniffled again, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Promise?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Of course, I promise.”

Needy's reaction was immediate. She threw her arms around Ren's neck, pulling him into a tight embrace. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice muffled against his shoulder.

Well, that’s one crisis averted… he sighed internally, patting her back gently.

But then, without warning, she leaned in and kissed him passionately, her hot lips pressing against his with an intensity like they only had seconds to live. She bowled him over, rolling on top, making little eager moaning sounds as she dry-humped his leg and locked lips.

Fuck… she felt good, and somebody sure built goblins right if even their virgin priestesses were this good at kissing. But he’d bet he knew a thing or two that goblins didn’t.

First, he kissed her neck and her eyes fluttered as she nearly passed out from pleasure. Then gently kissing her eyelids he could feel her nipples go hard as glass. Then he made his way to her big green ears and her upper body froze while squirming her bottom against him. Interesting… it was like learning the controls of a machine where all the buttons were labelled in a language he couldn’t read.

Then blowing in her ear the goblin girl let out a yip-yip-yip sound like a lapdog and her head tilted back and her jaw dropped open. When he slid his tongue into her mouth to kiss her, she almost screamed into his mouth, eyes open wide, and pulled back with a ‘pahh!’ sound, a string of saliva trailing between them.

“Ren!” she said. “This is so sudden!”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes… but…”

“But what?”

She blushed. “I thought we were grublink.”

“We are.”

“Then why would you do this?” she said in confusion. “Unless… unless you would rather be gromble?”

Gromble? He’d come across that word in his catch-as-can goblish lessons among the monsters.

“Selected?” he asked.

“Mmmm, more like ‘chosen’ you would say in Frankish,” she said shyly.

“Well,” he smiled. “I’d like to keep doing this, so if that means I’m gromble I guess so.”

Her eyes went wide.

“What?” he asked.

“N-nothing… w-would you do it again?”

He obliged and for at least half an hour they made out as he taught her the wonders of French kissing. Although he might need to make a new name for it in this world.

‘Ren-kissing’ had a nice ring to it.

“Mmmmph,” she panted into his mouth. “Yes, fangdar!”

Fangdar?

The problem was the longer he kissed her, the weaker she got, until with a final drunken smile she gave him a saucy chuckle and kissed his nose before her eyes rolled up and she passed out.

“Needy?” he asked, not sure if she was actually about to go to sleep. “Needy?” he shook her.

She smacked her lips in her sleep and curled up into a ball. A moment later her thumb went in her mouth and she was busy sucking it as she slept.

Well… fuck. That figures.

Reaching out to take the goblin girl’s hand in his, she squeezed it tightly in her sleep. Then what she’d said came back to him. ‘Fangdar’ was goblish for ‘sire’. Was she calling him daddy?

“Hey! Hey guys!” Cas shouted from somewhere above them.

Ren looked up to see the mimic had scaled the broken wall and was standing on the parapet where the wall was sheered away and waving.

“Watch me!” she shouted.

“Oh, fuck no!” he had time to mutter before Cas used the platform as a high dive and jumped.

Sure enough, she spread her arms and legs out, about to belly flop from thirty feet. At the last possible moment, she changed into a bright pink crocodile and kersplashed into the water like a rock. The thick-skinned reptile took the hit without even noticing.

The noise jolted Needy awake, and she jumped up, looking around. When and the croc swam lazily up to them, waddling out onto the shore, she relaxed.

“How did I look?” the crocodile asked eagerly.

“Gold medal. Ten out of ten,” Ren smiled.

“Is that good?”

“Amazing.”

The crocodile threw itself on him and Ren prepared for the rough hide to scrape him raw, but she changed midleap and was a skinny, pale girl again, wet arms wrapped around him and laughing. Needy lost her mind, trying to pry them apart, and Cas dragged her into the hug until the three of them rolled around on the shore together.

“Relax for once, Needles!” the mimic laughed.

And to his surprise she gave in. Ren found himself in the middle of a goblin-mimic sandwich as the girls curled up on either side of him, Needy with her eyes squeezed shut tight, Cas snuggling with a contented grin.

What was a normal life anyway? White picket fence? 401k? Vacations in Cancun? All things considered, this wasn’t so bad.

But first he had an elf to kill.

***


Chapter 22   : Night Swim

Ren crouched low behind the crumbling battlement of the ruined keep. His hands were sweating. There were about a hundred ways this could go wrong, and a few that would go right, but it would all be worth it if he could just kill that elf bitch.

By the sound of it there were a lot of horses clattering over the courtyard stones below. They seemed to be dismounting, he could hear them talking among themselves. No idea what was coming. Ren risked a look through the firing slit on the inner wall of the keep that looked down into the courtyard. The Grey Geese were dismounting all right… and his entire stomach dropped at the sight.

Fuck! There had to be twenty of them! Instead of just the four or five he’d been expecting, there were a half dozen soldiers and three Adept-class wizards; not powerful enough to be a Hazard-class wizard, considered to be the equivalent of a magical weapon of mass destruction, but above the beginner Fledgling-class wizards. And they had a whole pack of harfoot warriors along for the ride. Goddam, what was this? A circus? But as the sun’s last light dipped behind the wall of the fort, cutting off the glare, he finally spotted her.

Lilac Quicksilver, the elven bitch who had ruined his life.

This was still doable… Once they were in the killing zone, the Grey Geese would go down. It just might take a little longer to go through so many of them. He glanced down again, seeing them lead their horses towards the fort’s old stable, stretching and complaining, a big knight in armor shouting orders. No sign they knew what was coming. Now all Ren needed was the rest of his companions to wait until the signal.

He patted Plum on the shoulder and the gnome jumped slightly. Then he yanked on the first of several ropes.

There was a sharp, mechanical click as the pin came loose. A heavy net, camouflaged and nearly invisible against the fort's ancient stones, dropped down across the gate, the weighted ends hitting the ground with a thud. For anybody who really wanted to get past it, the net wasn’t a real barrier, but it would keep them from riding their horses out.

Keep them in the killing zone.

In a small miracle, the three archers using captured crossbows had waited for the signal and now Yaghed, Sweep, and Boots fired down through arrow slits. Ren had never seen one of the weapons used before – assumed they wouldn’t compare to even a primitive firearm like the wheellock pistol – but one shot punched through a man’s armor to leave the fletched end of the bolt sticking up and the point out his back. The second shot missed entirely, skittering off the stone flagstones, and he thought the third had too, until two harfoots keeled over dead; the bolt has passed completely through the ribcage of one, then gone on to impale the second.

Shit! Not bad.

He remembered he was supposed to be shooting and cocked back the hammer of the pistol, bracing it on the lip of stone as he sighted down the barrel. At this range, with a gun this primitive, he wasn’t sure what he could hit, but luckily the Grey Geese were clumped together in the courtyard; if he missed a little, he was still bound to hit something.

He aimed for Lilac.

The BANG of the gun going off made his ears ring and a fogbank cloud of smoke immediately obscured the men below who were starting to yell and run around. A few moments later, as the yells and screaming from the courtyard started to rise, the smoke thinned enough to see he hadn’t hit the elf. He had pretty effectively killed her horse, though, and Lilac was crouched next to it, stroking the animal’s mane as it bled out with a bullet hole through the neck.

Then she looked up, her face a mask of rage, and for a moment he got the eerie feeling she was looking right into his eyes. She snatched a quiver of arrows and bow from her saddle-holster and nocked and loosed an arrow at the narrow slit windows where Ren was behind cover. Somehow, impossibly, the arrow found the tiny gap and snapped in half just inside the lip, gouging a fresh mark in the weathered wooden timber. Ren ducked back on instinct. Goddam, that was good shooting, especially in dim light.

He crawled to the next gap in the wall, not wanting to risk an arrow in the face, and looked down in time to see two soldiers, desperate to find cover, dart towards the door of the nearest side building.

Ooooh, bad idea!

A spike trap swung closed as they entered, impaling the first soldier on sharpened wooden pegs. More of Plumbob’s vicious little traps Ren had instructed him to make. One of Ren’s favorite Nam movies had a scene where the Viet Cong – underequipped, ragged and half-starved – took out a full American patrol by setting off a trap on a trail they were crossing, and when the soldiers went for cover, they stumbled into all the other traps set in the bushes around the trail. Worked like a charm.

That soldier who’d been impaled on the spikes wasn’t the only one. Two more of the Grey Geese were wounded by snares before they figured out that every door in the courtyard was rigged with a trap.

The big knight in full plate – Sir Regnal – was standing in the open, screaming at his own men. “Stand your ground, you spineless worms!” he bellowed, glaring at his men who ducked and darted for cover. “What are you, frightened children?”

The harfoot warriors, weren’t even listening. They’d run for the tiniest of spaces to hide behind, reminding Ren of startled rabbits

“They have us in a crossfire! Use the broken gate doors as a shield and we can cut through the net… regroup—” the high, clear voice of the elf warrior yelled.

It was the smart move… fuck, he should have removed the big broken doors. For a moment Ren panicked, his trap about to be ruined. But a moment later he knew he shouldn’t even have worried. Her suggestion was cut short by a dwarf.

“Quiet, elf! This ain't time for your woodland whispers. We need firepower, not fairy tales!”

Sir Regnal backed the dwarf without hesitation. “Enough talk about escape! I thought you were a warrior, not a woman! Prepare to charge. They expect us to cower, so we’ll give them hell!”

Most of Regnal’s command was too busy hiding. He had at least three wizards and instead of using them, they were hiding behind their horses.

Shit… he was supposed to be reloading. Ren opened the sealed wooden ammo box and reversed the pistol to start putting powder and shot down the muzzle. His hands were shaking… fuck. His own body was betraying him. During the attack on the Nethermire he’d been scared but had never considered hesitating. Of course, he’d been a magical born creature then… maybe the man-rune brought along huminity with it.

A sharp CRACK of a boulder hitting paved stone made him glance back into the courtyard. The crossbows were powerful, but way too slow to reload. During the planning of the ambush. they’d settled on something simple and effective: have Yaghed and the others start tossing rocks down on their heads. The stones – none smaller than a loaf of bread, started raining down, flung blind by his companions. He saw a horse struck on the leg and it went down screaming, leg broken, adding to the chaos below. Another soldier went down with a ‘gong’ sound of a rock crumpling his steel helmet.

Regnal was pissed. Standing in the open he went around, dragging men to their feet and shoving them.

“You fucking cornholes! On your feet!”

A rock struck him in the back and the man barely moved as the stone shattered and broke apart. Fuck… he was like a walking tank.

“Tommy! I want that door gone!” Regnal shouted, pointing at the double-doors that led off the courtyard and inside the ground floor of the central keep.

“With pleasure!”

The dwarf unslung the bronze sheet-metal tube of his primitive bazooka and dug out a pack with explosive rockets. Shit! He was going to blow the door.

Ren went back to frantically reloading the pistol. Ramming a wad and roundshot down the barrel, he grabbed the key dangling on a lanyard from the hilt of the gun to start winding the lock. It worked on coiled spring tension, when you pulled the trigger, a wheel spun and made sparks against a pyrite in the hammer haws. It took two tries to fit the key to the gun and begin winding – like an old-fashioned clock – he got three turns, feeling the spring tighten, when an explosion shook the building under him. He was too late.

A single glance down showed him the smoke and burning debris at the base of the keep tower. Regnal, held up a hand to shield his eyes from a shower of rocks and debris, his armor absorbing the impacts with a pots-and-pans rattling.

The dwarf’s rocket had blown the doors.

“Into the breach!” the knight screamed.

Of course, Plumbob had made a series of traps inside the door, and none of them went off. All damaged by the explosion. Ren watched with his stomach sinking as the knight charged inside. Faced with getting picked off in the courtyard or rushing the keep, the Grey Geese chose getting indoors, and they began to follow him.

Godfuckingdammit! Less than a minute and his plan was ruined. The Grey Geese were supposed to stay trapped in the courtyard and suckstart rocks until they were all dead, not avoid his traps and break into the keep right away.

“This is hopeless,” Noiraud hissed, perched on the wall beside him, seeing the damage. “Run for your lives!” she hissed and the cat bolted.

Shit… some of them were already inside. Way faster than he’d expected. His eyes searched the courtyard below, trying to spot Cas, ready to wave her off. But the mimic either didn’t see him motioning her back or didn’t care. A harfoot warrior emerged from behind a barrel to join his buddies, when the barrel suddenly grew a huge mouth of teeth and chomped down on his skull. There was a sickening crunch and a moment later the decapitated body dropped to the ground.

The other harfoots scattered, trying to get away from her and Cas spit the gory skull at their backs.

“Who wants a bite?” she yelled, laughing. Then with a retching sound she coughed up a wine bottle and spat it at them too.

It shattered on impact, spewing a sticky, flammable alcohol concoction Ren had prepared. Flames erupted when it met air, turning one of the harfoots into a walking candle. Satisfied she’d caused enough chaos, Cas dashed towards the gatehouse tower, changing shape as she went so for a moment the barrel ran on wolf legs.

She’d drawn too much attention to herself… Ren watched helplessly as one of the wizards raised his hands at her as she ran. Chanting, quick and sharp. It was too far to hear the words, but the effect was obvious: the fire spear spell. A stream of fire arced from his fingertips, chasing Cas’ tail as she jumped through the door into the gatehouse tower. The flames licked the ground then washed over the wooden doorframe, igniting the old timber, and pouring inside.

The structure lit up. Flames bursting out the windows and starting to consume to wooden upper stories.

“You fucking… fuck!” Ren growled.

He’d made two of the magical Molotov cocktails and digging out the second one without thinking, he stood up over the parapet and tossed it at the wizard attacking Cas.

The bottle smashed directly at the wizard's feet. Bullseye! In a moment the alchemical fire surged upwards, and in seconds, he was burning. His robes catching fire as he screamed and staggered back.

Cas would be fine… she’d get to the tunnel underneath and head back to the keep. Yeah… and then she’d run right into the Grey Geese.

The shouting from below as soldiers charged into the broken keep doors made him snap back to his current problem. They were inside, right below him.

***

“Them fuckers is inside!” Yaghed yelled, rushing past Ren on the battlements, unloaded crossbow in one hand. He glared at Ren like it was his fault.

Well… it was.

Ren had to slow them down; keep the soldiers from rushing their position on the upper level. Retreating inside the balcony to the keep second story, he moved to one of the recently sawn holes in the floorboard. It was only about six inches across, and Ren knelt to grab the wine bottle he’d left beside it. Risking a glance downwards he saw the rushing forms of the Grey Geese, probably spreading out to search the ground floor before they tried to rush upstairs.

Hope they liked a good old-fashioned skink bomb.

He dropped the bottle down, hearing it smash below. It was similar to the firebombs, except packed with more ingredients. It burst into flames when it shattered, and started to billow smoke. Ren quickly dropped a scrap board over the hole as the first wisps of the rising vapors made him gag.

The other ambushers were regrouping in the big chamber around him.

“That’s bought us a bit of time,” Ren said. “But they’ll be coming up the stairs soon.” He turned to the orc. “We need to move fast, set up the next line of defenses.”

“Bah, more tricks! Why hide? Let’s charge them now, surprise the lot of 'em! Right Bonsey?”

Boots didn’t respond, just started yanking back the string of his crossbow.

“That’s suicide!” Sweep yelled.

“Yeah, so they won’t be expecting it, will they?” the orc sneered.

“Fuck that, we’ve got to play this smart! We’ve got the home advantage; use the traps!”

“If you’re so fucking clever, why aint they dead already? How’s it working out for us with you being so smart?”

Ren gritted his teeth and stood his ground with the orc. If Yaghed went running off, the whole ambush was fucked. He could still pull this off if they stuck together. “We’ve already taken out a half-dozen of them… stick to the plan.”

The orc jabbed a finger at him “Fine, set your traps. But when they break through, yer fightin too!”

From below there was a sudden change in air pressure. Smoke and wind blown up between the floorboard gaps; the plank over the murder-hole was tossed aside and wind tore through the room, bringing a foul, suffocating stink. The monsters coughed and made faces, but it barely bothered them. After living in the closed, stinking air underground their whole lives, a stink bomb was nothing.

“What were that?”

“Wind spell,” Ren said. Of course… shoulda thought they’d do that.

A few moments later the sound of crashing, splintering wood came from the stairwell. Plum had filled it was anything they could find that wasn’t nailed down, trying to make a barricade that would force the Grey Geese to take it apart, leave them sitting ducks.

“Reload!” Ren pointed. “It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel!”

“Don’t try to tell me my business,” Yaghed stomped one foot into the crossbow’s stirrup and strained to bend the string back with both hands.

A soft sound—a nearly imperceptible creak—made both Ren and Yaghed look to the window. Crouching outlined against the dusk in the second-story window, a slender figure stepped down. Lilac Quicksilver, calmly watching them all, bow and a quiver of arrows held loosely in a practised grip.

“Well, I hate to interrupt such a spirited strategy session, but that plan won’t work. After all, here I am.”

“Ren!” Needy said. “Is that… her?”

For a split second he looked over his shoulder, expecting the elf had to be nothing but a distraction. Then he realized, she’s just that arrogant, she thinks she can take them on her own. He felt a chill go through his body. The last time he’d been this close to her, he’d been small enough the she-elf could pick him up with one hand. She was barely five feet tall, and still a foot taller than he was now, but the urge to charge her and choke her while beating her head on the wall was almost overwhelming.

“It’s her!” Ren snarled.

“Have we met?” the elf asked, a small smile in one corner of her mouth.

That fucking bitch… she hadn’t even bothered to remember them.

Ren let the energy of the void-rune free, immediately wincing at the pain as it spread up his arm like acid in his veins. One dead elf, coming right up. He was already chanting the thundersmite

"By thundres myght, I conjure thee, Wal of sounde and furie, to me!"

But his control was even worse than the last time he’d tried to use it. Black lightning crackled from his palm, missing Lilac entirely and instead arcing into the wooden wall near her. At the same time the backlash of the magic energy sent a shockwave through him, throwing him back onto the floor, his arm numb with pain.

The elf was already moving, tumbling and coming up ten feet away. Coming out of her roll an arrow was already nocked and aimed straight at Ren. As the bowstring snapped, Needy stepped in front of him mouthing a barrier charm that would protect her. But it cut off as she let out a choked cry of pain.

“Interfering goblin!” Lilac hissed, reaching for another arrow as Needy collapsed.

Yaghed, of all monsters, saved his skin. “She can't take us all!” he shouted and threw his crossbow at her. She ducked and it glanced off her shoulder, but Yaghed was already charging, sword out. And so were half of the Nethermire survivors.

And Ren watched, hypnotized, as the elf drew and fired, drew and fired, drew and fired. So fast that her arm was a blur and she’d sent five arrows downrange in the time it took for Ren’s companions to move from standing still to charging her.

The rush immediately broke. Shattered by yells of pain and injured companions dropping. None of the arrows seemed to be lethal, and she was either a shit shot, or the rapid-fire technique hadn’t let her draw the bow back fully and use its complete draw power.

Yaghed had taken an arrow through his knee and was on the ground. The last one standing was Boots, who took an arrow in the neck and ignored it, raising his crossbow to fire back.

But the elf ducked, and the shot sped by over her head. Boots drew his sword and attacked, but it was like the skeleton warrior was moving through mud, and he couldn’t land a hit on her as she wove and dodged.

Ren gathered himself off the floor, arm still useless, and charged her blind spot. As Boots kept her busy Ren grappled her with one arm, and before she could get away, he sank his fangs into her shoulder. Even off-balance and fighting Ren, she got off a shot point blank with the bow, punching through Boot’s helmet and pinned it to his skull. Then the narcotic venom took effect, making her stagger and sway.

“Ha!” he shouted, trying to grab her bow and yank it away.

But even as he tried to tug the weapon free, he felt a sharp pain in his side. Looking down, he saw the blade she had driven into his side. A short, curved sword, with four inches of it sunk just below his ribcage. They staggered apart, Ren clutching his side as the blade came free and Lilac slapping a hand over the bite wound on her neck. Both of them staring at each other.

In the lull, the sound of the barricade crashing as it was torn apart came from the stairwell.

“Up here!” Lilac yelled, staggering backwards.

Ren wanted to finish her while he’d hobbled her with poison. Even took a step towards her.

“Ren,” Needy gasped in pain, and looking down saw she had an arrow in her chest.

If he killed Lilac, the rest of the Grey Geese would be on them, and then most of his companions – including Needy – would die.

With a snarl Ren turned back to the stairwell, the open-timber space filled with soldiers led by the big knight as they charged up from the bottom single file.

“Drop the furniture!” Ren yelled, then taking his last alchemical trick from his satchel, he pulled the pin – basically a friction primer like a lucifer match, and the fuse started sputtering smoke.

“One-one-thousand,” he said out loud, seeing Regnal stop at the landing then make eye contact before he grinned. It was a look that said he expected to splatter Ren’s brains out in a few seconds.

“Two-one-thousand,” Ren said and rolled the metal cannister down the stairs.

From behind Regnal, the dwarven artillerist shouted. “Bomb!” as he spotted the spluttering match-fuse.

Then as the grenade tumbled toward his comrades, the knight threw himself onto it, his heavy armor clanking as he covered the explosive with his body.

“Three-one-thousand,” Ren said and dropped flat to avoid any shrapnel. “Four-one-thousand…”

He winced, expecting the explosion, but nothing happened. He was just about to take a look when the muffled Bad-dump! of the explosion went off. Well… the length of the wick had been a guess anyway.

Smoke filled the stairwell. One arm numb, the other clutching the wound in his side, Ren awkwardly crawled to his feet. The blackened form of the knight had been tossed up and backwards onto the soldiers behind him, causing a fallen jumble of bodies on the stairs.

Amazingly the knight was still alive. A trickle of blood coming out of his ears and covered in powder smut, but otherwise not a scratch.

The armor… its fucking enchanted armor…

A moment later, Plumbob was beside Ren and threw himself on the business end of a wooden board jammed as a lever under a massive oak wardrobe at the top of the stairs. It didn’t move. Boots stumped forward, adding his armored weight, and with a creak the big wooden box began to tilt.

“Move!” Plum shouted and Ren realized he was standing in its path. He dived to the side just in time, as the five hundred pounds of cabinet passed the tipping point and tumbled down the stairs at the Grey Geese.

Ren was bleeding like a stuck pig. He wadded a cloth and gritting his teeth, jammed it against the wound. When he looked up, he saw Lilac was gone, vanished the way she came. He’d missed his chance.

From the yells and screams below it sounded like a few men were trapped under the heavy furniture. That wouldn’t last. He stumbled to Needy and knelt beside her. Nim was patting her hand and he looked at Ren in concern. The arrow was high on the right side just under the collarbone. Not necessarily lethal but it was pretty bad. A glance at the rest of his companions, half of them with one of Lilac’s arrows sticking out of them, and Ren knew there was no way they could win this.

“Now what?” Plum asked loudly, dancing nervously from foot to foot by the top of the stairs.

“We fight!” Sweep declared, struggling to restring his crossbow.

“No way, not me,” Yaghed said, painfully yanking a broadhead arrow from his leg.

“Surely you jest, sir? We have them at the disadvantage!” Sweep yelled.

“Yaghed’s right… this time,” Ren said, and everyone turned to him. “We’re fucked, most of us would die.”

“Some may fall, perhaps,” Sweep said.

“Shut it, worm! We have to get out of here!”

Yaghed went to the balcony. “Maybe she used a rope to get up… we have to find a way down… make a run into the forest.”

From the stairwell below came the sounds of heavy blows smashing wood.

“There’s a big, bearded maniac punching his way through!” Plumb declared, staring in horror.

“I know how to get away,” Ren said.

“How?” the orc snarled.

“A way they wont dare follow us.” Then turning to Needy he put his good arm under her, the right one just starting to get feeling again, and sat her up. “You gotta get up, Needy, time to go.”

“Ren,” she gasped as she got to her feet. “Where’s Cas?”

“She could be anywhere; she can look after herself.”

Straining, he got Needy on her feet. Turning to the others he headed towards the ruined wing of the keep. “This way, don’t bother bringing anything except what you’ve got.”

He limped ahead, each step a sharp pain in his side, and led them to the collapsed hallway off the east side of the central keep tower. The old wing was a death trap, but they had no choice; he looked at the slanting floor barely anchored on one wall. Leaving Needy propped against the doorframe, he tested the first two steps. The ancient floorboards groaned under his weight, but it held.

“Smallest first, biggest last,” Ren ordered.

“Fuck that!” Yaghed tried to push his way to the front.

“Listen you thick-skulled moron, the floor might not hold your weight, and if you go first the whole thing collapses and the rest of us are trapped!” Ren pointed his loaded pistol at the orc and he froze. “Smallest first!” he repeated.

Yaghed fumed as the slime, the mushroom and Nim skipped across the half-collapsed floor of the hallway. Ren shooed Sweep, then Plumbob ahead and finally Needy.

“You can do it,” he told her.

She was losing blood; it took her twice as long as the others.

“Get your stupid goblin ass moving!” Yaghed yelled. The banging from the stairwell was sounding more and more like splinters of kindling.

“Go,” Ren told Boots but the skeleton shook his head and pushed Ren towards the tilting floor.

Ren eyed it; he’d crossed earlier today, but everyone else’s passing might’ve weakened it. Each step made a sinister creaking sound with the crumbling of mortar and bricks from the supports underneath. Pressing to the wall, he crab-walked across and reached the far side.

Collected on the wooden parapet, the others were waiting in the night air.

“Keep going, wait at the end of the parapet; Needy, you know the place.” He pushed them on.

“Move it, bonehead,” Yaghed said and ren turned to see the orc shove the skeleton aside to go next.

The orc was twice their size, and he ran carelessly across, dislodging some of the floorboards and then a gap in the middle collapsed entirely behind him; he barely reached the parapet beside Ren, bowling into him.

“Asshole!” Ren said.

A ten-foot gap of the floor had vanished entirely, crashed into the rubble below. From the shouts of the Grey Geese, they’d figured out what Ren and his companions were up to, alerted by the noise of the collapse.

“Its just a bonehead,” Yaghed grumbled and pushed past Ren along the parapet.

Ren looked across at the lonely skeleton, arrow sticking out of his head. Boots waved. Like he was waving goodbye.

“You’re going to have to jump,” Ren shouted. “Run it and jump. You can do it!”

The skeleton measured the distance then, arms and legs pumping like a machine, he charged the gap and jumped. It was a near thing, but his boots connected on parapet near Ren. For a moment Ren shouted in celebration but then the section of floor began to give way and Boots was teetering, windmilling his arms to try and keep himself from falling backwards.

Ren lunged, and just managed to grab the end of the arrow sticking out of his head. For a moment he thought the weight of the skeleton would pull them both down, then the skeleton’s weight shifted, and they were both safe on the parapet.

“That was a close one, buddy,” Ren patted the armored shoulder.

Looking across into the central tower of the keep he saw the Grey Geese boiling up out of the stairwell. Time to go. He hurried along the parapet, Boots on his heels, until they reached the remains of the corner tower, log walls sheered off, nothing but a drop down to the lake below. The others were gathered there.

“You bastard imp, it’s a dead-end!” Yaghed barked.

Ren leaned over, eyeballing the treacherous drop and the dark waters below. “This is our only shot,” he said. “Cas made a jump from here yesterday. So we jump. Swim out to that wreck in the water, we’ll meet up there.”

The rest of the monsters looked at him like he was insane.

“Fuck that!” Yaghed said.

From the last section of the ruined wing still attached to the central keep tower, a blade of fire shot out and a bullet vvvvvvppppped through the air between Ren and the orc. There were more shots. Matchlocks and pistol banging, blades of fire lighting up the night and smoke billowing towards them. The noise of each shot echoed across the lake.

They went for cover ducking low, but the parapet was exposed. They had about ten seconds before the smoke thinned enough the gunners would have a clear shot for the next volley. Nim gave a mighty squeak then made a running leap on all fours off the parapet, arcing out into the night.

Everyone held their breath until a tiny splash followed.

The rat’s success started a stampede, the others pushing each other out of the way to run and jump off the edge. Ren made sure Boots went then turned to Needy, eyes huge with fear.

“Jump off, feet first, hold your nose closed with one hand,” Ren told her. After you hit the water, swim for the surface. I’ll be right behind you to look after you.”

“I’ll sink like a stone,” she wailed.

“With those tits?” Ren grinned. “You’ll float like a duck, trust me.”

It worked. The fear was replaced with anger and the goblin glared at him before she turned to run. When she jumped into the abyss, Ren was alone on the exposed parapet. The smoke thinned enough and Regnal shouted, ‘Fire!’

A more-or-less steady banging of gunfire began going off, bullets thumping into the rot-softened wood of the fort palisade around Ren. He levelled the pistol at them – there was no way he’d hit but it might keep their heads down – and fired. The flare and bang shockingly loud in the gathering dark. Jamming the gun back in his satchel he ran and leaped off the parapet towards the lake.

Years of practise and reflex took over. He jumped headfirst, arms pointed like a spearhead, and for a moment it felt like he was hanging in space; then the water was suddenly rushing to meet him, and he knifed into the lake. He slowed to a halt as the water rushed over his head and was clawing his way up for the surface. The bag full of his essential gear weighed him down, and for a moment he considered dropping it. But he wouldn’t survive a day without the things in it. He was a strong swimmer, and broke through to surface, gasping for air, despite the weight. His side was one fire.

The rest of the expedition hadn’t done so well. From the sound of it there’d been a few belly flops, and while Nim seemed to be a natural swimmer, the rest of them were splashing around, trying not to drown. They surfaced, spluttering and gasping.

The cold water was a shock to the system, but it was keeping him from passing out. Ren quickly swam the twenty yards to the sunken wreck and hung his satchel on a nail sticking out. Nim hopped out of the water, sleek and sure-footed, to cling to the waterlogged wooden deck. In the distance from the fort, he could hear men shouting orders. They weren’t giving up.

“Wait here,” Ren said, and went back for Needy.

The goblin girl was spluttering and splashing frantically, but as predicted, her body fat wouldn’t let her sink.

“Ren!” she screeched, panicking.

“Needy,” he said, swimming to her. He was starting to feel tired. Might have lost his bandage and be bleeding again. “Don’t fight me!” he said, trying to grab her.

It was a classic lifeguard’s dilemma: how to save someone who was likely to drown you before you could save them. As a teenager when he’d spent the holiday months as a beach bum, catching rays and hitting on chicks with the occasional kid he had to drag out of the water. The lifeguard instructor he’d learned from had told them the best way to save a panicking swimmer was let them drown a bit and once they tired out you could rescue them and do CPR later.

“Sorry, Needy,” he said, and swimming underwater he found her plump ass and bit her. The venom did its work and, in a few moments, she was getting erratic, then slowly went limp, rolling face up in the water as she went unconscious.

He used his partly numb arm to put around her and the good one to sidestroke, slowly but surely towing the goblin to the wreck. He’d made it halfway when he knew he was in trouble. The energy was draining from his limbs, fast, and the boat felt a mile away. He forced himself to keep going, coughing on lakewater, pushing the last amount of energy he had from his injured body.

The surface of the water rippled. Something dark, just below the surface, was arrowing towards him, leaving a wide V in its wake. It was fast. As big as he was.

Shit… was there a lake monster? Some Loch Ness fucker?

The creature broke the surface, and the familiar shape of a crocodile swam up to him.

“Hey Ren,” Cas said cheerfully. “Are you that desperate to feel up Needy’s tits? You had to drown her?”

“Cas,” he managed, nearly going under. “Help…”

“Grab on.”

Ren managed to grip one of her stubby reptilian forelimbs and Cas’ powerful tail sent them cutting through the water like a motor. She deposited them at the wreck and went back, tugging each of the others to safety.

“How did you get out?” he asked.

“The cave goblin lair had a secret exit, remember? I made my way out and next thing I know its raining monsters.”

Once they’d managed to catch their breath after the sudden reprieve from drowning, Yaghed was back to his same old self.

“Now wut’re we gonna do!” he exclaimed. “Clinging to a sunken wreck like drowned rats!”

Nim made a dangerous squeaking reply.

“I know, right?” Cas answered the rat. “I should’ve left him out there to drown.”

Ren was shivering, but he’d managed to staunch the blood again. “We get to that shore,” he pointed at the opposite side of the narrow lake. “The fuckers back at the fort will have to go the long way around if they want to catch us.”

“Cross the lake?” Yaghed shouted. “We’ll never make it half that far.”

“Plum,” Ren asked the gnome.

“Huh?”

“Think you can tear loose some of the planks from the boat, higher out of the water the better. Make us some paddleboards.”

“Oh… yeah… easy enough,” the gnome produced a claw hammer from his belt. How he hadn’t drowned wearing it all, Ren had no idea.

With Plumbob’s guidance, they tore boards loose to create makeshift floaties. One by one, they pushed off into the dark waters, paddling away from the keep. Behind them, torches and shouting told them the Grey Geese were searching along the shore.

The darkness and quiet of the lake closed around them, muffling sound, nothing but soft splashes and labored breathing. As they moved further and further away from Fort Lupin, they started to realize they might be exhausted and hurt, but they were alive.

“I’m sorry the plan didn’t work,” Cas said as she pulled him and Needy along. “I know you wanted to make Kyra’s soul rest easy in the afterlife by getting revenge.”

Ren was too tired to think about it. The idea of Kyra dead and in the afterlife too much to think about.

“Thanks for saving our dicks,” he said.

“Are you kidding?” the crocodile chuckled. “That’s my favorite part of you.”

***


Chapter 23   : Lord Thorn

Running for their lives was a waking nightmare.

Lilac and her hero friends weren’t about to let them get away after killing a bunch of her people. Paddling and in some cases towed by Cas in the shape of a crocodile, the expedition made it across the narrow part of the lake to dry land, dragging themselves from the water and lay gasping on the shore. The only one who swam as well as Ren was the oversize rat, but it was a long way to go for the little guy. There wasn’t one of them who wasn’t injured or half-drowned. Yaghed had taken an arrow through the leg above the knee in an impossible shot through a gap in his armor. The arrow sticking out of Needy’s chest was too deep to pull out and the knife wound in Ren’s stomach wasn’t gushing blood but certainly wasn’t stopping.

Shivering and shaking, Ren managed to gather the waterlogged healing herbs he’d picked a few days earlier from the bottom of his bag and fed them to the slime. Squeezing the resulting liquid out of it produced a decent healing elixir, but there wasn’t much of it. He gave everyone a mouthful, starting with Needy, and it was just enough to stop the bleeding. They needed more… and the closest source was back at the shrine.

“No,” Yaghed shook his head when Ren suggested they make the return trip. “I’ve got someplace better. Someplace friendly, and safer.”

Ren was too tired to argue. “Whatever. So long as its safe and we can hide out.”

Not long after that a splashing from the lake sounded and marching out of the water, streaming water and covered in weeds, was Boots. The armored skeleton had walked across the bottom. Ren grinned.

“Just in time… carry Needy,” he ordered the animated corpse.

The skeleton paused to pull off his tall boots, exposing bony feet, and emptied the water from inside each of them, then picked up the goblin.

Someone asked where Noiraud was. The cat had gone missing when the fight turned against them. “Skinned, I hope,” Yaghed answered.

They trudged off into the night – stumbling, barefoot – with Yaghed leading the way. It couldn’t have been thirty minutes later when they saw the distant lights and heard the thudding of horse’s hooves. The Grey Geese. Searching the forest.

There was no question of fighting… they fled. Ren had no idea how long they ran, it could have been hours, just focussed on plodding along, ignoring the pain, jumping at every noise in the bushes, expecting Lilac or that armored tank to jump out at them. But it wasn’t dawn yet when Yaghed called a halt and Ren looked up at the thing blocking the forest in front of them.

“What the fuck is this place?” he asked the orc.

Yaghed glared at him. “You want to get all picky? Take your chances in the forest if you want.”

Ren looked at the wall of thorns in front of them. It was at least fifteen feet high, and the black thorns were three inches long, glinting like iron spikes. It stretched out in either direction, blocking their path, and directly in front of them was a wrought-iron gate with a rusted iron symbol of a buck.

“Is it safe?”

“The master of this place hates elves more than I do. It’s safe enough.”

Yaghed led the way and Ren followed with the others. Stepping over the threshold of the gate he felt a wave of dizziness come over him but a moment later they were walking down a brick-paved lane, weeds growing through the cracks but otherwise oddly tidy; the tall hedgerows of the thorn bushes closed on either side of the path, maybe five feet wide. The thorns weren't just overgrown, they were hostile, hanging over the path, catching on clothes and grabbing at everything they touched. Inside the walls of the path the air went still, filled with the smell of decay and faint metallic scent of blood.

“Ouch!” the gnome grunted, and they turned to see he had pricked one of his fingers testing the sharpness of the thorns.

“Watch yerself,” was all Yaghed said and headed ahead down the lane. The path immediately forked and forked again, Yaghed taking a seemingly random series of turns until Ren was lost.

It’s a maze… Ren thought.

“Yaghed,” he called, but the orc hurried ahead. “Wait up.”

Ren hurried to catch up, bare feet slapping on the cold brick road. The bends of the maze quickly separated them from the orc and after a moment of confusion the ragged group started running to catch up, yelling Yaghed’s name.

Ren’s tunic caught on the fingers of a thorn vine and he paused to untangle it. Yanking the cloth loose he noticed everything had gone too quiet. Moments ago, the background noise of his companions had filled the air but looking up he found himself standing alone. The space behind and ahead of him empty, unnervingly silent. Panic kicked his heart rate into high gear.

"Cas? Needy?" his voice was flat, hushed, like the vines were swallowing it.

No response. Just the unsettling rustle of leaves and a distant, mocking caw of a crow.

“Okay… not at all creepy…”

They probably hadn’t noticed him stopping… were just around the next turn...

He hurried to catch up rounding the bend, only to find more of the same; a dank, overgrown empty path that branched at random. His pace quickened, forcing down the panic. He thought he caught Cas’s voice on the wind, a sharp cry calling his name, but as he froze to listen for it, straining for any other sign, there was nothing but the eerie quiet.

What was the advice he had heard somewhere? Always turn right and eventually you’d find your way out of any maze… He hurried along, always choosing the right path when he was given a choice. It deposited him at dead ends more often than not, and forced him to backtrack at least three times, and along the way the maze got creepier, if that was at all possible. The walls felt like they were closing in, and the air was smothering.

Rounding a corner, he came face to face with a grotesque statue wrapped in vines, like someone wrapped in living barbed wire. The eye sockets were empty, the inside hollow, like an empty cast of a real person. From there he spotted a few dead birds among the higher edges of the walls, impaled on thorns, some of them still struggling. He finally arrived at a small clearing where four paths converged and in the middle was a low stone basin filled with clear running water.

He was starting to get tired of this shit. What the fuck had Yaghed got them into? Sitting on the rim of the pool he scooped up a handful of water and raised it to his lips only to find he’d actually scooped a handful of algae-filled stagnant muck.

“Cute,” he spat the muck onto the ground. This sort of bush-league haunted house stuff wouldn’t have made it past the front gates of Nethermire.

The maze wanted to feed on his fear? Get ready to go hungry.

He kept moving, always choosing the right turn and the maze turned up the heat. The pathways narrowed, thorns reaching closer, noises like whispers in words he couldn’t quite understand seemed to be spoken right behind him. Just as he was about to stop and think of a magic spell to brute-force his way through, Needy’s scream cut through the air—a sharp, desperate sound.

Shit…

Unstoppable panic went through him, adrenaline sending him into a run. He raced the next few turns, breaking his strategy of going right, and turned into a long narrow section of path to find Needy on the ground in front of him.

She was on her backside, desperately crawling backwards, while some sort of… bird… crow-hopped towards her. It was the size of a Doberman and had the head of a woman, with bloodshot eyes that glowed yellow. Isinore’s bestiary had an illustration of one: a harpy.

He didn’t wait for it to use its magic – a harpy call could stun prey so it could eat them alive at its leisure – just drew the wheelock pistol and stalked forward with gun extended to get within point blank range before it noticed him.

The wheellock firing mechanism was awkward, nothing like a modern gun, and there was a momentary delay between pulling the trigger and the gunshot as the wheel spun against the pyrite to send up sparks, but the bang and wall of smoke were impressive. The shot exploded smoke in the narrow space, deafening. The harpy screeched, a sound of pure fury and pain, and Ren heard the big wings flapping but then there was another scream from the bird-thing and as the smoke cleared enough to see, Ren knew why.

The thorns at the top of the maze walls had somehow tangled the creature and as he watched they slowly coiled inward, pulling the struggling creature into the hedge where it screamed again at the dozen thorns piercing the feathered breast.

“Needy!”

He rushed to her side, helping her get up. It aggravated the wound in his side, and he winced. Neither of them was in great shape; she still had the stub of the arrow sticking out of her chest and looked a much paler shade of green

“I couldn’t move,” she said, trembling. “I thought I was dinner.”

“Not quite yet. Where’s everyone else? Where’s Cas?”

“I don’t know…”

He spotted a small stone bench back the way he’d come and with one last look at the bird as it was consumed by the hedge, her led her back to it and let her sit down. Taking out the wooden box of shot and powder he saw his hands were shaking. Took a moment to clench a fist until it stopped and began the slow process of reloading the gun. The wax seal on the box of powder had done a good job keeping it dry.

The goblin’s big ears were red on the tips, her cheeks flushed. “What is this place?”

“By the looks of it… somebody’s suburban dad is really into Halloween,” he said. “We should keep moving.”

“So soon?” she said, leaning against him. “I… need more rest.”

“Oi! You’re heavier than you look!” the bench complained and a moment later shifted into the form of Cas as a girl on her hands and knees. She stood up, dropping Needy and Ren onto the ground.

“Cas!” Needy yelled and hugged her.

“Let me clean off a spot for you to sit down,” the mimic said and pretended to wipe dust off her face.

Ren chuckled. “Didn’t feel like helping earlier?”

The naked girl shrugged. “Best defense is disguise. You didn’t notice, did you?”

“You saw the harpy?”

“Yeah, so I hid then the two of you blundered along. Now you see why I didn’t try to turn into a doombat and fly out of here.”

Ren patted her on the head. “Well let’s go… I’d rather find whoever owns the maze before they find us.”

“Which way?”

Ren shrugged. “Probably the center of the maze.”

***

“Is this really necessary?” Cas complained, tugging at the rope around her bare waist.

“The maze wants to split us up. We’re not taking any chances,” he said.

He’d tied them together like mountain-climbers with Needy in the middle. He led the way, always taking the right-hand turn.

“This is bullshit…” Cas groaned. “I’m bored.”

A moment later the living thorn maze sprouted under their feet, making the stink of earth and the metallic tang of iron flood his nose. Thorn vines started boiling up from the ground between Ren and the girls, trying to force them apart.

He threw himself back, jumping over the vines, and the three tangled with each other as they ran away. A few turns later and they stood catching their breath.

“Stay close this time!” Ren growled.

“Sorry, Ren” the mimic said sheepishly. “Stupid overgrown weed!” she glared at the hedge.

The walls of the maze began to writhe around, reacting to their escape. They hustled their asses out of there. Rushing through the maze. Turn after turn, path after path the same as before. Seeing bone sticking up from under one of the hedges, Ren paused. Another skeleton warrior in the remains of a chainmail shirt and rusted helmet, but thankfully not Boots. He still had the long wisps of a handlebar mustache on his withered bony skull.

“Hang up,” Ren pulled them to a halt.

He’d seen Isinore do the ritual a bunch of times. How hard could it be? Still… he hesitated. Trying to use the power in the void-rune was more dangerous to him than anyone else.

Deep breath…

Ren held his hand over the bones and began reciting the ritual he’d learned for communicating with the skull spirits in Nethermire.

"O spirits of yonder, thin and shade,

Hearken now to the words I braid.

By this charm, I bid thee rise,

To converse 'neath these mortal skies…”

Strangely, the void-rune seemed to swirl to life on its own, and the magical energy flowed out before he even tried. The skeleton stirred, turned empty eye sockets to look at him.

“Hey buddy, you think you could help a guy out and point me the way out of here?” Ren asked.

With a creak of bones and cracking of desiccated flesh, the skeleton pointed its bony finger to the left.

“Thanks pal, I’ll let you get back to… whatever you were doing…”

The skeleton collapsed to decaying bones again. He took the left turn, Needy and Cas in tow. It was worth a shot.

And around the next corner they stepped into the wide space of a withered lawn around a manor house.

“Sonofabitch!” Ren snarled under his breath. “Maybe it was always turn left?”

They were standing in the wrought-iron gate of a walled garden, and past the manicured roses was a big manor house. Overgrown with vines, paint peeling and gone grey with age, missing some of the shutters and shingles. And the haunted house vibes just keep coming…

“What do we do?” Needy asked.

“See who’s home,” Cas said. “Knock-knock motherfucker, get ready to have your ass kicked for trapping us in your stupid maze!”

They crossed the gate threshold into the lush garden inside the wall. The building was flat-sided, made of stone, with some arched windows. It looked old. But if was abandoned, who was pruning the rose garden?

Then with a thudding noise to alert them, they turned to see a huge figure had cut off their retreat. It was eight feet tall, covered in black fur, a ragged leather kilt around its waist and massive steer horns sprouted from the bull’s head that topped the huminoid body.

Before they could process the fact that they’d walked into its trap, the charging minotaur bore down on them. Ren's hand instinctively went for his pistol.

“Of course, what else was I expecting?” he muttered.

***

Ren woke up and found himself hanging by his tied wrists from a hook set into a wooden rafter. Naked as a newborn.

“That wasn’t what I’d planned,” he groaned, wincing at the pounding in his skull.

The pistol bullet hadn’t even slowed the minotaur down. He’d taken a hit in the head about ten seconds after starting the fight that put his lights out. Now this.

He heard desperate, muffled yelling and looked down to see Needy’s curvy naked body where she had been stripped naked, trussed like a thanksgiving turkey, had an apple shoved in her mouth. And she was laying in a roasting pan surrounded by carrots and onions, ready to go in the oven.

She was shouting past the apple in her mouth. Probably something like ‘stop looking at my holy nether regions you degenerate’.

Ren looked around groggily, spinning a bit from his bonds, and saw what he’d been expecting; they were inside a kitchen, among a dirty larder of dead birds and deer hung up alongside the rest of his companions. They were all alive, but just barely. A few new bruises and scrapes they’d picked up after the fight in Fort Lupin. The big burlap sack that writhed and shook from where it hung, giving off furious hissing and squeaking, had to be the rat.

There was no sign of Cas. Then a big iron put with a lid across the room shook. It had a stack of stones on top to weigh down the lid. Well, that was one way to lock up a mimic.

“Oh great,” he moaned. “Hillbilly minotaur murder cabin in the woods.”

Wrapped in cords from neck to ankles like a salami, a sack over his head, the figure of Yaghed struggled and tried to free himself from the next hook over.

“Here, let me help you,” Ren said and swung his body to build enough momentum to kick the orc on the face. “What did you get us into, motherfucker?”

Yaghed’s muffled yells through a gag were his only reply.

He kept kicking until the pain from his wrists became too agonizing and hung there panting. Needy made more urgent muffled sounds yelling at him.

“I’m working on it!” he glared down at her. Was it wrong he was turned on by the way her ankles and thighs were tied together so her knees were pulled back and legs spread open?

She yelled at him through the apple again.

“Yeah, that’ll help,” Ren groaned, examining the leather that tied his wrists together. “Keep yelling like that, not breaking my concentration at all.”

The thud of heavy footsteps approaching made everyone go still. When the door boomed open, and minotaur entered the room he paused to snort as he eyed the pantry. The beast had a bandage tied around his upper left arm.

“Meat,” the creature grunted at them. “Fresh meat.”

The kitchen, if it could be called that, was a nightmare selection of oversized pots and pans, hanging herbs, a hearth large enough to roast a cow whole—or, in this case, a man – and a collection of butchering knives which now also included Needy’s carving knife from Isinore’s kitchen. The minotaur, torso rippling with muscles and a bull’s head that barely fit under the ceiling beams, hummed tunelessly as he picked up a cleaver and began sharpening it on a stone.

“I didn’t get your name,” Ren spoke to the beast. “I’m Ren… well my friends call me Ren, my name’s actually Fetch,” he paused, not seeing any effect as the knife-grinding continued. “You can call me Ren,” he added.

“Hullo Ren, you got a bite of me, you know that?” the beast rumbled and held up his wounded arm. “Been a while since that happened. They call me Lord Thorn.”

Yaghed started yelling through his gag again and Ren kicked him to be quiet.

“So, not often you get company, huh?” Ren asked, forcing calm into his voice as he eyed the blade getting honed sharper and sharper. Thorn… where had he heard that before?

The minotaur turned, a thoughtful expression on his animal face. “Nay, it’s a rare pleasure. The missus, she doesn’t much care for my conversation skills. Says I'm as dull as a broken sword.”

Ren shifted where he hung, trying to ignore the rawhides digging into his skin. “Your wife sounds... interesting. Where did you meet?”

The bull-man tilted his head towards the nearest window and Ren realized he must mean the maze. That meant he didn’t eat everyone who came along…

“Nothing like a romantic meetcute in the maze.”

“Aye, she always on about how she hates what’s out in the world. She likes it here. But maybe sometimes… she does get on about meeting some new people.”

“She sounds very special… and lonely…”

“Aye, she’s my pride and joy. Do anything fer her. Like cook her favorite dinner; she loves a bit of bird and kidney pie.”

The minotaur pulled the plucked harpy’s corpse from a bucket where it had been soaking and to a butcher’s block where he quickly dressed down the meat and threw the parts into a pot, starting with chopping off the head.

The minotaur put down the boning knife and took down a cleaver, turning to Ren. “Now, let’s see about adding those kidneys of yours, shall we?”

Suddenly Ren remembered where he’s heard the name ‘Thorn’: the Dark Gathering. The minotaur had been one of the guests… he vaguely remembered seeing him there at the Blood Pledge. As the beast lifted Ren from the hook and laid him squarely on the bloody chopping block, Ren desperately tried another angle.

“Hey, hey! We’ve met before! At the Nethermire!” he said, voice cracking.

The minotaur paused. “Did we?” he asked suspiciously. “I don’t remember you.”

“I looked different then! I’m… well I was… Isinore’s familiar!”

“Small world,” the bull-man said, scratching his chin with the backside of the cleaver in his hand. He picked Ren up, dangling him at eye-level.

“Listen, we’re on the same side, you know,” Ren tried to sound calm, looking into the bull’s face while he traced a cut-line on Ren’s chest with the dull edge of the blade. . “Allies. Monsters should stick together, especially these days with all those elf incursions, right? You hate elves, we hate elves… we’d be better working together, not eating each other.”

The minotaur snorted, setting Ren down less gently this time. “Elves? I hate em alright… no good eating on those. Too lean. All skin and bones.”

“We should form an alliance!” Ren said.

The minotaur lowered the cleaver slowly, eyeing him. “Alliance, you say?” His voice rumbled deep in his throat.

“Yeah,” Ren pressed on, relief washing over him in an anxious wave. “And, you know, stick it to the elves.” Ren watched as the minotaur picked up the cleaver again, its blade catching the dim light of the kitchen. “Hear me out first, okay? One minute!” Ren hurried on. “We're survivors from Isinore’s lair. We're on a mission!”

The minotaur paused, his brow furrowing. “What do you mean, ‘survivors’?”

“The Black Company came for the Crowstrike,” Ren said quietly. “She’s dead. They destroyed the Nethermire, killed everyone there but us…”

“That’s a real shame,” the minotaur said thoughtfully. “A damn shame! She always treated me right, did the Crowstrike. Kept the buzzards off our backs. Kept em from coming for Wimmy…”

“Wimmy?” Ren asked.

“My wife. Humies came for her, trying to get her back. But The Crowstrike sent em all packing… aint a single creature this part of the world don’t owe Isinore.”

Ren felt a ray of hope. “We’re the last survivors of her people,” he said. “Eating us would be doing the humins’ work for them! Finishing the job for them!”

The minotaur thought it over. “Yes… finishing you off would be doing them a favor,” he shrugged, massive shoulders lifting with indifference. “Still have to eat, though. Too bad, sorry.”

“You said you owed Isinore!” Ren screamed as the minotaur held Ren’s arms down on the chopping block.

“You aint Isinore,” the bull-man replied. “Hold still now, I’ll cut your hands off, you’ll bleed out quick, I promise.”

And raising the cleaver over his head the minotaur was about to bring it down when he stopped and stared at Ren’s hands.

“T-that’s the… the curse…” he stammered.

“That’s right,” Ren barely squeaked out. “You know the void-rune?”

“Why is it there?” the minotaur whispered.

“Because now its mine,” Ren said.

The minotaur froze, eyes wide and took a half-step back. “My mistake, Ren! Let me help you down!”

And just like that the minotaur picked him up and set him on his feet. With a quick slice he cut the rawhides loose.

“How’s that?” the minotaur asked eagerly. “Better?”

“Sure…” Ren massaged his wrists.

“Can’t apologise enough! Aye, do I feel foolish!”

Ren’s brain was paralyzed by the sudden reprieve. Adrenalin still pounding in his ears at nearly being a kidney pie. “Uh…” he managed. “It was an honest mistake…”

The minotaur seemed relived and grinned at him. Dusted Ren off and knelt down so they were closer to eye level. “So… we’re… we’re good. You and me?”

Ren had no idea what had suddenly changed. What did the void-rune mean to the beast that Isinore’s name hadn’t? He played it neutral. “I suppose it was just a misunderstanding.”

The minotaur gave a huge smile. “That alliance thing… that sounds like a fine idea. Tell you what, can I invite you to dinner with the missus? We’re having roast goblin!”

Needy began to scream through the apple again. “About that…” Ren began.

***

Mrs. Minotaur – Wimmy – turned out to be a big boned, pretty humin woman six feet tall with long ringleted blonde hair, a huge rack and spoke Frankish with an accent like the Swedish Chef. Ren assumed she was a Jotunlander from the Zuider Zee. She was delighted to have visitors – a little too delighted. He suspected that whatever fears the minotaur had after seeing the void-rune he’d passed them on to her because she was using the best serving set, polishing the silverware and brought out a bottle of the ‘good stuff’ to serve Ren, and no one else.

The two did seem to be very much in love, and Ren figured there was a whole ‘beauty and the beast’ thing happening. Lord Thorn’s wife often scratched him under the chin and stood on her toes to kiss him, calling him ‘Ziddy’.

During dinner as they were seated around a huge table eating roast harpy (it tasted like chicken), the minotaur would sometimes gaze at her lovingly and she would take his giant hand in her normal-sized humin one.

“Her poor vagina!” Cas whispered to Ren while she pretended to pass the squash. He laughed into his wine, spilling it.

The minotaur raised his goblet and refilled Ren’s cup. “Again, my regrets for the... earlier misunderstanding,” he rumbled. Beside him, his wife Wimmy nodded a little too enthusiastically. Like they were afraid he was going to turn around and stuff them into an oven.

Ren managed a tight smile. “It's forgotten. Thanks for the meal, Lord Thorn. And the healing.”

There was a magic fountain in the maze that healed wounds when you drank from it directly. Thorn had escorted everyone there himself. Wounds from the fight at Fort Lupin were gone minus a few scars.

“Call me Zidon,” the minotaur said humbly.

Wimmy leaned forward. “So, what brings you into such peril? What is this mission of yours?”

Sweep, spoke up before Ren could answer. “We have embarked on a quest for vengeance against the Black Company. They've wronged us, and many others. It’s time their reign of terror ended.” The kobold shook his head sadly. “Verily, we didst engage with scoundrels from the Black Company, allied with a band of adventurers known as the Grey Geese. Our intent was to dispatch them forthwith, yet, alas, they proved more formidable than anticipated and did best us in combat most roughly.”

“Y’mean they handed us our smashed assholes,” Yaghed said.

Ren glared at him. “Nice mouth; we’re guests at dinner, try not to embarrass us.”

Wimmy and Zidon politely pretended the orc wasn’t there. Zidon’s brow furrowed. “And how do you plan to bring down the entire Black Company?” he asked.

Cas speared a chunk of harpy with her fork and grinned. “Just like you eat a whole harpy… one bite at a time.”

“But it has not gone your way.”

“The dice did not roll in our favor,” Sweep agreed.

“Bullshit!” Yaghed stood up. “You’re all not saying it, so I will. Was the Fetch’s fucked up plan that got us this way.”

“Watch what you say!” Needy said.

“He’s gonna get us kilt,” the orc jabbed a finger at Ren. “All to get revenge for that little fairy pussy. Tell me you don’t see it!”

Needy glared at him. “Ren has his reasons.”

“What does it matter if we’re dead? He wants this Quicksilver bitch… wants her so bad he’ll kill us all just to get her.”

Sweep squirmed uncomfortably. “'Tis true, his focus on the elf maiden doth appear singular, as if the rest of creation hath faded from his ken. One doth hesitate to speak thus, yet it seems this fixation may very well blind him to other matters pressing.”

“He saved your life back there,” Cas said. “Saved pretty much all of you.”

“Wouldn’t have needed saving if he hadn’t sent us up against three times our number,” Plumbob said evenly.

The gnome rarely spoke, so that had to be the equivalent of an angry outburst.

Ren sighed, swirling the wine in his cup before taking a sip. “So, what you’re saying is we should give up on Lilac. And the others in the Grey Geese who sacked the Nethermire?”

“Why not? You let that moist little religious bint go, didn’t ya?” the orc sneered.

“Some things are worse than killing,” Cas said. “Ren ruined her for anything else, you all saw that. She’s lost her god and everything else that made her a hero.”

“I got no problem with a bit of booty,” Yaghed said. “But I’m startin to see what he wants to save and not save… and it aint us. He makes a little harfoot squeal and goes all soft, letting her go. His pixie slut gets skragged and he wants revenge. It aint right.”

Ren stood up. Everyone stared at him. “We made a deal,” she said between his teeth. “Magic to make you stronger, and in exchange we kill Lilac first. Not ‘next time’ or ‘maybe someday’. First.”

“No one says you didn’t keep up your end,” the gnome said. “But it’s time to admit reality. Killing the elf first just isn’t practical. We don’t have it in us.”

Ren looked around the room. The minotaur and his wife looking anywhere but at him.

“You all think that?”

“Fucking right,” Yaghed said.

“We must face facts,” Sweep added.

He turned to Needy and Cas. “You want to speak up?”

Needy shook her head. Great. Not even she would stick up for him.

“Nobody says the elf won’t die,” Cas said. “But maybe not today, right?”

Ren chewed it over, wanting to scream at them, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. He’d had his chance and fucked it up. Now they didn’t want to give him another one. He could either accept it and go after Lilac another day or fight it and maybe lose every ally he had left in the world. And the worst part was they were probably right; he’d put them in danger because he was so eager to kill the elf. He could give a flying fuck if Yaghed died… but Needy? Or Cas? They trusted him.

Sorry Kyra… I really thought I could do this one thing…

He sat down, eyes fixed above everyone’s heads and clenched his jaw. “So, what do we do instead?” he asked woodenly.

“Originally, we had a plan... Yaghed’s plan, but let’s just say we did not consider it our best option,” Plumbob said.

“Stupid, more like,” Cas muttered under her breath, earning a sharp glance from the orc.

“We kill humins and keep killin em until heroes show up,” Yaghed said.

Zidon set down his goblet, the clink of it louder in the sudden silence. “Wait here a moment,” he said abruptly, pushing back his huge chair.

When he returned, Zidon unrolled a dusty map on the table. “This is a map of the lands from here to the ocean,” he announced, his voice a steady rumble.

They used goblets, a carving knife, and a harpy bone to pin down the corners while everyone crowded around. Ren shivered as he looked at the familiar shapes. A chill went down his spine; it was hand-drawn, and inaccurate, but clearly a map of what had been called America in the used-to-be. From as far west as lake Eerie to the east coast. It was one thing to know he’d been brought to an alternate earth, and something entirely different to staring at the fact that the alternate world he’d ended up in was a twisted version of his old one.

“Ren… what’s wrong?” Needy asked, the first to sense he was freaking out.

“Got any more of that wine?” he asked and guzzled back the cup Wimmy poured for him.

“What…” he began. “What’s this here?” The map had a settlement on Manhattan Island called ‘Amestelle’.

“The Zuider Zee,” Wimmy said. “My homeland.”

“And How did the Jotunlanders come to be there?”

Wimmy gave him an odd look, her pale eyebrows pinched together. “From the north, along the coast, where the Vinlandia Jarls hold court.”

Okay… that tracked. Vikings had discovered America in the Middle Ages, right? And New York had been settled by the Dutch first, called it New Amsterdam… Amsterdam… Amestelle? Did they sound alike?

“How long ago?”

“More than a thousand years,” she said, staring at him.

“Her people fought with my people for this land many hundred years ago. When the Nightbringer covered all these lands,” Zidon said.

“Your people?” Ren asked.

“The Qart… the humins who enslaved my people and used us to fight their wars. When the Qartish travelled across the Great Salt Sea they brought my kind with them.”

“And when was that?” he asked in a whisper.

“They say is was 1500 years before the Jotunlanders came.”

“Stop!” Ren closed his eyes. This was making his head hurt. “I’m sorry I asked.”

In this world humins had evolved around the Mediterranean and Europe, much like back home, but here, magic was real… and with magic apparently, they’d crossed to America much, much earlier. Molding the new world in ways he could barely wrap his mind around.

Get your head in the game, he told himself. He went back to the map.

Zidon’s big finger circled a portion of the map, pausing at what would be Ontario, north of the Great Lakes. “Isinore's lair should be around here,” he noted. “And the labyrinth is here too.” Then he moved his finger eastward. “This is where the territories of the Saexonish invaders begin…”

The minotaur’s finger traced everything from Boston to Jamestown.

“Now their borders creep into the frontier region.”

“Where’s Mammoth Creek?” Sweep asked and Zidon pointed somewhere between lake Ontario and lake Erie. “Isinore’s spies reported it was recently granted to the Black Company’s leaders by the king of Chesapeake. Is that not so, Ren?”

He nodded. “The Black Company is likely using the Factory of Mammoth Creek as a staging area.”

“That's our entry point,” the kobold said loftily.

“It’s fortified,” Yaghed said. “During the Frankish-Orc wars, it changed hands more than once.”

“You’re sure you want to go there?” Zidon asked. “Last we heard, Saexish settlers were flooding in, led by Chief Factor Cornelius and his officers… Master Ironhelm and Master Guide Hodges; all Black Company men.”

“Indeed, 'tis precisely the reason we seek to venture thither. Pray, what span of time might we require to traverse such a distance?” Sweep pointed between the general area of Nethermire and Mammoth Creek. “If our fortune rests with pursuit of the Black Company then we must threaten the humins they are meant to protect. Settlements in this demesne would feel our fangs at their throats.”

Yaghed interrupted, his fingers still sticky from the meal, left a fingerprint behind. “That empty patch you’re pointing at is hairy, lizard.”

Ren raised an eyebrow. "Hairy?"

“Yeah, hairy. As in full of elves. We used to send patrols in there, but they shot our asses full of arrows. We’ll have knife-ears all over us if we’re not careful.”

“Good,” Sweep declared.

“Is there anyplace safe between here and there?” Needy asked.

“Here,” Zidon pointed. “You’ll find comfort here.”

Yaghed snorted. “The watchtower? It’s a ruin.”

“But the Necropolis isn’t. The brothers Adonibal and Sakon will aid you.”

“The city of the dead?” Yaghed went pale.

“What makes you think I’d find comfort in the city of the dead?” Sweep asked.

Wimmy and Zidon stared at him in confusion. They looked to Ren. When Ren kept his mouth shut, the minotaur seemed reluctant to explain. “How would you not? The Qartish lords there will… heed your call.”

Clearly, he meant something by it… possibly about the void-rune. Ren would have to chase that one later.

Sweep nodded, his reptilian features bending in a toothy smile. “Then we seek refuge at the watchtower where we attract these Black Company men and destroy them. Draw them out with murder and mayhem.”

“And if they don’t come out?” Ren asked.

“We move unseen, slip into Mammoth Creek and they’ll be the first to fall."

Pounding his scaled chest, Sweep’s voice filled the dining room, ringing with newfound authority. “No longer are we mere servants! We are the avengers of the dark star!”

He paused dramatically, scanning the faces around him. “To mark this, I renounce the name Sweep. Henceforth, I am Etaoin Shrdlu—the demon of the dark.”

A heavy silence fell.

"Who?" Cas asked.

“It’s a legend from these parts, but he’s not the demon of the dark,” Zidon said. “Etaoin Shrdlu is the Demon of the Word, the book demon.”

“You want us call you Book, now?” Yaghed said.

Sweep looked disappointed.

***


Chapter 24   : Hospitality

The Minotaur’s wife quickly spruced up some accommodations for them in the run-down manor house. It was big enough for fifty guests, so long as they didn’t mind sharing. For Yaghead it was a hayloft in the stables; most of the others were given shared accommodations in what had been the servant’s quarters, Boots stood watch by the front gate, and Ren was given the best guest room they had for himself.

The room was stuffy, and the curtains and vibrant red bedding were faded to an almost peach color in places, but aside from the dust it was well cleaned and the cracked furniture had been expensive once. Throwing open the windows made the air fresher.

It was at least as nice as a cheap Florida hotel he’d stayed in for spring break one time.

He was doing an inventory, laying out all the items he’d managed to scavenge from Nethermire and kept with him after the swim to escape Fort Lupin. It didn’t include much. There was the wheellock pistol, which had already proved useful, the waterproof box of powder and shot, the bag of coins and the potion of gaseous form. Most of the alchemical ingredients had either been used or ruined by lake water.

And then there was the last two of the weird items that had been in the laboratory for study. The void artifacts. He’d already given the skull pendant to Boots for protection, and that left the eyeball in the leaded glass jar and the wand. The eye swam back and forth like a goldfish so he stuffed it away. The wand he took out of the pouch to dry off.

Isinore had called it the Darkstar Wand. A ten-inch silvery metal rod with a series of onyx gems set in the length like buttons on a remote control. It was an old magical device from Isinore’s younger days but so far as he could tell it had run out of magical energy and was just a lump of metal. Picking it up from the bottom of his satchel he felt a strange tingling in his palm, and for the first time since he’d ever seen it, the gems on the side began to glow faintly with a black light. That was new.

Ren turned it end over end, trying to find anything that would explain it suddenly coming to life, then he saw the void-rune in his palm. It was shimmering with energy.

Shit… of course. The void-rune was recharging the wand.

Experimentally he pressed one of the glowing gems.

A blade that looked like black glass extended from one end of the wand, nearly stabbing a hole through his hand and slicing into the feather mattress.

“Fuck!”

He carefully examined the magic blade. About three feet long, it weighed almost nothing, and when he looked closely, he saw it wasn’t glass at all, but some sort of glowing magic energy. He found a bust carved from stone on the desk, age-worn and missing the nose that looked vaguely Egyptian, and experimentally tapped it with the blade.

Black sparks flew where it hit.

He swung a bit harder and a leaf-sized stone chip broke off, the edges glowing slightly red. Winding up for a full swing he hit the stone sculpture and there was a CRACK! as he neatly broke it in half. The broken edge glowed yellow hot and smoked slightly.

“Now that’s a sword.”

He tried one of the other gem-buttons. This time the sword vanished, and the metal rod became the handle of a tower shield made out of black glass. It was three feet wide and five feet tall and it weighed nothing. From the inside Ren could see through the shield like looking through a pair of sunglasses, but from the other side it was a reflective black. That would be handy.

The last two gems – when pressed in combination – created a sphere of black glassy energy on one end of the rod that could be small as a marble or as big as five feet across. The sphere could be fired which he found out when a bowling-ball sized sphere smashed through the old wooden wardrobe against the wall, blowing a hole in it, and hovering there. When Ren figured out how to make the sphere vanish he discovered three moths who had been trapped inside the sphere as they fluttered away. Through trial and error, he made the wand either shoot through things like a cannonball, or when used on a living target, it could trap them inside an impenetrable sphere of black energy.

There was a quiet knock on the door and quickly turning it off and tossing the wand on the bed he answered. It was Wimmy; the minotaur’s busty blonde wife was wearing nothing but a thin nightrobe with a lamp in one hand.

“Is everything well? I heard… noises.”

“Ah.” Shit. “Sorry, I broke some of the furniture.”

Wimmy looked past him and saw the shattered wardrobe. “It isn’t important” she smiled. “I brought you more of the wine you liked.” She showed him the bottle.

“Uh… come in…”

The blonde moved to the sideboard and began to wipe dust from the cups before opening the bottle. Ren quickly scooped up the items from the bed and dropped them back in the bag and dropped it on the floor. When he turned around, the big blonde was naked. Her tits were tremendous. Like soft footballs. She had inverted nipples, and he was slightly hypnotized by the way her swaying sweater puppies seemed to squint back at him.

“My husband bids you well this night and in the old way offers you the hospitality of his house,” she said with a quiet smile.

Shit! He eyed her up and down. She was a bit older… but damn. What a viking… six foot one and worth the climb; a third taller than even his newly improved size. Her huge tits rolled back and forth as she poured him a cup of wine and the long blonde ringlets framed her pretty face.

“Uh, hospitality?” he asked.

“In the old customs of his people they offer such guests a woman for the night. There are no other women here, I’m afraid, so I must do,” she said innocently, but the smile said ‘get ready for the ride of your life’.

“And… what about the customs of your people?” he asked, buying a moment to make sure he understood the offer. No easier way to get into a fight than insult a man’s woman… but would it be an insult to accept the offer… or reject it?

“Oh, my people have a very old custom,” she said, approaching Ren so he was forced to eye-level with her tits. “It is that when a wife meets a handsome man she will fuck his brains out and then tell her husband all… about… it…” she said the last while gently bouncing her tits on his face. “Then if she is very lucky her husband with fuck her brains out like a mad troll.”

“Congratulations… you discovered NTR,” Ren said.

“Hey?” she asked curiously.

“Nothing… just that I am a great respecter when it comes to ancient customs.”

“Are you?” she asked and pushed Ren back onto the bed, standing over him and teasing herself with one hand between her legs.

She smiled. He smiled. They both smiled at what was coming… then the big blonde’s eyes went wide and she let out a yell.

“Ow! Something bit me!” she shouted. Hopping on one foot, she staggered back.

Ren caught sight of bloody teeth marks on her ankle then stopped paying attention to anything else except the way her naked body jiggled. But a low growl came from under the bed and the hopping blonde goddess gave a yelp and jumped onto the mattress beside him. Frightened, she peered over the edge on all fours.

“What is it? Do you see anything?” she hissed.

You have got to be kidding me…

“It might be my… demons,” he said reluctantly.

“Demons?” her eyes got big.

“Hmmmm, yes. Two of them. Very inconsiderate. And they often disobey their master!” he shouted pointedly under the bed.

He turned in time to see one of the pillows come to life and form a huge mouth full of ragged teeth. He lunged at the pillow to grab it, but Cas dodged him and sank her fangs into the huge target of Wimmy’s pale behind. The hotwife screamed and threw herself out of the bed for the door, not even stopping to grab her robe.

“Sorry,” Ren called after her as she sprinted into the hallway. “You understand... there’s no controlling demons.”

He let out a sigh as he watched the full-bodied blonde run out of his bed, yammering hysterically in her native language. He slammed the door closed and spun to glare at the bed.

“Happy now?” he asked. “You two are such a cock-block!”

The pillow shifted into the form of Cas, the pillowcase becoming her tunic. “Ah, would’ve been like throwing a hotdog down a hallway anyway,” Cas waved it off.

“She’s lucky I didn’t use these wands to shoot her!” Needy said, emerging from under the bed with the wheelock pistol and Darkstar wand in hand.

“Geezus fuck, muzzle discipline!” he shouted, grabbing the gun away from her. “Watch where you point that thing!”

But the goblin girl still had the Darkstar wand. “What's this button do?” she asked, as her fingers wrapped around the metal rod.

Needy pressed one of the buttons on the wand and Ren lunged, knocking it out of her hand just as the yard-long blade of glowing black magic shot out from the rod's end. The blade sliced effortlessly through the sturdy leg-thick post of the 4-poster bed, cutting the whole thing down like a tree. The goblin shrieked as she stumbled backward, throwing herself out of the path and against Ren and taking them both down. The goblin was clumsy as a colt. Dogpiling him so she nearly blackened his eyes with her tits.

“H-haven’t you already done enough!” she yelled, trying to climb off him and practically pinning him to the ground while she ground on him. “Keep your degenerate seduction paws off me! Just because you’re all tall… and muscular… and h-handsome… you think you can do anything!”

“Seduce you? Are you kidding me?”

Maybe it was the pent-up frustration, or maybe he was still stung by the betrayal at the war council for not backing him up. Either way he lost his patience. Voice raising, genuinely angry as he yelled at them.

“I was trying to save your life, you psycho!” As they untangled themselves and got to their feet, Ren lost his cool. “You know I had a good thing going with Mrs Cuck-minotaur, there… maybe think of somebody else for a change! Fucking selfish little frigid goblin!”

“You should talk! You stole my powers!” Needy shouted back.

The words stopped him short. “What?”

Needy looked on the verge of crying. Then her eyes shifted looking lower down. “What is that thing doing?” she demanded, her voice trembling.

“That,” he snapped, still angry. “Is the Darkstar wand. It works with the cursed void rune energy.”

Needy's brow furrowed in confusion. “N-not that thing,” she pointed. “I mean that… that other thing!”

“Yeah Ren,” Cas joked. “You hiding another wand in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”

The minotaur’s hotwife had left him rock hard and there was no hiding it.

“Really, Cas?” he said. “Don’t think I’m not pissed with you too!”

“Come on! It’s funny! Just… whip it out and show Needy your other wand, Ren,” she grinned.

“Don’t talk like I’m not in the room!” the goblin yelled. “I’m not a child! Just b-because I’m s-saving m-my innocence from such things, doesn’t mean I’m dumb!”

“No, that part just come s naturally,” Cas chuckled.

“Cas!” Ren said in a warning tone.

“I’m not dumb!” Needy yelled.

“Sure, sure. Hey, did you hear the one about the goblin who was told to put on clean socks every day? By the end of the week her shoes wouldn’t fit!”

Needy began to growl in frustration and suddenly her eyes were glowing white and her hair stood on end like it was full of static. “Stop making fun of me!” she screamed, sharp goblin fangs bared. The goblin snatched the nearest heavy object – half of the broken sculpture Ren had cut in half earlier – and threw it at Cas’ head.

Ren thumbed the switch on the wand, instantly creating the tower shield of black energy, and lunged to put it in front of the mimic. The stone exploded into smoking bits that scattered across the room.

Cas sat frozen a moment at the sudden, violent attack and transformation, then blinked and turned to Ren.

“That wand is so awesome! Does it do anything else?” she asked as if nothing had happened.

Ren was already thumbing one of the other buttons as Needy prepared to throw the second chunk of stone. The void sphere that formed was big enough to swallow the goblin and as it hit her, she vanished inside the smoky surface. The goblin beat her hands against the inside of the sphere until she grew tired, then she slumped to sit down dejectedly in the bottom.

Ren pointed the wand at the globe and pressed another gem in the handle. He sucked the void globe back inside the wand, leaving Needy sprawled on the ground. And just as quickly as she’d gone feral, Needy was back to her normal self. Only she looked ashamed of what she’d just done.

Gasping for breath, Needy looked up at Ren and Cas. “I'm sorry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “I lost my temper. It’s not your fault.”

Looking at her, Ren’s own anger began to fade. Awww, shit. Poor kid didn’t know if she was coming or going. She probably spent a big part of her day just supressing her goblin mode and he just screamed at her the one time it came out.

“That’s okay…” Ren sighed.

“No!” the goblin insisted. “I deserve to be punished. Put me back in the prison of emptiness.”

Cas smirked. “You sure you don’t really want some different kind of punishment Needy?”

Ren growled. Don’t say it…

The goblin blinked at her then her face went red. “No! I would never… don’t even suggest I’d want… want…”

“Want what Needy? A good spanking?”

“Casket!” the goblin shouted at the mimic in outrage. “I’m never speaking to you ever again… either of you!” and the curvy goblin stomped out of the room. The second hot woman to walk out on him in one night.

After she’d left the room Ren glared at the mimic girl. “Way to go. Why were you so mean to her?”

“What?” Cas asked laying back on the bed. “Its true! I’m trying to do her a favor; the faster she embraces her best goblin life, the better of we’ll all be.”

“You’re supposed to be her friend,” was all he said, and left her there to go find Needy.

***

Searching the Thorn manor was like stumbling through a haunted house, but real. It seemed to be a weird collection of curios and magical mistakes. Opening one door he found a room full of creepy porcelain dolls. In another was a menagerie of stuffed animals that ranged from a humin in what looked like red and black jester’s motley, a mounted humin hand withered and clutching a candle, what seemed to be a either a hairless monkey or a mutated harfoot, and an Aztec crocodile mummy. He was about to leave when he heard a sniffling.

“Needy?” he asked.

“Why did you follow me?” her voice came from behind a large red leather couch.

“Because I don’t like seeing you upset.”

No answer.

“Talk to me… please.”

The goblin’s ears poked up over the top of the couch. “I’m listening…”

“Needy you know I never meant to hurt you. And I get that you’ve been… saving yourself… but just because I get an erection within a mile of you doesn’t mean I’m going to force it on you.”

“You’re not?”

“No. Never.”

She poked her eyes over the top of the couch. “I can see your thing is swollen.”

“Yes, but that wasn’t because of you.”

“Was it stung by an insect?”

That again. “Not exactly.”

“Okay… I’m coming out now. But don’t you dare come close to me with your… your… demon sword.”

She crept out from behind the couch and sat down on it, toes barely touching the floor.

“I’ve been a bad grublink. And a worse gromble,” she said miserably.

“No, you haven’t!” he said.

“I have let you suffer and ignored my… duties…”

“Wait… duties? What exactly is a grumble?”

“Gromble.”

“Whatever.”

“You said you didn’t want to be grublink anymore… so now we are gromble.”

It was another goblin word he wasn’t sure he understood. She said it meant ‘chosen’, but it seemed like more than that. To be fair, goblin vocabulary was very specific to their lifestyle.

“So what a ‘gromble’ again?”

Needy’s eyes lit up, excited to share, but at the same time she looked away, clasping her hands like she was praying. “Oh, a gromble… it’s like... your bogsnuggle.” She noticed Ren’s confused expression and hurried to explain further. “It’s the one you share your mudpit with during the rockworm feasts. Very special, very close.”

Ren blinked, trying to process this. “Mudpit? So, a gromble is someone you live with? Like a housemate?”

Needy laughed, loud uncomfortable sound that she immediately stifled. “More than that, Ren... a gromble is the one who helps you hunt the sneaky rootgrubs under the gloomspore light on the night of Grobnar’s Eve. You know…” she blushed. “They’re the one who dances the Spore Jig with you, right in the heart of the feast!”

Ren’s brow furrowed deeper. “So, they participate in important ceremonies and rituals with you?”

“Yes, exactly!” Needy clapped her hands together, pleased. “Your gromble is there in the dance, in the hunt, always by your side. They mix your sporepaste and guard your sleep-sludge. Without a gromble, your spiritual journey through the claw-paths would be lonely and less vibrant.”

It sounded like she was describing a spiritual advisor. She must be talking about her mystical powers. Ren nodded, thinking he was beginning to understand. “So, a gromble is someone who guides and supports you spiritually, through these... special goblin practices.”

“Right!” Needy beamed, happy to see him grasping the concept. “And when the spore shrouds are woven, and the dewlickers sing, your gromble is the warmth beside you in the dark, always.”

Now he felt even worse for upsetting her. Here she was, trying to be his shaman – or whatever – and he was yelling at her. “Thanks, Needy,” he said formally. “I’d be honored to have a gromble like you through life’s challenges and rituals.”

The girl beamed, tears coming to her eyes. “Exactly, Ren! Everyone should have a gromble to share the path.” She wiped away her tears and shook her head at his ongoing state of hardness.

“Now… the monster between your legs is possessed b y evil – look how big and angry it is – so I shall cure it.”

She gripped his dick in both hands and squeezed like she was trying to strangle a chicken.

“Owww!” he protested. “What the fuck?”

“This will fix it!” she insisted and started giving him a rough, over the pants, handjob.

Ren winced, fighting for her to let go but she jerked him off that way, refusing to budge. Much more of this and he’d have rug burns.

“Stop! Stop, stop, stop!” he pried her hands away, but she yanked his trouser down at the same time and his dick bounced off her forehead.

She stared at the stubborn erection in disgust. “I have no other choice then…”

“Yes you do!” he insisted. “Just stop touching it and leave me alone!”

“Never!” she glared at him. “And let the demon triumph?”

And just like that she pinned his pants around his ankles, shoved him backwards so he landed sitting on the couch, and lowered her mouth to his dick. Sticking out her tongue, she licked his cock once and shuddered.

“Ugh! The liquid evil on you is disgusting!”

But before he could defend the fact his precum was perfectly normal, thankyouverymuch, she licked her lips, swallowing and seemed to sway back and forth. A flush rose in her cheeks. “Yes… definitely a horrible taste that I don’t want to savor for the rest of my life,” she said, panting slightly.

And suddenly her mouth surrounded the head of his cock, slurping up and down on it.

“And I… I hate the way… it feels… in my mouth…” she panted between gulps.

“Needy!” he yelped.

She glared at him talking around the cock in her mouth. “No arguments! The evil comes out if it’s the last thing I ever do!” And she redoubled her efforts bobbing her head up and down, lips wrapped tightly on the head of his cock

Ren was in no shape to convince her to stop. Maybe it was natural goblin instinct but the work she was doing with her tongue and lips was making him edge closer and closer with every movement. The pressure of her tits pressed to his thighs was soft and warm, adding to the increasing buzz in the base of his cock as he felt closer to coming.

“Ren!” she broke away to scold him. “Can’t you hurry up and finish?”

She continued to pump his cock in her fist while she scolded him.

Dammit… whose idea was this anyway?

“Why is your cock still hard?” she demanded. “Do you think I want to be here… on my knees… letting your… your demon horn… use me like… like your own little toy….”

“Needy,” he gasped. But she wasn’t listening to him.

“With your horn that’s so… so hard… hard… for me… “ she began to moan, eyes losing focus and then she dove down on his cock again, swallowing it eagerly.

He made the mistake of holding eye contact and saw her big amber eyes staring up at him while she slurped his dick in her lips. Her innocent face flushed red as she fought her goblin instincts trying not to want it. And with a surge that ran from the base of his spine to his balls and then up his cock like a lightning rod, he let himself come hard in her mouth.

The force of it shocked her and she coughed on the first stream but clamped her lips tight, determined to ‘suck the demon’ out of him. Her eyes went big as she struggled to swallow, more and more as the desire he felt to dirty her virgin mouth took control of his body. For a moment her eyes rolled up and he could have sworn her entire body shivered, but a moment later she was able to come up for air and was gasping for breath.

A last drop of come fell from the tip of her tongue but she caught it with her palm and licked it up, swallowing. “That… was…” she gasped for breath. “Amazing…”

“Needy, why are you smiling?”

“N-nothing!” she glared at him, wiping away the grin. “The demon is purged, be grateful!”

And he spotted a trickle of wetness run down her inner thigh before she quickly turned and tugged her skirt lower.

“There now, your demon is tamed,” she poked his weakening cock.

And without warning the stacked goblin climbed onto the couch and curled up beside him, holding his arm, head on his shoulder. He stared at her a moment and leaned over to pull up his pants. The girl pulled him back.

“How will I know it is dormant if I can’t keep an eye on it!” she declared. “Lie back. Now is the time when we grubnuzzle.”

“If you say so,” he smiled.

“I do!”

They lay curled together on the couch and Ren didn’t dare move. Wasn’t sure what might set her off. And if he was being honest, he didn’t want the moment to end.

Needy's voice broke through the silence. “Ren, I volunteer.”

Ren's brow furrowed in confusion. “For what?”

“I want the eye,” she declared. “I see you still have it.”

Eye? Then it occurred to him; she meant the cursed eye in the jar. “No,” he said firmly, without pausing to think about it. “Absolutely fucking not. You don’t know what it means.”

“I mean what I say,” she said. “You can’t stop me.” Needy had two sides: shy and angry. This was neither. A serious look on her adorable face.

Ren pushed himself up on one elbow. "You can't.”

Needy met his gaze head-on. "You said the eye was dangerous.”

“Exactly!”

“So let me use it. To protect you. I want to be able to use its powers,” she explained.

Ren shook his head. “You don't know what it'll do to you,” he cautioned. “It might have side effects we don't understand.”

“What do I care?” she shot back. “You think I don’t notice the void-rune is dangerous, and you still want to use its powers.”

“That’s different, I didn’t have a choice.”

“Yes, and I’m choosing this.”

He tried to find some way to explain it to her. “It’s way more dangerous than you think! It’s a cursed artifact… from a… a cursed creature.”

“This entire quest is dangerous, and I don't see you stopping. If we're take this path, then I can use the eye to protect us... to protect you.”

Ren's expression softened. He had to hand it to her, it took guts to want this. But that didn’t stop him from wanting to protect her.

“Needy, I...” he began, but she cut him off before he could finish.

“I've made up my mind.” She gripped his arm like a vice and clung to him.

“Look, even if I wanted to, I’m not sure I could do the thing. It takes special ingredients to make sure the transplant will work, that it doesn’t curse your body the moment It touches you. Ritual components and alchemical ingredients I lost back at Nethermire.”

“Then we’ll just find more,” she said reasonably.

“More? You can’t just pop over to the nearest magic shop and buy this shit, Needy. We’re talking rare, arcane items.”

“You will find a way,” she said confidently. “Let’s go to bed.”

He was done objecting to anything at this point. Returning to his room holding Needy’s hand, they strolled through the empty decaying halls of the old manor. Needy’s ears twitched, turning to pick up a sound. He paused and a moment later heard the distant noise. Moving to one of the windows overlooking the little garden courtyard the nature of the noise was a lot clearer; down among the rose bushes the minotaur was fulfilling his marital duties. Needy gave a shocked intake of breath but aside from blushing she didn’t turn away.

The noise was Wimmy panting and crying out rhythmically while the big blonde was bent over a stone bench by Zidon. He was giving her a royal pounding and she was giving it right back.

“Ungh! Yes! Ungh…. Ungh…” she cried. “You own this pussy!”

Shit… could’ve been you…

“You see!” Needy hissed and pinched him. “Look what I saved you from!”

“Yeah… my hero.”

“Of course… I’m your gromble, remember?”

***

Back in their room whatever argument the two girls had been having was gone as Needy rushed to the mimic’s side and dragged her to the far side of the room for a whispered conversation. All he could hear was Cas’ occasional outburst.

“That much?”

“Well I knew that…”

“Oh at least… maybe three times…”

“Would that even fit inside?”

“Toldja that’s what she was after...”

Ren refused to pay any attention. Climbing onto the bed it sent up a cloud of dust and he sneezed before settling in and closing his eyes. He ignored them when the two girls climbed in either side of him and their warm naked bodies curled up against him. He got two soft kisses – one on each cheek.

“Rest well,” the girls said.

Well… this didn’t suck… he thought, as he drifted to sleep.

He’d hoped Needy might change her mind after a good night’s sleep, but he woke up alone and wandered to the ground floor to find breakfast underway, the two girls were poring over Zidon’s maps of the area. She hadn’t changed her mind at all, and they were planning a raid for the supplies Ren would need to transplant the eye.

“Zidon says there’s a witch!” Needy exclaimed.

“Huh?”

“You could get all the magical supplies you need from the witch,” Zidon said casually from where he was sharpening a cleaver nearby. “There’s a hedge-witch in these parts. Granny Mellix. She’s got a cottage. Brews potions, removes curses, that sort of thing. She’ll probably have anything you need. It’ll cost you, though.”

“So in other words, that’s no good. See?” Ren said. “We’re broke!”

“Pfft,” Cas said, finally joining in. “We just steal it.”

***


Chapter 25   : Cabin in the Woods

The walls of the living thorn maze receded like the tide, each vine bending away as if bowing to Lord Thorn. Before Ren’s eyes a straight path from the manor house gate to the forest appeared. Zidon, stood with his arms in the air, like moses parting the red sea, deep voice murmuring whatever ancient incantations let him control the maze in the tongue of Qartish sorcery.

A lot easier than the way in…

They’d spent the better part of a week as guests. Healing up, recovering from the fight against the Grey Geese and the hardships of life above ground. Ren must’ve become used to the claustrophobic air of underground living over the last year because the perpetually shadowed, damp and sickly manor house full of unsettling taxidermy felt like a vacation. Wimmy never offered to bang him again, and neither did either of the girls, although they insisted on sleeping with him every night – Cas naked and Needy in a long nightgown on the opposite side of a wall of pillows. After sucking the demon out of his dickhole, the goblin had reverted back to being maniacally chaste.

Along with camping supplies they had newly tailored clothes – most of them old fancy jackets and waistcoats, gowns and trousers that were made from silks and satins but were now moth-eaten. Ren assumed they were decades old and had belonged to the original humin lord and lady of the manor. Wimmy packed them three days of food and they replaced their lost weapons and armor with a selection of rusty gear found in the thorn maze. With all that, they had no excuse to delay their trip south towards Mastodon Creek.

As the thorn maze parted, Yaghed was the first to move, stomping towards the forest without a word.

The orc wasn’t happy about the side trek to the witch’s hut but wasn’t about to outright say no since his leadership seemed to be teetering on the edge. Behind him, Sweep turned to Zidon and his wife Wimmy, bowing his head respectfully.

“Your hospitality in such dire times will not be forgotten,” he said solemnly. “The dragon remembers. May your shadows never grow less.”

A few of the other gave their thanks and they were on their way, into the unknown again. But as the group began to follow the orc’s lead into the woods, Ren hung back. Approaching the big blonde minotaur’s wife, he gave her a smile.

“I wanted to thank you,” he told her. “For your offer the other night. It was… very generous… and I regret not being able to take you up on it.”

Wimmy’s smile was warm and the look she gave him said ‘you have no idea what you turned down’.

“Oh, if I had known you were already spoken for, I wouldn’t have pushed the matter,” she replied.

Ren paused. “Spoken for? There must be a misunderstanding…”

Wimmy laughed softly. “I merely refer to your two ‘demons’, Casket and Needle. You seem quite a unit.”

Ren chuckled at the mistake. Shaking his head slightly. “Oh, that! We’re not like that. They’re just friends… they get worked up easily and are a bit overprotective of me.”

“Indeed.”

“I mean…” Ren turned to glance at the girls. “Mimics don’t even have a word for… that sort of thing. And Needy’s a priestess; she can’t be like that.”

“I stand corrected then,” Wimmy replied, her smile broadening into a grin.

At that moment, Zidon approached, his massive form casting a long shadow over the pair. The minotaur bowed to Ren so deeply his horns almost touched the ground. “I once again apologize for the manner in which we met. Had not Yaghed made an offer for safe passage, things would have gone differently. Please forgive me.”

Ren’s smile faded, replaced by a sudden chill that ran down his spine. “Yaghed made you an offer?” he asked, his voice tight, the words catching slightly in his throat. “What offer?”

***

They headed south taking the trail Yaghed had picked out for them that would bring them nearest the witch’s hut. The orc had a better knowledge of the areas around Nethermire than he let on, and Ren suspected the orc patrols knew every hiding spot, creature and danger within a hundred miles. They made camp near dawn, pitching tarps provided by Zidon, and Ren went over the directions Wimmy had given him to find the witch.

“Be back by sunset,” the orc said as the sky grew lighter at the approach of day. “I’m not waitin for ya.”

The orc had agreed to the side quest only if Ren did it in the daylight hours and was back before they forced the march again that night.

“We’ll be here,” Ren glared at the orc. “Just make sure you are.”

Gathering the small group that would go with him, Ren set out. Luckily it was pouring rain and the sun never rose, just making the sky a dull grey; he’d been dreading another round of soothing everyone’s panic when the ‘flaming sky monster’ returned. It was small comfort while the rain came down, soaking them to the skin.

At the taboo markers by the trail – skulls on sharp poles – they followed a rough path and reached the log bridge over a small creek – swollen and lapping at the bottom of the log now. After that Wimmy’s directions said to look for the bleeding rock and not far away they found an exposed rock in a hillside rich with iron ore that looked like a deep rust-red blood stained the side. They were close. He began to notice signs of life – chopped down trees, culled for firewood or construction. The last sign was the boulder carved in a weird round face with stylized round holes for eyes and mouth.

And beyond that was Granny Mellix’s cabin. Ren crouched in the thick underbrush with Needy and Cas. Behind them Sweep sat still as a crocodile, seeming to be having a flinching contest with Boots. Stupid kobold thought he could outfreeze a skeleton. He’d insisted on coming along because his honor would be stained if he didn’t help a maiden in her time of need. Ren counted to 1000 in his head and nothing in or around the cottage moved.

Nestled between gnarled oaks and a stand of pine trees, the place looked simple and handcrafted. With a single crude door, moss-covered roof and surrounded by garden. The thin ribbon of smoke curling from the chimney was the only sign of life. Ren nodded to Cas and the girl changed shape into a wolf that shed the tunic dress and trotted out into the bushes. He caught a glimpse of her circling the clearing and then after waiting a long moment she slowly approached the little wooden home and sniffed all around it. A moment later she returned to stand next to Ren.

“Looks clear,” the wolf whispered.

“Are you sure?” Needy asked. “I don’t like this, Ren. Something feels wrong.”

Needy’s big yellow eyes squinted in the daylight. Even in the gloom of an overcast day like this she had a hard time seeing. But that wasn’t the problem… and he knew it.

“It’s fine! Cross my heart and hope to die,” Cas grinned.

"Let's go in but keep it quiet and quick. We find what we need and get out,” Ren told them. “Sweep, you and Boots keep a lookout. Anybody shows up give us a signal.”

“Consider it done,” Sweep nodded.

The goblin wrung her hands, staring at the cottage of the hedge-witch.

“Lighten up, Needy; we’re just borrowing a few things.” Cas grinned. Her form shimmered for a moment, melting into the form of the elven warrior-mage who had helped kill the Targ. Ren froze for a moment in panic, staring into the pretty and cold features of the elf Lilac Quicksilver. Even though he knew it was only Cas, it made Ren’s fight-or-flight response kick in just seeing her face.

It’s not her… he forced his heart rate to calm down.

Cas slipped back into her tunic. “If anyone asks, we’re just requisitioning shit in the name of the elven king.”

Ren patted Needy on the shoulder. “It’ll be over before you know it,” he told her.

Unlike Cas, he could tell what Needy was really worried about was the magical procedure.

Cas led the way to the back door of the cottage and, testing the latch, found it unlocked. Inside was a cozy one-room home with bed tucked in one corner, fireplace another, and wooden shelves lined with jars of dried herbs and strange powders. Cas immediately fixed eyes on a stuffed weasel above the fireplace.

“Coooool! Nice weasel!” she exclaimed.

While trying to organize their quick search, he hissed at the mimic. “Keep it down.”

Ren hadn’t expected her to be much help, so long as she wasn’t actively interfering with things he was happy if she let him do it. He was already searching for what he’d need – bunches of herbs, jars of extracts and tinctures, baskets of weird odds and ends. Goldmine.

Needy was rummaging in the cupboards. “There’s nothing to eat!” she complained.

“There are shelves full of food, look at all the preserves!”

The goblin eyed them with a grimace. “Vegetables? Ewww…”

“Hey, who do you think this old biddy is?” Cas asked pointing to a painted portrait of an old, grey-haired woman with a high collared dress and ruffled cuffs that hung on the wall.

“Who gives a fuck? Help me find something to carry all this in the rain.”

“Yeah, so Ren… why don’t we just do it here?” Cas said.

“You want to hang around here waiting for the witch to come home while I do eye surgery?”

“Why not? That stupid kobold is useless but Boots will let us know if she comes back. I think we can handle some withered biddy like this,” she gestured at the portrait.

“You just don’t want to carry anything, do you?”

“What? No! That’s… yes fine, you got me.”

A sharp knock at the door made them all freeze.

What the fuck? Who could possibly be here and knocking on the door in this weather? Better yet, why hadn’t Boots and Sweep sounded an alarm?

“What do we do?” Needy hissed.

Ren shushed her.

“Maybe it’s Sweep?” Cas whispered.

Another knock, hesitant but persistent. “Grandma?” a woman’s voice asked. “Are you in?”

Ren jabbed a finger at Cas who made a ‘who me?’ expression. “Handle it," Ren glared at her.

The mimic rolled her eyes and then form of the elven warrior-mage melted away, replaced by the old woman from the portrait.

“Hide!” Ren hissed at Needy and dragged her towards the open cupboards to pull her in after him.

“Ren!” Needy protested.

”Shhh!”

“Grandma, is that you?” the voice asked.

“One moment deary!” Cas replied in a frail voice and looking around ran to the bed and jumped under the covers.

“You sound strange!” the voice said.

“I’m not well dear, come in.”

Ren barely had time to pull the cupboard shut and looked out through the crack. As the front door opened a woman in a long, red robe entered, shedding water. She had black hair and carried a wicker basket with straps on her back.

“I found something!” the red-robed woman announced. “Crawling in the woods!”

Dumping out her wicker basket the tied-up form of Sweep landed hard on the floor with a yelp.

“Ren… I can’t stay in here,” Needy gasped beside him, crammed together in the tight space. He put a hand over her mouth.

“They’ve got Sweep!” he whispered, but Needy only moaned in reply.

But then the woman in red froze as she got a good look at Cas in the bed. “Who are you?” she exclaimed.

Cas drew the blanket up to cover herself. “Oh, dearie, grandma’s... um, not feeling well!”

“So why do you look like great-great aunt Amelda?”

He watched Cas’ expression freeze as she realized her mistake and try to think of an answer. “Pixies,” she finally said.

“Pixies?” the woman echoed doubtfully.

“Rotten pixies used their fairy magic on me. Oh my… would you look at that stupid idiot of a kobold who got himself caught, he’s trying to escape.”

Sweep had been wriggling his way to the door, temporarily forgotten, but the red-robed woman grabbed him by the ankles and tossed him at the foot of the bed.

“Ren I can’t breathe!” Needy hissed, pulling his hand away.

“Needy, give me a break!” He turned to glare at her and found the tips of one of her big goblin ears poking him in the face.

“Stop it!” she squeaked. Was she panting?

“What was that?” the woman in red asked, turning towards the cupboard that hid them.

“Mice!” Cas said. “Stupid noisy mice. Quiet mice! Grandma is trying to handle this!”

“Has something happened to your teeth?” the red-robed woman leaned close to stare at Cas’ face.

“I have plenty of teeth!” Cas said.

“Yes… too many, and they’re all different kinds. Pixies did this?”

“They sure did…”

“You don’t understand!” Needy hissed desperately. Trying to push him away. “This isn’t… isn’t proper!”

“Fuck!” he tried to hold her still, but a cornered goblin was a dangerous one, and she bit his hand, like a dog that snaps at its owner. He held in a yelp and they fought back and forth until the overstuffed cupboard popped open, dumping Needy onto the floor and Ren on top of her, cushioned by her shapely behind.

“Are you trying to kiss my squibblesquatch!” Needy screamed, scrambling away. “You’re always doing this, pervert!”

All eyes in the room settled on them and she froze, suddenly realizing what she’d done.

Oh shit…

“What’s a sexually frustrated goblin doing in my pantry?” Cas tried and failed to sound surprised.

Suspicion turned to alarm as the red-robed girl's eyes darted around. “Monsters!” she screamed shrilly.

Ren stood up with his hands raised. “Look, this is a misunderstanding—”

The girl screamed and pulled a ten-inch dagger from her basket, charging at them with the blade raised for an overhand stab. “Get out of my grandma's house!”

Cas jumped on her back with a blanket over her head and rode the woman as she blindly slammed into the big oak table, yelled in pain and then tripped over Needy so she fell and Cas rode her to the ground.

“Get the knife!” Ren yelled as the blade clattered across the floor.

“Tie her up!” Cas shouted.

“I will not be manhandled by you!” Needy screamed as she slapped Ren.

“Hurry up! She’s coming!” Sweep yelled from where he was hogtied by the bed.

She? She who?

The woman in red finally managed to shrug off Cas and tried to stand up, but she was still struggling under the blanket, tripped on the fabric and cracked her head on the corner of the table, laying there moaning as blood began to spread on the fabric. Needy grabbed the dagger.

“Good, Needy, kill her!” Cas yelled.

“Don’t touch me!” Needy yelled, swinging the dagger wildly at Ren. “I’ll cut it off!”

Ren dove for cover, crawling under the table. A hand clamped on his ankle and he looked to see the woman in red bleeding from a head wound and slightly stunned, had come after him.

“Oh no you don’t, monster!” she growled, blindly groping for one of the cleavers that had fallen off the cutting board.

Needy’s sudden murderous rage quickly took a sharp right turn.

“Don’t you touch my Ren!” the goblin screamed and stabbed the woman in the back of the hand with the dagger, pinning it to the floorboards.

The woman screamed, letting go of Ren.

“Cas! Quit fucking around and knock her shit out!” Ren shouted.

Cas – still in the form of the little old lady – darted her eyes back and forth, settled on the weasel over the mantlepiece, and snatched it up to slam the woman in red on the back of the skull. It took several more solid whacks to make her go still but left her alive but unconscious on the floor, blood spreading from her impaled hand. The three of them stood panting over her body.

“Would someone kindly mind freeing me from this bondage?” Sweep finally asked.

Ren gathered his focus. “You, go get Boots,” he said to Cas. “I’ll cut his honor loose then he can tie up this psychopath.” He finally turned to the goblin who stood looking at her feet.

“Sorry, Ren,” she apologized. “About trying to castrate you… I didn’t mean it.”

Fuck this. He was finishing this now. He grabbed the blanket and draped it over the table to make an improvised operation room.

“Lie down on the table.”

“B-but I’m not r-ready!” Needy covered her body with her hands. “And if the kobold watches he has to pay.”

“For the eye, you idiot!”

“Oh… oh right! I’m on it!”

***

By the time Cas had returned with the skeleton warrior carrying their gear, Ren and Sweep had managed to tie up the woman in red with her hands behind her back around one of the two support beams holding up the cottage roof.

Carefully unloading the backpack, Ren unwrapped the glass jar with the eye and set it on the mantlepiece. The hedge-witch’s cottage had been transformed into an operating theater as best he could; a pot of water boiling in the fire, the knives and torn-up strips of sheets sterilized in the boiling water and, with a squeeze from the slime he had a bowl of distilled alcohol that he used to wash his hands.

Not exactly sterile as a hospital, but it would have to do.

The hedge-witch had turned out to have more than what he needed, and he’d packed a few extra alchemical ingredients away to take with him. Using her supplies and equipment he mixed up the Aetheric Clarification Serum, a concoction designed to purify the recipient’s internal energies, ensuring that no impurities interfered with the integration of the magical eye; an Elixer of Sanguine Stability to stabilize the body’s humors and blood flow, reducing the risk of rejection or inflammation during the delicate procedure; a Mystic Barrier smudge, which stank like burning sage and made a cloud of smoke that warded off infection and magical interference, and most importantly, the Arcane Adhesion Solution to ensure that the grafted organ wasn’t rejected either physically or magically and bonded the organic and enchanted components together.

Making Ren turn his back on threat of death, Needy got naked, climbed on the table and Cas draped a sheet over her up to the neck.

“She’s ready,” Cas said.

“Alright,” Ren said. “Let's do this.”

Needy nodded, her grip tightening on the edges of the sheet.

While Boots reached into the boiling water to retrieve the surgical instruments and bring them to the table in a bowl, Ren retrieved the magic eye and carefully unscrewed the lid, picking off the lead that kept it sealed.

“You're gonna be so badass, Needy,” Cas reassured her softly. “Imagine zapping people with that cursed magic eye of yours. They won't know what hit 'em.”

Ren set the jar on the table beside Needy and she gulped as it looked back at her.

“Time to sleep,” he told her, and took her arm out from under the sheet. Biting her wrist the sleep venom ran into her blood and she gave a whimper.

“I trust you,” she mumbled before passing out.

Ren carefully applied Elixer of Sanguine Stability and the Aetheric Serum then took a deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. He picked up a sharp knife and leaned over Needy, his hand trembling slightly as he held her eyelid open.

“What’s the problem?” Cas urged. “Hurry up! I want to see an eyeball get gouged out!”

He looked at Needy’s face and hesitated. The thought of slicing out her perfectly good eyeball made his stomach churn. This was why doctors didn’t operate on their own family members.

“I can't do it,” he finally admitted, his voice barely above a whisper.

Cas' pale eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What's wrong?” she asked. “Did you want the eye for yourself?”

“I can't just slice off a perfectly good body part,” he said.

“But she asked you to.”

When Ren put down the knife Cas rolled her eyes in disappointment.

“Lame,” she muttered under her breath. “I thought I was going to see some first-rate eye gouging today.”

“What kind of monsters are you?” the woman tied to the post asked groggily.

“Quiet you! Don’t make me get the weasel again,” Cas warned her.

Then to Ren’s surprise, Boots stepped forward, picked up the knife in his bony hand with surprising dexterity and looked at Ren.

He stared at the skeleton in disbelief. Animated skeletons were supposed to be nothing more than a mindless undead automaton, incapable of independent action, only following orders. Could Boots be interpreting his words as a command?

“All right Bootsy!” Cas said. “Let’s get this show started!”

With a deep breath, Ren steeled himself and turned to Needy. He gently pulled her eyelid wide open, nodding toward Boots and looking away. Ren couldn't even watch as Boots performed the surgery. Could barely even listen as the knife scraped bone inside the eye socket.

“I can't believe you're missing this, Ren,” Cas exclaimed happily. “Boots is doing some real precision work here.”

When Needy’s yellow eyeball was plopped down on the table, Ren forced himself to swallow his breakfast again. He reached for the jar containing the cursed eye of the Eyebiter, his fingers trembling slightly as he opened it and held it up to the skeleton. His boney hand clinked against the glass as he reached inside and pulled it out.

“Alright, so now Boots is gently cramming the eye into Needy's skull – missing a really gory empty eyesocket by the way –” Cas continued.

Ren winced at the mental image, trying to ignore the squelching sound as the new eye slid into place.

“Use the… uh… use the Adhesion Solution to make sure the new eye connects to the optic nerve,” Ren said.

“This one here, Boots,” Cas said holding up a jar. “That’s right, nice big dollop in the empty hole should do. And now he's securing the eye in place,” Cas narrated. “Oh… its looks horrific! So coooool. Needy's gonna have one amazing story to tell at parties.”

"And there we go. Done," Cas said, her voice tinged with regret. “The eye's in, and Boots is wrapping a bandage around Needy's head to cover it up.”

Ren breathed a sigh of relief, turning to see Cas helping the skeleton warrior to wrap a bandage around her head.

“Thanks, Boots,” Ren managed to say.

But even as the words left his lips, Ren felt a sudden wave of dizziness wash over him. His vision blurred, and the room spun.

“Ren, you okay? What’s wrong?” Cas's voice sounded distant, as if coming from far away. “Did you want to hold Needy’s old eye?”

The room spun around him, Ren's legs gave out, and darkness pulled him down.

***

Ren woke up in the big comfy chair by the cottage fireplace. There was a blanket draped over him and most of the equipment had been neatly packed up and stowed in the basket. Needy was still unconscious on the table.

“Hey Ren!” Cas piped up from where she sat cross-legged on the table beside the goblin, still wearing the shape of the old biddy.

His head ached. He touched it gently and winced. Might have given himself a goose egg when he hit the floor. Boots was standing by the basket and Sweep was ‘guarding’ the prisoner with her own knife.

“How long was I out?”

“Dunno. A while. Needy’s still asleep.”

An hour maybe? Shit… they should be out of here by now.

“Pack up… let’s go… before—"

There was a gust of cold, rain-spattered wind as the cottage door kicked open.

Outlined against the grey sky and drizzle was a dripping-wet figure. She was tall and wrinkled, face browned from a lifetime outdoors, a pair of grizzled grey braids on her shoulders, and rugged leathers and wool clothes on her back. In one hand was a bucksaw and in the other a huge double-bitted axe. Her eyes took in the room and the saw clanged to the floor as she gripped the axe in both hands.

“What in the name of the sweet Green Man are you vermin doing in my home?” she thundered.

“Grandma!” the woman in red said.

“Grandma?” Ren and Cas said.

Even at Ren’s new, doubled height, the woman towered another two feet over him. It was lake a child facing an angry alcoholic parent suddenly stumbling into your bedroom at one AM… holding an axe.

“Grandma, quick!” the prisoner yelled. “That one stole Great-Aunt Amelda’s face!”

Granny’s furious eyes settled on Cas who backed away and fell off the table. When she reappeared, she had quickly changed back into the elven warrior-mage.

“Nothing to see here… elvenking’s business!” Cas said.

“Doppelganger!” Granny yelled and swung her axe for Cas. “Die!”

The mimic barely jumped out of the way and the axe imbedded itself in the floor.

“Run!” Ren yelled. “Boots! Grab Needy!”

The skeleton scooped the unconscious goblin up in a fireman’s hold over his shoulder and headed for the door. Before he could make it, Granny gave up trying to free the axe from the floor, leaving it there, and barred his way. Her arms stretched out like a bear wanting to wrestle.

“Try to get by me!” she growled.

Ren threw the rest of the container of Sanguine Stability in her face, and she spluttered and staggered, blinded for a moment. Boots took the opportunity to dodge past her. Ren was about to follow when the woman in red lurched up from the floor, the ropes dangling from her wrists where she’d used her own blood to slip out of them. She drew another knife from under her robes. Fucksakes! How many knives did this chick have?

She blocked their escape.

“My what big ears you have,” she said advancing on Cas in her elven shape. “I’m gonna cut them both off!”

Ren started throwing sterilized knives at her, most of them flung wide but one after the other they made the woman back up and shield her body with her arms. Suddenly Sweep managed to unfreeze and charged her from behind, slamming his weight into the backs of her knees so she folded and crashed backwards into the cupboards. But by then the cabin-in-the-woods axe-murderer Grandma had wiped her eyes clean and yanked the axe out of the floor.

Granny lifted the huge axe like it weighed nothing and swung at Ren, who dived under the table. The blow shattered the tabletop. Yanking the axe out and preparing to swing again, she was attacked by a hissing ball of teeth and fur. A weasel – the size of a large dog with bright red fur – had latched onto her wrist with her fangs and wouldn’t let go.

The axe-murderer swore and screamed, swinging her arm back and forth, desperately trying to fling the weasel away, but the animal only growled and bit down harder until bone crunched and the canine teeth halfway tore the hand from the arm. Grandma hollered – not a scream, more of a war cry – and punched Cas. Again and again as bone crunched under the weasel’s jaws. Finally, granny shoved her hand – weasel and all – into the burning fireplace.

This leathery old bitch was hardcore!

Both granny and weasel screamed, Cas finally letting go. Then both ran on fire out into the rain.

Ren took one moment to sweep as much of his gear as he could into the basket and, grabbing the stunned kobold by the scruff of his coat, he shoved him stumbling towards the door. Dragging the basket with him Ren chased Sweep running out into the rain after everyone else. He leapfrogged over Granny where she was curled around her mangled hand in a deep puddle, and she still made a grab for him.

“You better run!” she hollered at them as they hustled for the treeline. “I see you again… I’m gonna eat you raw! All the better if you’re still alive!”

Ren stumbled along, following the kobold, and a moment later they were into the treeline, free and clear. A giddy laugh erupted from his mouth.

“Eat my nuts!” he shouted back.

A rustling in the bushes announced Boots joining them with Needy’s form over his shoulder, her bare ass and thighs jiggling as he ran.

“You’re a fucking rockstar, Boots!” he told the skeleton, laughing.

He paused to shrug the straps of the basket on. Undulating out of the underbrush was a singed-looking green-furred giant weasel, long narrow body hopping along on its stubby legs.

“What about me?” Cas asked.

“You were all amazing!” He bent and kissed the weasel on the mouth. “What a clusterfuck.”

“Hear that, Sweep?” Cas asked the kobold. “Even you were amazing… just not as amazing as me or the sawbones over here…”

“Truly, I am but a humble servant in the grand tapestry of life, only happy that I was able to assist in any way,” Sweep said. “That I am able to use even one-fraction of my ancestors lineage, descended from the mightiest of dragons, whose very breath could forge empires and crumble mountains, should barely be noted!”

“Yeah, I’ve never met anyone half as humble,” Ren snorted.

“You do me service, master Ren!” he replied, not hearing the sarcasm.

***

They managed a return to camp by noon and the exhausted companions crawled under the tarp shelter to get a few hours of sleep before the night’s march south. Boots helped lay Needy down and went off to patrol around the camp while everyone slept. Ren took the slime and stuck it in a tree branch and tucked the mushroom under a bush with instructions to alert him if intruders showed up. He wasn’t sure they ever really understood what he told them, but it was better than nothing. Crawling back into the darkness of the shelter, Ren was asleep before his head could pillow on Cas’ soft white blob.

He woke up not knowing what time it was but emerged from the tarp to see the sun was a red blob sinking behind the horizon. The rain had stopped and the forest around them was still and damp except for water dripping off tree branches.

“Not so tough now, are you?” Needy said with snicker. “The dragon clouds put out your fire and now you slink away! Go on and run!”

He realized she was talking to the sunset.

“You’re up early,” he said.

She turned, one eye still covered with a bloodstained bandage and smiled at him.

“Ren! It worked! Look!”

Peeling up the bandage a bit to show the bruised and swollen eye underneath Ren barely dodged a red ray that blackened a bush behind him.

“Keep that covered up!” he yelped.

“Sorry Ren! I was just so… I just had to see if it was real. Thank you, for everything.”

“Yeah well, the graft was a success but keep it covered for at least a week to make sure it doesn’t reject your body.”

Actually, it was obviously working just fine… all he wanted was to have a chance to teach her how to control it before she fried everything in sight… literally.

“I can wait… it’ll be worth it,” Needy said.

“I hope so.”

“Its not like I had a choice,” she shrugged and went back to making rude gestures at the sunset.

Ummmm…

“Why do you say that?” he asked cautiously.

“Well… you know…” she said like it was obvious.

“Know what?”

“Well after… you know what… I don’t have special powers anymore. I needed to be able to protect you, Ren. Be strong for you, instead of you always protecting me.” She shrugged.

“Lost you powers?” he asked.

“Yeah…” she said wistfully. “Don’t get me wrong, it was worth it!” she beamed happily at him. “But after you… you know… took my virginity…” she blushed and gave him an adoring smile. “My shaman powers were lost.”

Ren stared at her a moment. What the fuck? “Took… your virginity,” he repeated.

“You know,” she poked him shyly and blushed some more. “When we kissed by the lake… then you put your tongue in my mouth… and your juice went into me…”

“Right…” he said. “That time.”

Did he tell her? Or would it be cruel? She seemed… happy. Glowing even. Perhaps he did owe her the truth, but he cared for her too much to hurt her right now.

No… better to face this now.

“Needy, I don’t know how to tell you this… but… you’re still a virgin.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not a little girl, I’m a full-grown woman! I think I’d know if I was a virgin.”

“But we didn’t… do anything.”

She glared at him. “Are you trying to back out of your responsibility?” she said coldly. “Use me and… and… abandon me?”

“No!”

“Good,” she cautioned him with a look. “Because I think I feel the spark you put in my belly. A woman knows these things.”

This was a joke, right?

“Sure… but listen… you couldn’t have ‘a spark in your belly’… your… I wasn’t in… I didn’t come anywhere near your pussy…”

“Near my…” she stared at him. “That’s a disgusting joke and I don’t appreciate it!” she snarled.

She was too angry to talk to him for an hour while she made breakfast of leftover harpy and when the others woke up, and Cas wandered out of the shelter stretching in her humin form, the goblin grabbed her by the hand and dragged her to the far side of the camp.

“What the… chill out Needy!” the mimic said but Needy was on a mission.

Ren couldn’t hear what they said but he watched Needy angrily gesticulating in his direction and the confused look on Cas’ face slowly changed to a broad grin. She glanced his way, met his eyes and got an evil glint. What followed was an animated pantomime, complete with fingers illustrating how it worked and Cas air-humping while Needy got a more and more appalled look on her face.

“Put it in my what?” she screamed shrilly and glared at Ren like it was his fault.

Ah shit…

Nim was sitting next to him, and the rat offered him the half-empty pack of cigarettes. A little worse for wear after being soaked in the lake and dried out again.

“Thanks buddy,” he took one eagerly. “I’m trying to cut back, but then shit like this happens, you know?”

Nim squeaked and nodded.

***


Chapter 26   : Enshrined

They packed up at dusk, ate quickly and were getting ready to move out. The entire time Ren stared holes into Yaghed’s back. The idea had bubbled up on the way back from the witch’s hut and had been digging into his brain for hours. Until what started as an angry rant in his head took constructive shape and he committed to it. When Yaghed walked into the bush, Ren followed him.

Under the trees the forest was even darker, but Ren could still see well enough that it was like noon. He quietly stalked the orc through the underbrush, his boots sinking slightly into the soil, still soft and damp from the rain. He found Yaghed taking a leak against a gnarled oak. The urine steamed and somehow stank worse than the orc did.

“We need to talk,” Ren said in a low voice that wouldn’t carry.

Yaghed turned his head, but the stream never stopped. “What you want? Hold my dick fer me?”

Ren activated the Darkstar wand and the long black blade appeared. With a quick move he had the glassy edge under the orc’s dick before he could move. Yaghed pinched off the stream and froze.

“What’s eatin' ya?” he said with a contained fury.

“I want to talk about the deal you made with Zidon. The one where you sold us out,” Ren accused.

The orc gave a harsh, quick laugh. “Sold out? Nah, I made a tough call—so some of us would get out alive.”

Ren considered cutting his balls off right there. “By deciding to sacrifice some of us to get eaten? You think that's your call to make?”

“Fucking right.”

“You knew Zidon was going to fucking eat someone as payment and you took us there anyway?” Ren snapped.

“The humies were after us… we might not have lasted the night,” Yaghed said coldly, maybe sensing how close he was to getting castrated. “He either ate two of ya, or all of us got ganked by that shitstorm you got us into… it was the only way.”

“Only it didn’t work, did it?” Ren snapped. “Zidon played you. He figured we were fair game and decided to eat all of us … unless I was hallucinating you and everybody else strung up like a slaughterhouse. Not very smart… why would he make a deal for two when he could have us all?”

Yaghed’s eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint surfacing. “You think you're better? Always playin’ so smart. What would you have done, huh?”

“Exactly what I did… talked our way out of it.”

Now that he’d got the answer, Ren didn’t feel any satisfaction from it. Yaghed didn’t care what he’d done… he’d do it again in a moment.

But that didn’t mean the others wouldn’t care.

“Listen Yaghed, and try to get this through your thick fucking skull… we’re all in this together. You try to cut someone out to save your own skin again, that last thing you see will be my face while you die screaming.”

The orc was silent a moment. He swallowed hard, a trickle of sweat running down his temple. Then Ren switched off the wand and stepped back, never turning his back on the orc.

"You better keep your mouth shut about this,” the orc snarled. “You try an turn them on me by talkin shit, I swear I’ll slit your throat in your sleep. They don’t need to know."

“I’m glad you brought that up,” Ren smiled. “I don’t think you’ll have time to wait for me while I’m sleeping, once I tell the others… if I tell the others.”

He might have been a stupid orc but he knew a threat when he heard one. “What do you want then?”

“Like I said, we’re all in this together,” Ren said. “So I need you to get us back to Gurmak’s shrine instead of heading for Mastodon Creek. And I need it to be your idea.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re going after the Grey Geese again.”

The orc scowled, eyes dead. “Yer a bastard.”

“I’m a homunculus made by Isinore’s magic… I’m worse than a bastard. I’m fatherless and motherless. And if you’re even a tiny bit smart that should scare you.”

The orc just continued to glare but he didn’t say no. “Watch yer back, imp. Out here, you stab or get stabbed… remember that.”

Ren turned and made his way back to the camp. Had he just made a mistake letting the orc live? He didn’t have much choice. He’d just have to watch him and make sure the psychopath didn’t try to kill them all again.

Not before he had another shot at the Grey Geese. And Lilac Quicksilver was dead.

***

When they picked up the march again Yaghed kept his distance. Needy paced beside him lugging the basket of gear despite the bandage covering one eye. Cas ranged up, in the shape of a blue-furred wolf.

“Keep an eye on Yaghed,” he told them, pitching his voice so nobody else could hear.

“Are you making fun of me?” Needy asked.

“What? No! Just… be careful around him.”

“Why?” she asked curtly.

“We can’t trust him,” was all he said.

It was a full few hours later when Needy caught up to him on the trail, whispering so only he could hear.

“Yaghed is taking us the wrong way,” she said quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“The moon-creature, it moves through the sky a certain way, and if we were heading south, it should be over there,” she pointed to a patch of the sky. “But I think we’re headed east.”

Goddam, check out the big brain on Needy. She wasn’t exactly the smartest, but she had great instincts. He pulled her aside into the bushes behind a tree.

“We’re not going south… I forced Yaghed to take us back to the shrine.”

Needy’s face contorted, trying to understand what he was saying. “The shrine?”

“Yeah, the Gurmak shrine.”

“Why would you want to do that?” the blue spider on the trunk of the tree above them asked.

“Fucksakes, Cas!” he hissed. “You almost made me shit myself!”

“Hey, don’t blame me!” the spider said, dropping to the ground and turning back into the slender pale girl. “I thought you were sneaking away to make out and I wanted to watch.”

Fucking peeping tomboy.

“W-why would you w-watch?” Needy gasped, appalled.

Cas made a funny face. “I dunno… I get this tickly feeling in my stomach, right here, like butterflies, then I get kinda warm and sweaty. Almost like its me he’s making out with.”

Needy blushed.

“Whatever,” Ren said. “We’re going to the shrine because we’re going to look for the Grey Geese.”

“So… not to make out?” Cas asked.

“What? No. Can you focus please?”

“Not even a little?”

“NO!” Needy said. “I’m not going to…” her voice dropped to a whisper… “…touch tongues, in front of you.”

“Can I then?”

“You can’t kiss him either!” Needy spluttered.

“I didn’t mean him,” Cas said.

Needy looked surprised, then shrugged, leaning in towards the mimic.

“Can you two pay attention!” Ren interrupted. “In a few hours we’re going to be back at the shrine and I need a plan by then for how to kill the Grey Geese.”

“Kill them? That’s gonna be hard, they nearly killed us the last time,” Cas said.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious. I know, I was there.”

“I mean, if we run into them again, they’ll probably beat us up again.”

“I know…”

“Best case scenario.”

“I know!”

“And that seems like the opposite of what you want if you’re trying to get revenge.”

“Cas!” It was Needy who interrupted this time. “Ren knows it’s difficult. He’s asking for our help.”

“Oh? I didn’t notice because the words ‘can you please help me’ have yet to be spoken,” the mimic said coyly.

Ren rallied his calm. “Can you help me?”

Needy leaned close to him and whispered ‘Please.’

“Can you help me, please?” Ren repeated.

“Of course!” Cas beamed, slapping him on the shoulder. “I’m insulted you thought you even had to ask.”

“We should get back to the others, before they notice we’re gone,” Ren said, grinding his teeth.

“Yeah, well if anybody asks, we’ll just say Needy wanted to touch our tongues with hers,” the mimic said, dropping onto all fours and turning into a wolf that bounded away. “Honestly, Needy. Two at once is just greedy!”

“Casket!” the goblin yelled, flushing pink. “Don’t you dare say that to a single person!” and she charged after the mimic.

Ren followed slowly. Is it me or is Cas angling for a threeway?

***

The conversation when the reached the shrine, and the other figured out they’d been tricked, wasn’t very friendly. But Yaghed took the brunt of the blame, so Ren didn’t feel too worried.

Sweep paced up and down, like a general in front of his troops. Reptilian eyes narrowed at the orc. “You've led us astray, Yaghed! This wasn't our path,” he hissed through his clenched teeth.

“We need an explanation. You can’t just haul us halfway across the wilds without one,” Plumbob tried to calm the tension between the orc and the kobold.

Yaghed waved away the questions dismissively. “It’s for your own good,” he grunted, turning away from them.

Sweep turned on Ren. “Am I the only one who thinks a monster’s word is his bond?”

“Listen,” Ren tried to pretend he was ignorant. “Who knows why Yaghed does anything? But maybe this is a good thing. The Grey Geese won’t stop hunting us. We might as well face them on our terms.”

“And your plan for facing them?” Plum asked, skeptical.

Shit. Now everyone from the rat to the orc were staring at him.

“Yes, Fetch, tell us your plan,” the orc said, enjoying putting him in the hot seat.

He had no plan, not really, but they needed something to hold onto. “I need some time to polish it off, but I promise, I'll lay it all out tomorrow. For now, let’s rest. We’ll need our strength.”

The group dispersed slowly, the tension easing as they settled into the familiar corners of the shrine.

“That’s amazing news!” Needy said as she and Cas approached him. “What’s the plan?”

“Needy,” Cas said patiently. “There is no plan. He was lying.”

“Oh…”

“I need some time to think,” he told them. “I’m going to crash in the balcony.”

He turned to the skeleton warrior. “Keep guard while we sleep, hey Boots? Use the slime and the mushroom.” He plucked both the creatures from his pack and stuck them on the skeleton’s armored shoulders.

“You mean Jam,” Cas said. “And Amanita.”

“Who?”

That’s what we’ve been calling them.”

“Since when?”

“I dunno. But they seem to like it. Don’t you Jam?”

The slime wiggled.

“Fine… whatever.”

He had found a dry place to sleep on what remained of a balcony the first time they were here. It overlooked the floor of the shrine and was private from the rest of the space behind a sheet of spider silk like a curtain. It was right under the canopy, and private. He was exhausted, feet barely climbing the stairs, and laying out his blanket he found a faded tapestry and folded it up for extra padding. When he heard the scuff of feet on the stairs he found Needy standing there, blanket over her shoulders.

“Needy?”

“I’m here to guard you.”

“I don’t need guarding; I can look after myself.”

“I meant guard others from your enraged man-horn.”

“Uh, of course. What was I thinking?” he said and lay back down.

Needy drew her blankets up right next to him and despite his attempts to keep some distance, she kept backing her dumptruck against him. Finally, he rolled off his improvised tapestry mattress and gave up, letting her have the whole thing.

“Where are you going?” she asked sharply.

“I’m not going any—”

“Get back here!”

Ren found himself pressed up against her as he tried to sleep. Trouble was his cock didn’t want to. All it knew was Needy’s big, beautiful ass was brushing against him. A few moments later Needy reached back blindly and groped it.

“Your thing is swollen, was it stung by an insect?”

Fucking shit with the insect thing again.

“Uh… no.”

“Then make it go away.”

“It, uh , isn’t that easy.”

She rolled over, sitting up and pulling back the blanket to reveal his tentpole. “Why didn’t you say your possessed demon horn was back?”

“Hey, I was fine by myself! If you don’t like it, leave me alone!”

“Hmmmph! I shall stop it myself then!”

And she smacked him in the balls.

“Owww! Don’t do that!”

She stopped, shocked at his outburst and studied the bulge under his trousers. “Hmmmm, I see. It cannot be harmed without harming the one it possesses.”

She yanked his pants down and his cock flopped into the open. Her eyes went wide.

“T-the monster between your legs is p-possessed by evil – look how big and angry it is now!”

“If you’re that interested in making it go away all you have to do is massage it – gently – and it will go back to normal,” she smiled laying back. That should scare her off.

And to his shock Needy gently wrapped her hand around his erection and started slowly jerking him off. For a moment he didn’t know what was happening, but as he heard her labored breathing, he knew she was into it.

“Would it be weird to kiss?” she asked hopefully.

“Not at all,” he told her, and she threw herself at him, mouth open, letting him swirl his tongue inside her. At least this time she wasn’t going to accuse him of impregnating her with his saliva.

The more she slowly jerked him off, the harder they kissed. Until his hand moved on its own and went under the skirt of her maid uniform. To his surprise she immediately parted her thighs wide open. Her bloomers were wet in the seat and as he slid his hand inside them and found her pussy, a flood came out at his touch. She started to grind against him, moaning as they kissed.

“T-this feels weird!” she moaned. Then looking down she saw where his fingers were like she was just discovering it. “Hey what are you doing?”

“You’re hips thrust every time I stroke you…” he said with a grin.

“They do not!” Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. “Stop making me do that!” she demanded.

But he could tell by the shaking in her body she was getting close. Then she trapped his hand between her thighs and closed her eyes. Her body shaking as she humped his hand.

“I… don’t feel right, you have to stop!” she cried.

“Then let go of my hand!”

But instead she clamped it tighter, forcing his fist against her cunt. And a moment later she came. Screaming behind her teeth, body going rigid and nearly crushing his fingers as she clamped her thighs. It went on for half a minute before she lay back, limp and gasping. Then she slapped him.

“How dare you touch me there!”

“Owww!”

A small light of reason returned to her eyes and Needy blinked aware, uncrossing her thighs and sitting up to hold him to her chest.

“I’m sorry!” she said, crushing his face in her giant melons. Then a moment later. “W-what happened… just now?”

“You were touched by the Shimmering Snail?” he suggested.

“That must be it,” she replied. “You will never speak of this!” she threatened him.

“Of course not!”

Then leaning over his cock, she began licking it up and down and used the moisture to stroke him. “I’m going to relieve the demons inside your horn now…” she said.

And taking a deep breath like she was about to dive to the bottom of a lake; she took his cock in her mouth with an audible ‘Gulk!’ She slurped him that way a few times before whipping him out again and diving down to lash her wet tongue across his balls while stroking him with one hand.

“Geth outh… I commanth you to geth outh…” she instructed the jizz in his balls as she licked them.

Then she was travelling south, and her soaking wet tongue kept licking. He felt a shocking tingle as the long, pointed goblin tongue started eating his ass.

“What are you doing?’ he hissed.

“Stop distracting me!” she ordered and went to town licking his cock and balls again.

“Well… if you like it so much…” he said reluctantly.

She made hungry noises as she slurped.

“Ohhh, fuuuuuck,” he gasped. Still… he should probably make her stop.

He reached to gentle push her away and she slapped his hand away. “Stop interfering while I spell the holy word of Yibble with my tongue! Now I have to start over.”

When she was finally finished she emerged, wiping her chin and cheeks. Her face was flushed to the tips of her ears and she immediately pounced on his cock, bobbing her head up and down on it hard. He was starting to wonder if she was going to take his load in her mouth when she suddenly released him and sat up.

A pink flush had spread from her forehead down to her cleavage. “Ren… I have a confession to make,” she said. Kneeling between his legs, hands clasped under her chin she bowed her head. “I have not been… entirely honest with you…”

“Oh?”

“I know I’ve disguised it, and you probably had no idea… but… my goblin breeding urges have been affecting me.”

“I see…” Seriously? She thought she’d been doing a good job hiding it?

“It’s true!” she wailed. “I tried so hard to stay holy… then I gave that up when you kissed me, then again when you forced your horn to explode in me.”

“Hey, I didn’t force you…”

But she wasn’t listening. “And even after I was sullied by your… your… delicious demon paste… day and night I told myself to follow the teachings of the Great Shimmering Snail and restrain my urges. But… but…”

“But?”

“I want you to break me with your man-horn like a cannonball through enemy gates!” she blurted.

“You want…”

“Your angry manhood to be-slutten me!”

“Sex doesn’t make you a slut…”

“It does if I want to host your brood!”

“My… my what?”

“I want you to breed me,” she said simply.

Breed her. As in… a little pack on mini-Needys? “I don’t think so!” he told her.

Her face crumbled in disappointment, but it was quickly replaced by anger. She growled and threw herself at him, hands trying to wrap around his neck as her bared teeth snarled inches from his face.

“I don’t think so?” she cried. “I do you the honor of unlocking my holiest of holy places, struggle for weeks with my duty and my vows… and finally admit my eternal shame to you, soul laid bare… and you… you… you say ‘I don’t think so’?”

Ren was barely holding his own. Goddam she was strong! She was going berserk… the whites around her yellow eye showing and wisps of red steam coming from behind her bandaged eye. A little drool trickled from the corner of her mouth. Any moment now she’s go full-on goblin mode and someone was going to get hurt.

“You’re breeding me!” she growled, panting. “Right now! Understand?”

Ren managed a wrestling move and rolled her off him, so he landed on top. She might’ve been strong, but she was also top-heavy. She struggled, cursed, gnashed her teeth as he pinned her down.

“Needy, calm down! I’ll do it! Okay? I said I’ll do it!”

The words slowly penetrated her brain, and she went still, panting under him, orange hair splayed around her, chest heaving. Shit… its not like he didn’t want to fuck her brains out.

“But are you sure?” he asked.

“I… I have decided. Spend your man-horn in my body! Do it! Do it now before my courage fails!”

Ren let her go and reached under her skirt, yanking her bloomers off and pointing her feet in the air to slide them up and toss them aside. Her thick goblin thighs were soaking wet. Her orange bush beaded with droplets. Her pussy so swollen and inviting he was rock hard again.

She rolled over, pressing her forehead to the ground, and lifted her butt slightly. Damn… it jiggled like a smooth peach.

“Here I go,” he told her as he climbed on top and probed with his cock between her thighs.

“Ow, hey! What do you think you’re doing?”

“Uhh, putting it in.”

“Well do it right…” she said and reaching back she parted her ass cheeks.

When he probed her slick pussy lips again, she gave an angry growl and grabbed his cock in one hand before awkwardly guiding him to her tight black cherry.

Oh!

Well… with all that talk he’d assumed she wanted to lose her virginity. But apparently she wanted to do it in the backdoor… At this point he was straining and ready to be inside her. Her giant, heart-shaped butt was a thing of beauty. He groaned a bit internally just looking at it.

Back door it is!

He was pressed to her rosebud, feeling it resist as she pushed forward, when she shouted.

“Wait!”

“What?”

“Be gentle?” she said quietly.

He smiled. “I will.”

Sliding his cock between her cheeks they were already slippery wet. And, gently, he stretched her rosebud open. With a sudden release he was inside her.

She let out a strangled cry of shock and surprise… followed by a strangled moan behind her lips.

“Unhhh—oh sweet Snail goddess—” she craned her neck to look back at him and she started to pant, eyes glazed over, an expression of pure need on her face.

He pulled her tits out the top of her dress, the big green globes slapping into the palm of his hand felt so satisfying he immediately squeezed – hard – and made a cry of pleasure come out of her throat.

“Squeezing my gudders isn’t going to put seed inside me! Can’t you finish what you’re doing first?” she snapped.

Even with his dick inside her, the goblin moaning for more, she was giving him a hard time. Well… just have to make it so she couldn’t talk. Reaching under her hips with his free hand he found the sopping-wet opening of her pussy and slid his fingers into the slippery cleft.

“What are you—” she began to yell.

But then as his fingers found the hard nub of her swollen clit and began to circle it, the words died in her throat, and she seemed to choke on her own tongue a moment.

“Oh… ohhh yes… ohhhh fuuuuuu…” she moaned in ecstasy, eyes rolling up.

He slowly began to build up speed – with his cock and his fingers – until she was a panting, shuddering mess. Her big round ass shook as he thrust into her tight opening and instead of wincing she gave a gurgle of pleasure as her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

“Fuck! Oh my Snail, fuck… it feels so good,” she panted, shaking her ass against him. Her voice began to quiver as she gave high-pitched cries, telling him to keep going.

He was too far gone to be gentle now. Driving in and out in a frenzy as he chased his own peak, furiously rubbing her clit as an apology for recklessly banging her virgin asshole. And then they were both coming. Ren letting out a sharp yell and rocking his dick as it spurted hot and wet inside her, Needy screaming as she orgasmed and spurted from her pussy around his fingers. They stayed locked that way unwilling to give up until they’d spent the last of it, then Ren pulled out – making her yelp – and collapsed next to her.

“Ahhhhh, my Ren…” she breathed dreamily. “You have poured your milky honey inside me…”

“Fuck yes,” he gasped. “That was incredible.”

“Mmmm, yes, when the Snail blessed me with that funny feeling it was so intense I knew it could only mean I am with your babies…”

That took him a moment to think through. His mind was so fuzzy he had to decipher it. Babies? Plural? But then the absurdity made him grin.

“Uhhhh, you can’t get pregnant this way,” he told her gently.

“I will not fall for your tricks again! You can stop pretending now, Ren. I give up. You’re my baby-fangdar.”

“For fucksakes… baby-daddy?”

But she ignored him. “I know I have fallen from my holy place and now no longer have the right to call myself a Seraphic Lady of the Direwards, disciple of Skragga’s Wrath. This is a sacrifice I’m willing to make…” she went on earnestly.

“Needy! Stop! You can’t get pregnant doing it in the butt.”

“Pffft, nice try.”

“I’m serious! I’d have to be inside your pussy. That’s how it works.”

“Don’t be perverse! How would a baby ever have room to come out of there!”

“Ummm…”

“No… you have bred my butt… I shall be resigned to my fate now.”

He gave it one more try. “I promise you… you’re still a virgin…”

“Ren… I know already… you can drop the act. Cas told me how babies are made.”

“Cas?”

“She said there is some pain the first time but once my butt-hymen is broken it will be pleasurable… and she was right…” she sighed in happiness.

Cas… goddam that interfering little… this was another one of her jokes!

But as Needy snuggled up against him, purring and holding him tight, bare tits pressed to him and wet thigh against to his, he decided it was a conversation for later. He wasn’t going to let anything ruin this moment.

***

In the quiet of the ancient shrine, under the blanket of spidersilk, Ren lay awake. Curled up against him Needy was snoring soundly. Buxom form twitching occasionally as she dreamed. Like a dog chasing a frisbee in her sleep. He should be asleep too, but the pinpricks of light through the thick tent of spider silk told him it was daylight, and he felt restless. The whisper of a breeze brought the smells of sun-warmed forest.

He'd told them he’d have a plan by sunset, and he was going to have to lie. But what could he say? For a moment he flirted with the idea of going back to the Nethermire… on their home territory an ambush would have a much better chance at killing the Grey Geese.

No… going back, even for a good reason, would be the end of the expedition. They’d seen how hard it was out here, and most of them would stay behind if he wanted to go after the Black Company next.

Needy murmured in her sleep. Bad dreams now. She was mumbling, talking in her sleep. Her body twisted on the makeshift bed; her fingers clutched his chest painfully.

Ren bolted up in bed, hands trying to hold her down as she twisted.

Suddenly, Needy jerked upright, gasping for air and clawed the bandage away from her face, exposing the left eye. The magical orb glowed a stark, brilliant blue, lighting up the crumbled stones around them. She moaned again, clutching her head, trying to cover the eye with both hands.

“Something’s coming,” she whispered hoarsely to Ren, her voice not hers. “No!” she yelled.

“Needy?” What’s happening?” he held her.

Her goblin eye looked at him and she clutched him in panic. “I don’t want to see it… but I can’t make it stop… even when I close my eyes…” She reached up, desperately trying to shield her glowing eye with her hands.

“What the fuck?” he breathed, starting to feel a rush of panic. What had he done giving her the eye? What other powers did it have?

“I… see things… things that are coming…” Needy said. “Make it stop!” she cried out.

The adrenaline was making him want to run, but he stayed there, holding her. Was it a mystical vision? Isinore’s books talked about magical divination, and he’d ignored it as horse shit. Who could see the future? But the books had all agreed on a few things; like how dangerous it could be to the oracle having the visions if she pushed them back.

“Needy, listen to me,” he said. “You need to let it happen. Fighting it could hurt you. Just tell me what you see.”

Needy gulped air, clinging to him. Trembling, she lowered her hands and closed her good eye, only looking through the cursed one.

“I see… there's... someone falling,” she started, her voice shaky but stronger now. “A cliff... they're just... gone. And there's something else—dead things moving, stirring in the ground.” She paused, her body stiffening. “The trees, they're alive, twisting, reaching...”

“That’s good Needy, keep going…”

She went quiet and when she spoke again her voice was a whisper. “There's a palace, beautiful and terrible, with elves... but it’s all wrong, twisted.” She gasped, and another vision hit her—a wave crashing over her mind's eye. “Water, so much water, Ren!” she cried out, choking like she was drowning. “And your name... it's calling your name!”

And as quickly as it began, the cursed eye dimmed and the storm of visions with it. Needy collapsed against him, limp and exhausted, her chest heaving.

“Ren?” she murmured, blinking around her. “Why are you holding me? Do you want to breed me again?” she asked sleepily.

She didn’t remember. Or had never really been awake. Should he tell her?

And for good or bad, he decided not to. “No, Needy. You had a bad dream. Go back to sleep.”

She nodded and was already curling back up on the floor. He patted her shoulder.

“What the actual fuck?”

Now he was wide awake. As the goblin girl went limply into sleep, he tucked a cloak over her as a blanket and slipped away. Tip-toed down from the balcony, past the rest of the sleeping monsters, and through the maze of broken walls to the arched door that showed him the sunlit forest.

The forest around the Gurmak shrine was old, but not that old. By the size of the trees, it had been cleared land less than a hundred years ago. Trees as big around as barrels stretching for the sunlight, shading out smaller trees. Ren stood alone in the waist-high undergrowth in morning light, air crisp, filled with the scent of pine and earth. He was starting to forget what the stale air in the underground Nethermiire lair was like. But thinking about Nethermire made him think about Kyra…

She was gone, and a part of him had gone with her.

His jaw went tight as he fought back the anger but gave in when the guilt that came with it washed over him. Here he was, enjoying something Kyra would have loved more, and now she never would. He was supposed to be getting revenge, not looking for where to build a summer home. His hand itched; the void-rune coming to life as he thought of what it would feel like to kill Lilac Quicksilver. There’d be no rest until she paid for what she’d done.

Wandering farther from the shrine, he tried to clear his thoughts. The soft forest floor deadening his footsteps, just the rasp of undergrowth against his legs. Yaghed had got him this far, and now he needed to figure out a way to find the Grey Geese. They were always a step ahead, and as of now they could be anywhere. Days had passed since the humiliating ass-kicking they’d taken at Fort Lupin. As he tossed every new idea to find them away, Ren started to consider Yaghed’s original plan; cause enough mayhem the heroes came to him.

You’re just tired… you’ve been going non-stop for days…

His companions were back at the shrine, taking advantage of the daylight to rest, and he should be too, but sleep was the last thing on Ren's mind.

He turned back, taking a wide loop to get back to the shrine. But taking the long way back didn’t miraculously give him some new genius plan. When he tripped over the foundation stone of an outbuilding, he paused and studied the ruin. The stubs of overgrown mossy walls were well camouflaged against the forest, and if he hadn’t know it was there, he might have walked past. Closer, circling the ruin to reach the gap of the main entrance, his eyes picked out the movement and he froze, stepping behind a tree trunk.

Up ahead, moving through the bush for the entrance, was a small figure.

Without a sound, Ren circled behind them. They seemed wounded, maybe. Limping. He ducked behind a tree to cock the wheellock pistol as quietly as he could, then stepped out to confront them.

They were gone.

He crouched down, eyes level with the top of the undergrowth, and scanned all around him. They might be inside already. But then the slime or the mushroom should have sent up an alarm. Boots was on guard – like usual – but he didn’t like the idea of whoever it was creeping on Cas or Needy while they were asleep.

In one swift motion, he sprang forward, rushing the entrance with gun levelled, and nearly tripped over the figure under the greenery. He stood back, aiming the gun at center of mass.

“Who are you?” he asked cooly.

The figure rolled over. A little blonde harfoot in rags. It took him a moment to recognize her.

“Gudrun?” Ren breathed out, lowering the barrel in inch. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

“Ren!” she gasped. “You came back!”

The harfoot looked relieved to see him. Her hair was full of twigs and dirt, her once-pristine robes torn and filthy, her face drawn. He took in her bag-lady appearance and guessed things hadn’t been going well for her since they’d parted ways. How long? A week ago? More?

“What are you doing here?” he asked coldly.

Her face clouded, and as she sat in the dirt her shoulders slumped. “I... I've nowhere else to go.” Last time they’d talked she was lecturing him about virtue, now look at her. “Please help...”

Ren snorted, his eyes narrowing. “You think after everything, you can just ask for shelter? For pity?”

She looked at the ground. “You think I don’t know? After seeing what I did, there’s no rest in my mind. I wanted to forget it all, but there’s nothing to make it go away. I stayed here for days, hoping you’d come back. But the forest… it started… whispering… to me. Telling me things.” She looked up at him. “Nothing but what you gave me feels right.” She bared her neck, pulling her robe open. “I want you to bite me again.”

This was not the virginal priestess he had left behind; this was someone way more… fun. He stepped closer, standing over her. “You deserve to remember every single thing you did, Gudrun. You don’t get to forget.”

“But I can’t go back and change things…” Gudrun's shoulders slumped, a sulky look on her face. “I tried to go back to them,” she said urgently. “When I couldn’t stand the voices here, I went to them. I stood just outside their camp, but... I couldn't do it. Listening to them laughing and talking and boasting. I couldn’t go back, knowing what I know now.”

“What do you want? A cookie? None of us can go back. What happened, happened. Just move the fuck on!” Ren snapped.

“That’s what the voices said. That life is chaos…”

“Well good for them. They’re right.”

“I see… so is that why you are trying to go after them?” she asked. “Is that you ‘moving on’? because it looks like the opposite.”

Ouch. He wanted to tell her she was full of shit. “I’m going after them, so they can’t do what they did to someone else.”

But was he? Did he care about stopping the Black Company? Or did he just want Lilac dead. Some little part of him said it: you want Lilac dead so you have someone to blame other than yourself.

Then what the former priestess had said finally registered in his brain.

“Where did you say you were?” he asked, voice rising. “You saw them? The Grey Geese? Where? When?”

“Fort Lupin,” Gudrun said, meeting his eyes with a flicker of the old fire. “Yesterday. They haven’t moved on. I think... they're hunting. Hunting for you, or something else, I’m not sure.”

Ren's heart thudded in his chest. Fort Lupin? Fuuuuck. So close, still within reach.

“They're just sitting there?” he asked.

“I think… I think Rothfus – Sir Regnal – won’t go, because of you. I only heard part of the conversation, but he seemed angry. Humiliated. By you attacking and getting away.”

Him humiliated? Ren looked at her in confusion. Ren had been stinging about it all this time, but to think the Grey Geese felt the same way? In a weird way it made him feel better about losing.

“Honor is everything for Rothfus. He was shouting, at Lilac. Blamed her. Saying she had the chance to kill the demon and let him get away. Why would he say that?”

Ren shook his head. “I have no idea…”

For a moment, Ren stood still, processing the information. Then, he knelt down and lifted her arm, biting her on a clean spot inside her elbow. Not a lot, just enough. The harfoot shuddered as the narcotic venom hit her system. Let out a long sigh and relief.

“Oh… that’s the stuff…” she gasped.

“You’re coming with us,” he told her. “If what you say is true, you might just have redeemed yourself a bit.”

“Yes, I want to come with you,” she gave a weak smile, poking her tongue in her cheek to make sure he understood what she meant.

Wow. She really lost her innocence hard…

***


Chapter 27   : Keep it Together

Ren crept through the dense undergrowth as silently as he could. Not that he expected the Grey Geese could hear or see him in the dark outside the walls of the fort, but he couldn’t take any chances with this. Beside him Plumbob kept up, keeping almost as quiet. Neither of them was experienced with the environment, but they knew a thing or two about stealth, and in the pitch black of night they could see just fine, avoiding obstacles that might make noise and give them away. The darkling gnome had insisted on bringing his tools but Ren had him wrap the metal parts in cloth and rags so there were no clinks or rattles.

Reaching the bushes between the fort and the forest, Ren dropped to his stomach and crawled. The damp ground soaked into his clothes, but at least the rain had stopped. He paused for a moment, peering through the dense bush. He could see the tiny light of a campfire up above and smell the food and smoke if the enemy’s cigarettes. Mixed in with it was the skunky smell of harfoot 'bhanga herbe' pipe-weed. That might explain the singing and laughter.

After what felt like an hour, he was finally close enough to the gatehouse he could see the courtyard beyond it.

As he expected, the Grey Geese seemed to be on the second floor of the fort’s central keep – it was the most secure area – where the bandits had made their camp and where Ren had fortified during the brief time he held the fort. They’d even taken the broken doors and fenced the empty gate to corral the horses inside.

How dumb were they to be getting stoned and drunk and passing out, instead posting a single guard. But then, humins were arrogant. He could vouch for that personally. The man he’d been in the used-to-be had prided himself on it.

Enough dawdling, get your head in the game…

Sticking to the shadows Ren and the gnome crept up the stone foundation of the burned gate tower and with minimal prying made a hole in the burned boards and inside the torched shell of the building. It took them so long to find the hatch into the basement under the rubble that Ren started to panic that it might be buried too deep. Then a creak of boards located it and with a support beam levered up, they opened the hatch and descended into the tower basement.

From there they were in the narrow, damp tunnel running beneath the fort’s walls; the only sound their muffled footsteps and the occasional drip of water from the low ceiling. Plumbob was visibly nervous, his bald head slick with sweat despite the cool air. He kept jumping at every noise.

If Ren could’ve done this alone he would’ve. But his life of privilege in the used-to-be, where his biggest construction problem he’d experienced was stacking pancakes, hadn’t prepared him for what he’d need to do. Plumbob had been part of the construction and repair crew of the Nethermire, the best candidate for the job any way you cut it.

The tunnel was exactly as he’d left it the last time and the reinforced door at the other end was still wedged open. They emerged into the sub-basement. Nothing different there either. Ren removed the small glowing mushroom from his bag and perched it on Plumbob's hat to cast a pale blue light, like the gnome was wearing a miner’s headlamp. It was more than enough to see the dirt-floored wide area under the fort's main structure. As their eyes adjusted, the faint sounds of scuffling steps reached them.

Suddenly, figures loomed out of the darkness: the waxy-skinned skeleton-thin forms of dead soldiers, shambling awkwardly with empty eyes. Plumbob froze, making a squeak of terror, and backed up to run.

“Relax,” Ren whispered, and grabbed him by the collar.

He stepped forward, holding up the void-rune in his palm. He felt the rune’s power grow outward all on its own, like the pulse in his hand was getting faster. The zombies stopped dead and knelt down just like they had before.

“Meet your work crew,” Ren told the gnome. “Let’s get started.”

Plumbob managed a nod, giving Ren a side eye. “You can command the undead?” he asked.

“I don’t know if I’d day that…” But then he looked at the zombies. I guess I am…

“Just like Isinore,” Plum said. “Did you gain any more of the Crowstrike’s powers?”

“Isinore controlled the undead?”

“Among other things, of course she did.” The glow from his mushroom hat flickered as it nodded.

Deal with that news later. They had a job.

With the zombies in tow they moved deeper into the sub-basement, Ren leading the way. He paused to look at the brick support columns holding up the floor. Counted six of them. They were made from bricks; some of the mortar crumbling just using his fingertips.

“Are these they?” Plumbob asked.

“Yup.”

They quickly retrieved rusted shovels, picks and mauls from the cluttered old storeroom in the sub-basement, collecting old but sturdy wood planks from a stack set aside for the fort’s carpentry. With a rusty prybar and hammer in hand Ren led them back to the pillar nearest the tunnel door.

“Alright, start with this one,” Ren jabbed the thick brick column with the prybar and managed to knock a brick loose in moments. Damp and no maintenance for the last few decades had done half the work for them.

The gnome walked around it. Studying the structure. “This looks like the spine of the fort above. It’ll bring down half the keep if we get it wrong.”

“Yeah, Plum… that’s kinda the whole idea.”

“I mean on our heads.”

“What do you think I brought you for? You wouldn’t let that happen, now would you?”

Plumbob hesitated, his eyes flickering between Ren and the column. Finally, with a reluctant sigh, he began instructing the zombies. They moved with a slow, eerie precision, setting up temporary wooden supports around the pillar under the gnome’s careful watch, like a mining tunnel. Once the supports were in place, they began the meticulous process of dismantling about five feet of the brickwork from the top of the column.

He couldn’t take credit for the idea. Back at the shrine, when he’d dragged Goody Two-shoes inside to the rest of his companions and told them the Grey Geese were still hanging around the fort, the topic of the last defeat was the first thing that came up. What, exactly, was going to change from last time if they attacked again, people wanted to know. And fair enough. For one thing. he had the Darkstar wand now; and when he told them how Rothfus was furious at how they’d kicked his ass and vanished the last time, the monster’s moral took a boost. But it was when Cas called their attention to something she’d been drawing with a stick of charcoal on a stone wall, that things changed.

‘I made a plan,’ the mimic had said proudly.

‘Its just a drawing or the enemy mangled under rocks,’ Sweep had squinted skeptically.

‘I know! Do you like it?’

But then she’d described how they got mangled under the rocks and Ren was forced to admit, it was smart, in its way. Also suicidal, but you can’t have everything.

Ren couldn’t say it, but he was sweating buckets as he watched the zombies removing bricks. This was by far the most dangerous thing he’d done since leaving the Nethermire. Even against an insane axe-wielding granny he’d felt in control. But every trickle of dust, every crack between bricks in the ceiling, his heart pounded harder. When the zombies had removed the necessary bricks, he waved them back and pulled out the Darkstar wand. It hummed as it touched the void rune in his hand and playing with the black-glass buttons on the side he formed a sphere of glassy black magic. Placing it on the floor by the gnome, he nodded.

“Hit it with the hammer.”

The gnome shouldered a ten-pound maul and brought it down. Not even a dent.

“Harder… hard as you can.”

The gnome’s new body was muscled like a dwarf after getting the man-rune. Using all his might he slammed the hammer into the sphere. It sank an inch into the dirt but didn’t even have a scratch. Well… it should work.

Using the wand he carefully put the sphere in the gap between ceiling and bottom half of the column, expanding it until it fit the gap. The black, glassy magic formed, shimmering with a dark light

Now the real test. Motioning to the gnome they both stepped back to the mouth of the escape tunnel and ordered the dead soldiers to start taking down the scaffolding. As the supports came away one by one there was an ominous grating of stone on stone, and for a heart-stopping moment a shower of dust rained down in a ten-foot circle around the modified pillar. The cracking sounds continued for a few agonizing seconds, then stopped. The ceiling held. Ren let out a slow, controlled breath.

“I don’t know about you, but I might need a new pair of pants before this is over.”

“Way ahead of you,” Plumbob said.

“Alright,” Ren said, trying to keep his voice steady. “It held. Let's get to work on the next two pillars.”

“Two more!” the gnome hissed in disbelief.

“I’d like all six but I don’t want to press our luck.”

The gnome blinked sweat out of his eyes, staring at Ren like a madman. But the success seemed to have given him more confidence. He turned to direct the zombie crew to the next targets.

As Plum and the undead worked, Ren explored deeper into the side-chambers of the sub-basement. He checked the stairs up to the level above and listened a moment – nothing. Even a few steps up, the rhythmic sounds of the zombies dismantling the pillars was muffled. Returning to the sub-basement he stumbled on a small, forgotten shrine tucked away in a particularly dark corner. Cobwebs draped over the faded icons and dusty statuettes, like a tomb. The Franks had a hundred weird gods and he couldn’t tell this one apart from any of the others. Unlike the Saexonish who had whittled theirs down to a single family of five deities, led by Wythe, the all-powerful sun god. As Ren approached the altar, the void-rune in his palm tingled, then pulsed with a steady pain, like a pin. He brushed away the layers of dust on a low stone altar, revealing a tarnished silver amulet with a crystal orb on a rusted iron chain. The void-rune said it was magical, so he picked it up, pocketing the item then suddenly feeling a tug of nervous energy.

Time to get back.

Returning to the construction site, he was greeted by the sight of one pillar finished and the second nearly dismantled and shored up with wooden supports.

“No more!” the gnome said, seeing him. “I won’t do another one! We’ll bring it all down on top of us.”

“Fine, three will do,” Ren said.

In a few moments with the wand, he made another dark, glassy sphere to support the second pillar. The zombies carefully removed a few of the wooden supports but as a pair of bricks fell out of the arched ceiling Plumbob waved them back.

“No more!” He turned to Ren. “This is madness!”

Ren admired the work, picturing the looks on the faces of the Grey Geese when the whole fort collapsed under them.

“Start on the third,” he said. Then seeing the gnome wasn’t moving he pointed the wand at him. “Fucking do it!”

The gnome backed away and nodded, motioning to the zombies. “One brick at a time,” he hissed. “Slowly!”

They had barely begun when a flicker of light from the stairwell caught Ren’s attention. He froze, seeing it grow. Light meant people; people meant trouble.

“Stop!” he hissed at the zombies. He turned to Plumbob, voice low. “Hide, now. Take cover and don't come out until I say.”

“Maybe its bandits… looters?”

“Are you kidding? It has to be the Grey Geese. Get back!”

The gnome scurried to a dark alcove with the instincts of a survivor. Ren hung back, ducking behind one of the intact pillars closest the stairs. The void rune itched in his hand as the magic pushed him to use it. He gripped the Darkstar wand instead.

Was it a guard patrol? Had they made too much noise? He watched as the light grew brighter, the sound of footsteps descending towards them. He saw boots, then legs, then men with weapons as the soft glow of a lantern bobbed into view. It cast flickering shadows on the crumbling walls of the sub-basement. Four figures descended the stairs into the chamber.

Faces he knew. Had looked at them during the last bloody encounter with the Grey Geese. A harfoot warrior led the way, his small frame tense as he scanned the darkness.

“I'm sure I heard something,” he muttered.

Behind him, a soldier gripped his sword, eyes darting nervously back and forth. To Ren the light was bright as day, but the Humins would be night blind, looking into pitch black. A man dressed in Puritan black—clearly a wizard, by the uniform of one of the Accomack schools —followed.

“For this you got me out of my sleep? If I can’t concentrate tomorrow my ability to cast spells will be compromised, peck,” the wizard yawned.

Then Ren’s mouth went dry. The fourth man was too familiar. Ever since he’s grabbed Ren by the wing inside the Nethermire. The unmistakable hulking shape of the knight, leader of the Grey Geese, in full plate armor. Sir Regnal. That armor was a problem. By the way it had deflected every attack in the last fight, it had to be enchanted. It was half the reason Ren had settled on this plan – didn’t matter how impervious your armor was if you were pinned under a mountain of rubble.

“Be alert,” the knight ordered, his voice low but carrying easily in the quiet. “Whatever it was, could be anywhere in the dark.”

Ren turned to the zombies. “Attack!” he hissed and pointed.

The zombies lurched into motion, still holding picks and shovels, their creaking bodies ready to obey. As the adventurers stepped into the open area at the bottom of the stairs, the undead charged into the puddle of light.

The harfoot yelped in surprise, backing up and making the light sway crazily as the lantern in his hand shook. The soldier swore loudly.

“Keep that light steady!”

And as the zombies charged into them the men drew weapons.

“More deadites!” the wizard yelled, stumbling back so he tripped and fell on the stairs.

Ren waved Plumbob away. “Run for it,” he hissed, and the gnome didn’t need telling twice. He bolted for the tunnel they had entered through, his small form quickly disappearing into the dark.

Ren took a quick glance around his cover, saw the knight’s big sword hack vertically down through a zombie, chopping it in half from collarbone to hips, and knew the loyal undead wouldn’t last much longer. He mentally measured the distance to the tunnel door; could he make it before one of the bastards saw him? He gripped the wand.

If I make it, I can blow the spheres from the tunnel…

He took another glance and saw the harfoot and two humins busy tangling with dead soldiers. Now or never…

He bolted for the tunnel.

He made it about three steps before a sharp crackle of magic energy lit up the room like a flashbulb and he felt a burning pain in his side.

Shit! Skye fyre serpente spell…

It hurt, the burning pain scorching through his clothes and flesh, but the electrical bolt from the spell was like a stungun… numbing the entire half of his body. He stumbled, throwing himself behind another pillar as a second snake of lightning crackled past, narrowly missing him.

The wizard in black had spotted him. Fucker.

Gripping the Darkstar wand, Ren crawled into the shadow if the pillar. He was pinned down. He looked at the magic device in his hand… considered his options. He could release the magic holding the spheres, collapsing the fort and burying them all. Kyra’s killers would be dead, he’d have won…

…but for some reason he thought of what Needy and Cas would do when they found out he was dead.

“If I killed myself, they’d kill me…” he giggled, a little hysterical.

Fuck that. He could make it out of this. Activating the wand into a shield he hobbled out from cover on one numb leg. Almost immediately another electric snake hit the shield, fizzling out on impact.

“Nice try, asshole,” Ren snarled and backed up for the tunnel.

He caught movement from the corner of his vision, heard the clank or armor.

He turned just in time, the knight right on top of him, a mountain of metal, sword already swinging.

Ren raised the shimmering wall of dark energy. The knight’s blow landed with the force of a falling tree, stopped by the shield, but transferring the energy like a cue ball, sending Ren flying back through the air. He hit the ground hard, impact driving the breath from his lungs and stunning him. Worse, the wand clattered out of his grasp, rolling across the dirt floor.

He managed to gather his senses in time to look up as the four adventurers surrounded him.

He pulled the wheellock pistol, cocked it and was halfway to levelling it at the wizard when the soldier stomped a boot painfully on his forearm, pinning it to the ground and the gun went off into the ceiling.

The concussion of the muzzle blast in the confined area made his ears ring. As he struggled to regain his senses, the Grey Geese dragged him towards the stairs and left him in a heap. He looked up at their grim, faces, imagining what they would look like dead.

The knight sheathed his sword, lifted the visor on his helm. A cold smile on the face underneath. “Seems our enemy was dumb enough to come back for more after barely escaping last time,” he laughed to his buddies. They laughed.

It wasn’t that funny, pal. They’re laughing to suck up to you…

The soldier who’d nearly broken his wrist tucked Ren’s pistol on his belt. “How’d he even get in here?”

“Hiding maybe? Go look.”

“In the dark? Forget it.”

Ren forced himself to not look into the depths of the dirt-floored chamber. They hadn’t seen the damaged pillars at the back of the room… it was too dark. That meant this might still work.

The soldier drew a dagger. “If he can control these... things, who knows what else he could do. Ill finish him off.”

The knight shook his head, voice a deep rumble. “Put the blade away. You’re right, whoever he is, he’s dangerous. Bring him.”

The harfoot, fidgeting with the strap of his swordbelt, piped up. “Begging your pardon, Sir Regnal, but why not just finish him here? Why carry more trouble with us?”

The wizard, adjusting the starched white collar of his suit, gave the harfoot look like he was a child. “Because, you simpleton, he may still be of use. Alive, he could be bait or a bargaining chip. Dead, he is merely a corpse. Besides, he used magic to block one of my spells… I want to know how.”

Bargaining chip? Bait? For what? These fools had no idea.

Sir Regnal turned his steel-gray eyes on Ren. “He's dangerous, but the acolyte has a point. We could use him, but we keep him bound and under constant watch. No more surprises.”

A smile grew on Ren’s face, and he watched the men glare at him in confusion.

They were afraid of him… and fear could be manipulated. Plumbob had made it out, and hopefully he’d keep the others from coming in and getting in his way. Somehow, he might still turn this in his favor.

***

Ren's feet stumbled up the worn wooden treads of the fort's winding staircase as he was dragged up to the top level of the fort. They didn’t exactly handle him with care, and every so often, a jarring shove or a jab into the scorched wound in his side reminded him who was in charge.

“You call that a punch?” Ren asked in Saexonish. “My maid hits harder than that.”

It was true, Needy had clocked him way harder for copping feels. That earned him a real slap in the head but compared to what orcs dished out on a daily basis back in the Nethermire, it was a love tap.

The upper floor of the central keep had been transformed since his last, more violent visit. Bedrolls and makeshift blanket dividers had been erected, turning it into a cozy camp, and a blazing fire lit the room from the fireplace. It was a bit smoky – the chimney must be partly blocked.

Ren's eyes flicked around. A couple of days ago, this had been his last stand against the Grey Geese after they sprung their ambush. Bound with ropes that dug painfully into his wrists, he was shoved into the center of the room as the rest of the adventurers went quiet, staring at him.

There’d been twenty or so the last time they fought, but this looked more like a dozen. Not a bad body count. There were three humins – younger and with less expensive gear – around the fireplace. One of those was the soldier who’d stomped his wrist, and the other a counterpart to the wizard; those two might have been from the magic schools in far-off Dominion of Accomack since they both wore the puritan black outfits and wide-brimmed hats with huge buckles; those would be apprentices, out to score some real -world experience and rack up their first ‘dogmeat’. And beside them were four more harfoots, lounging around the without a care in the world, singing and laughing. They looked more like doltish peasants than adventurers, and all five of them looked high as kites, puffing on their pipes.

Hanging from a rafter were long strings of bloody goblin and orc ears. Only right ears. These were hunters out for the bounty on monsters. For a moment he imagined Needy as nothing but another trophy for these louts and his palm itched with magic power.

Yaghed, on the other hand, he wouldn’t care so much.

Two figures met the knight as he entered. One was a thick dwarf in a buff coat with belts of bandoliers, holstered pistols and a waxed upturned moustache. He knew that one… he’d seen him blow up the golem in the library... Tom-tom or something… Glancing around he saw the bronze sheet-metal tube of the dwarf gunner’s bazooka. Beside the dwarf was a giant Jotunlander – the big blond barbarian covered in tribal tatts. More importantly his icy blue eyes were slightly glazed. High as balls.

The bunch of them would have been bad enough but then the blanket divider was thrown back and stepping out of her private corner was a slender figure with yellow-gold hair and long slender ears.

Lilac Quicksilver.

His blood went cold looking at her. If he’d had the Darkwand in his hand that moment he would’ve blown the entire fort up with him in it, just to wipe that haughty look off her face.

The knight, dwarf and Jotunlander surrounded him, joined by the elf. These would be the four leaders of the Grey Geese; the rest were muscle. The cold gaze of the elf warrior maiden tried to bore into him, and he stared right back with a snarl of bared teeth. For a moment her expression broke – scared – before the ice wall came up again.

“Start talking,” Lilac commanded, voice like velvet over steel. “Why are you here?”

“I’m selling chocolate bars, door to door, to raise money for the Boy Scouts. You cheapskates wanna buy any?” he said.

Regnar stepped forward, grabbing him by the hair. “Quit joking and answer Lady Lilac!”

“Okay, okay… I’ll tell you,” Ren said. “I was trampolining your mom and she asked me to bring you your lunch money.”

When his ears stopped ringing he heard Lilac scolding the knight. “…you see he’s just goading you?”

The Jotunlander didn't speak, but stared his icy blue eyes into Ren and raised his fist again.

Ren shook off the pain in his head. “You punched me in the ear? What kind of pussy are you?”

“Enough!” Lilac said and the giant lowered his fist. “What were you looking for in the underbelly of this fort?”

Ren glared at her, imagining her dead.

The dwarf spat on the ground near Ren's feet. “You waste your time. He’s a sewer rat; why ask a sewer rat why it sneaks around in the gutter. It’s their nature.”

“I begin to think you’re right…” Regnal said. “Tommyknocker, take a team and check out the lower level yourself. He attacked us with shambling deadites, so be careful.”

Fuck… he had to keep them out of the basement. The dwarf would see what he’d done in about half a second.

“You really don't know who I am, do you?” he said, glaring at each of them. He kept his voice low.

Then he locked eyes with Lilac. Stared until she grew uncomfortable and then angry. Ren's smirk got bigger as he saw the flicker of doubt cross their faces.

Play on the fear he’d seen earlier.

“Should we know you?" Regnal asked, irritated.

Ren leaned back as much as the ropes would allow. “Let's just say, you've underestimated the 'sewer rat' before. Think. Think hard.”

“You were the leader of that ambush,” Lilac said calmly. “We know that much. It was clever, I will give you that much. More clever than I would have thought monsters could be. But then… you’re not entirely monster are you? What kind of man are you? Demon blood perhaps?”

Ren made a loud sound of a buzzer on a game show, making her jump. “Annngh! Sorry Hans, wrong guess! Would you like to go for Double Jeopardy where the scores can really change?”

The leaders exchanged glances, their unease growing. “He lies,” the knight said.

“No, he doesn’t.” Ren spoke past the leaders, addressing their followers. “Hey assholes, you know your brave knight here nearly soiled his armor facing a vampire in Isinore's lair.” His gaze locked onto Regnar. “Cried like a little bitch. Then he let Larion suck the life out of one of his soldiers right in front of him. Hope you bunch are getting paid enough, because this fucker will hang you out to dry. Literally.”

The knight’s gauntlets clinked as his fists clenched. Then before anyone could stop him, he’d lunged forward, grabbing Ren by the collar.

“That vampire killed my sister!” he screamed. And started beating Ren in the face. He got in three blows before the others stopped him, pulling the furious knight away while Ren fell to the floor, wincing in pain and spitting out blood. The ropes had dug into his wrists, and he could feel the patches of skin being scraped away.

Wheezing, he wiped the blood from his chin on his shirt and turned to the dwarf. “Weren’t you a Sergeant, Tommyknocker? What happened? Kicked out? Probably for being a trigger-happy piggy-eyed moron who likes to burn books, like you did in Isinore’s library.”

Tommyknocker's face turned an alarming shade of red, his hands tightening around an axe he pulled from his belt and pointed at Ren. It was a unique gun: the wooden stock formed the axe handle and the barrel.

“You gonna murder a bound prisoner?” Ren asked.

“Would that I could!” the dwarf snarled. “I don’t have to listen to this!”

“I’m getting to the good part,” Ren said. “Your little elf bitch here…”

“Watch your tongue, lest I cut it out!” the knight growled, but Lilac put up her hand to quiet him.

“Dawww, Sorry Rothfus, no tongue cutting for you,” Ren smiled. “Looks like we know who wears the pants around here, huh? Boy she’s really got you wearing a dress and washing her socks, doesn’t she?”

It was a solid minute of screaming shoving and fighting amongst themselves as the knight tried to kill him and the others held him back. Ren enjoyed the show, and watched their followers getting very nervous as the bosses lost their shit. His wrists were slippery with blood. Slippery enough he tested slipping his hands out and made some progress.

Good.

When the four calmed down it was Lila who stood over him. “I will not hold him back again,” she said. “So speak plainly or die.”

Ren felt the cold spread from his belly: anger. He leaned forward, speaking quietly. “You and your brother aught to be more careful,” he said. “I laughed when your family heirloom got destroyed by the Targ. Although that creature was one of a kind… he was worth ten heirloom swords.”

He watched her closely for any crack but the only thing he saw was confusion… and curiosity.

The Jotunlander, silent until now, leaned in, his deep voice rumbling, “And what secrets do you know about me, eh?”

“You? You're a nobody. I don’t know anything about you. You must be a replacement for the last guy they got killed.”

The adventurers traded uneasy looks, their unity fraying a t the edges.

“How could he know so much?” the knight murmured. “It's as if he's been shadowing us, or worse, that he has spies among us.”

The Jotunlander, shrugged his huge shoulders. “Or he’s been in league with the sorceress; he’s using magic to read your thoughts. Obviously, my mind is too resistant.”

“It’s a trick,” the dwarf shook his head. “A parlor trick. It’s more likely he’s picked up bits of knowledge and is piecing them together. A dangerous mind, that one.”

“If he's been collecting information about us, that means it wasn’t an accident he ran into us. This might not have been a coincidence we walked into a trap.”

Geezus, how thick were these fuckers? They walked through the world, wrecking everything in sight, and expected nothing bad would ever happen to them because of it? But it was Lilac who cut through the noise, her voice calm as she stared at him.

“Doesn't he look like the sorceress?” she thought out loud.

Regnar scoffed, “It can’t be,” but he sounded doubtful.

“There was a rumor,” Tommyknocker interjected, his voice lower, “That the Crowstrike had a child.”

Ren's laughter broke through their huddle. “Guess again. Your lot murdered Kif in the attack. That was Isinore’s child. How stupid are you? You never even figured that out.”

Suddenly the knight got a look on his face. Turned to the soldier from the basement. “Mekell, the pistol.”

The man tossed the wheellock to him. The knight took it, turning the weapon over in his hands. “This… this was my sister's gun,” Regnar murmured, his voice low and strained with anger. “There’s only one place he could get it.”

Before the debate could spiral further, a shout from the courtyard below echoed up from the walls and through the windows. Ren’s head snapped up, his heart stopping a moment as he recognized Needy’s voice.

“Lilac Quicksilver!” she shouted. “Or should I call you Lilac Chickenshit? You're as good at running away as you are at ambushing from the shadows! I would speak with you!”

***


Chapter 28   : The Void

The fear that seized his balls at the sound of Needy’s voice was far worse than anything Ren had felt as they interrogated him. He’d come alone to keep Needy and Cas safe, and now here the stupid goblin was, walking right up to the Grey Geese. His fists clenched ignoring the pain and pulling at the bloody ropes.

The Grey Geese boiled into action. Men and harfoots scrambling for gear, helping each other into armor. The four leaders left Ren and went to the narrow windows.

“See anything?” Sir Regnal asked.

“Nothing,” Lilac answered. Then she yelled out the window. “Who comes calling at this hour? Show yourself.” She had her bow with an arrow knocked.

“Hold your fire or you’ll kill your friend,” Needy’s voice yelled back.

There was a moment of hesitation then Lilac dropped her arrow, clattering, onto the floor. “Gudrun!” she cried.

Despite himself Ren smiled. Goddam… that’s what he would have done too.

“Let her go or die!” the elf yelled.

“That’s not how this works! I’ll trade our hostage for yours, but I need proof he’s alive first!”

“Get him,” Lilac said quietly.

“We’re not trading him for the harfoot,” Regnal said.

“You can’t be serious! That’s Goody!”

“I know… and if she got herself captured there’s nothing we can do about it now.”

“Damn you, there is! Trade for her!”

“No,” Regnal said, glaring at Ren. “He was there when my sister died, and this is the second time he’s come after us; I’m not letting him free to try a third time.”

“If they have Suster Gudrun, we must get her back!” one of the harfoots raised his voice. “We won’t stand for it otherwise!”

Regnal glared at the little harfoots. At least Ren’s little game had cost him the loyalty of some of his people, Glancing at the soldiers Ren didn’t think they looked very happy either.

Regnal gritted his teeth, forced to give in. “Get him!”

Without another word, Tommyknocker gripped Ren’s arm, hauling him up and dragging him toward the battlements. Kicking open the door to the parapet he pulled him outside, Ren stumbling alongside. How did he signal to Needy to leave and save herself? As they reached the battlement the big humin knight lifted him up and perched him standing on the edge. Nothing but the knight’s grip keeping him from tumbling out thirty feet to the flagstones below. The cold air hit his face sharply as he looked straight down into the horses in the courtyard.

“Now you!” Regnal yelled.

Below, Needy stepped out from the burned gatehouse, tugging a defiant figure beside her. The small figure of Gudrun the harfoot priestess.

Ren's voice broke as he shouted, “Needy, get out of here! Run!” But a sharp punch from Regnar into his wounded side cut off his voice.

Lilac joined them on the battlements and leaned forward. “You're out of your depth, little goblin,” she called down.

Ren met Needy’s one-eyed gaze across the distance. The next thing she said was to him, not Lilac, her fists clenching. “Maybe I am,” she yelled back, her voice stronger now. “But I’m not leaving without him.”

“Why would we trust you, goblin? How do we know you'll keep your word? I don’t even know your name.”

“I am Trixabet Brimspark, Seraphic Lady of the Direwards,” Needy shouted loudly, voice calm. “And I promise you that if any harms comes to Ren I’ll see you drown in your own blood.”

Goddam… it was like a whole new Needy. He’d never seen this side of her before, standing her ground against the deadliest adventurers alive. But a glance at Lilac and he saw her face had gone pale.

“Not possible,” she whispered. Then shouting back: “Perhaps with only one eye you can’t see so well… there are more of us than you.”

“It only takes one person to cut her throat.”

“Shit…” Lilac muttered under her breath. She turned to the knight. “She means it.”

Dumb move; goblins had great hearing, Needy almost certainly heard her. ‘The wand is in the basement,’ Ren said under his breath. ‘I can still end this if I get my hands on it.’

“Bold words for a goblin dressed in rags,” Lilac yelled down.

Needy took a step forward, shoving the harfoot nun. “At least I’m grown up. Maybe one day you won’t need to hide behind a pretty face to distract from that flat chest.”

That hit a nerve. Lilac’s posture stiffened, her voice a venomous hiss. "Watch your tongue, or I’ll pin it to the ground with my next arrow."

“You can try,” Needy shot back. “You think your arrows scare me? I've faced worse things in the dark than a teenager in a training bra.”

Lilac’s face flushed with anger, but she composed herself with an effort. Looking to Regnar she waited until the knight nodded reluctantly.

“You’ve had your proof, goblin,” Lilac yelled. “Now let's see if you can stick to your end of the bargain. We'll do this at the same time. You send the priestess inside, we’ll let you have him. Simple."

After a tense moment, Needy nodded slowly. “Very well. Prepare him. We’ll make the exchange on my signal.”

Ren gritted his teeth, frustration boiling inside him. Idiot, they’ll never let me go once they have what they want.

The ropes bit into his wrists as the Grey Geese pulled him back inside the keep and pushed him to the floor in the corner or the great hall. The four heroes gathered around an age-cracked wooden table.

“Tell me you’re not serious,” the dwarf asked the knight.

“We’ll let the goblin release the priestess,” Regnal said. “Once she’s out of harm’s way, we grab the goblin too. No loose ends.” Then he glanced at Lilac. “You looked… worried… for a moment. What’s a Serpahic Direward anyway?”

“It doesn’t matter. She’ll be dead soon. Take the goblin out as soon as Gudrun is safe, Tommy.”

The dwarf chuckled, checking the load on his arquebus. “Like fish in a barrel; a fresh ear for the bounty. And here I thought tonight wouldn’t be profitable.” He picked up a long-barrelled arquebus.

“The dragon,” Lilac said and Tommyknocker looked at her. “You sure?”

“Don’t take any chances with her.”

The big Jotunlander simply nodded, his expression unreadable behind his massive beard.

“You fuckers,” Ren spat at them. “You walk around, pretending to be champions of good, defenders of the weak. But you’re nothing but liars and cheats. Where's your honor?”

Regnar turned his cold gaze on Ren. He adjusted his gauntlet nonchalantly before responding. “Honor? With monsters? You think you're entitled to the courtesies of men? Let me tell you something—bargains mean nothing when dealing with your kind. You’re not people. You don’t count.”

Ren struggled against his ropes and felt one hand slipping free. “You fucking arrogant pricks… You think you’re above us, but you bleed just the same.”

Lilac leaned in, her face inches from Ren’s. “But not today,” she whispered. “Today, you lose.”

“I’m letting her go now,” Needy’s voice came from below the window. “Send Ren out!”

You fucking idiot! How could she not know it would be a doublecross!

There was a commotion below, voices drawing closer on the stairs from the lower level.

“Don’t shoot!” a small voice wailed.

And running up the stairs while the Grey Geese went on alert, weapons raised, was the small form of the harfoot nun, wearing her ripped and ragged robe.

“It’s me, don’t shoot!” Gudrun yelled in panic and ran for her life, stumbling up the stairs.

The elf stepped away from Ren, pushing through the others.

“It’s Gudrun!” she shouted.

“Put up your arms!” the knight barked.

“There’s no time!” the nun babbled, eyes wild with fear. “They’ve brought a monster!”

Monster? What the fuck?

“What monster?” Lilac said sternly. “Hey! You’re safe now… just speak to me… what monster, where?”

She knelt down to support the ragged looking harfoot. She was even worse for wear, a priestess fallen from grace and looking like she’d just spent the weekend on a bender… which she had. Eyes red-rimmed, hair wild, clothes hastily buttoned and half falling off her.

“Where’s Ren?” Needy shouted from below. “We kept our end, now you keep yours!”

Gudrun gripped Lilac’s arms, trying to calm herself but shouting like a maniac, pointing to ruined side of the keep, gasping and out of breath. “Its coming! Use everything you’ve got on the left parapet… it’s in the rubble, almost upon us!”

The knight drew his wheelock pistol. “Are you certain?” he demanded.

“Oh, for the love of Totonga! Hurry before its too late!” the nun sobbed. “It’s a trap!”

“I knew it!” Lilac glared at Ren.

“You heard her!” sir Regnal shouted. “To the lakeside gunports! Tommy…?”

“Locked and loaded,” the dwarven artillerist said and shouldered the big bronze rocket tube with the dragon-shaped muzzle.

There was a rush for the narrow gun slits facing the collapsed wing, half of their number moving out onto the parapet to line the crenellations of the battlement.

“Take aim!” Regnal shouted.

”I’ve got no target!” the dwarf shouted.

“Where is it?”

“It’s there! It’s right there upon us! Hiding in the collapsed rooms! Shoot it while you have the chance!” the nun screamed.

“Free fire!” the knight commanded. “On my mark!”

And straight arming his pistol Regnal fired downwards, a blade of fire lighting up the night. Smoke erupted from the blackpowder gun. Quickly followed by the dwarf shouting ‘Fire in the hole’ and a much larger spear of fire lit up the battlement. The bazooka spewed a jet of flames out the back as the unguided rocket ignited. Left a glowing trail through the smoke as it fired straight into the broken remains of the west wing of the keep. So close there was almost no time between the ignition and the impact.

The ground shook, a fireball expanding outwards and the noise of the detonation concussing everyone. But in a moment, they were all using whatever they had, arrows, guns, rocks… the entire company of the Grey Geese unloading into the rubble blindly. The elf joined in, shooting like a metronome, arms moving like a machine, until her quiver went dry. And finally, the two black-clad magicians finished their spell incantations and while one fired a dozen drill bit-shaped stone projectiles that shattered bricks, sent up clouds of debris and punched through rotten wood boards and timbers, the last one ignited a stream of fire – like a flamethrower lighting up the night – that arced into the collapsed building. The entire thing went up in flames, dancing high in the air with a roar and wave of heat that made everyone stagger back.

By the light of the billowing flames the Grey Geese stared at the destruction.

“Nothing could survive that,” Lilac said with satisfaction.

“What was it?” the knight demanded. “Gudrun what was it? Did we get it?”

There was the slightest of pauses and as Ren looked to the broken harfoot nun, she flashed him a wink and a grin, her hair turning fire-engine red.

“You sure did, dumbass,” the nun said and took out a glass bottle. Winding up, she threw and broke it open on the knight’s armored back, glass shattering and liquid contents splashing across him.

“Say hello to my little friend!” the nun laughed maniacally and backed up towards Ren.

The knight flinched, wheeling around to face her. “What have you done?”

At first there was nothing except a putrid stench, then a cloud of smoke began to billow and within moments the liquid began corroding his armor. Rusting clean through in moments, chewing the impenetrable armor right off his back. It was the corrosion grenade Ren had brewed with the remains of the treasure chomper. Fucking genius…

The man screamed, not from pain, but at his armor falling to bits and dropping from his body. The room seemed frozen. Their minds not able to process what they were seeing. The nun ran to Ren’s side, pulling out a long dagger, and one of the harfoot warriors made a move to stop her.

“Goody, what are you doing?” he cried.

But he froze as Gudrun held the blade up to Ren’s throat. “One more step and I kill him!” she threatened. The with a quick reverse, she sawed through the rope holding his hands tied and freed him.

The other defenders stared at her in horrified confusion and a moment later the nun dropped to all fours and bared her teeth, growling.

“She’s possessed!” the harfoot gasped.

Then the nun shifted into the form of a red-furred wolf and bared her fangs, snarling.

“You should see your faces!” Cas yelled in glee.

She lunged, grabbed the good-Samaritan harfoot by the shoulder, and dragged him wailing to the open stairwell and tossed him down.

“Shapeshifter!” Lilac screamed. “It’s a trap!”

The elf looked for Regnal to issue commands but the knight was desperately trying to save the rest of his metallic gear by frantically unbuckling and throwing the armor aside – a task never intended to be done by the wearer.

“Look to your backs!” Lilac yelled, and the stunned Grey Geese slowly scattered in a half-dozen directions, some reloading, some taking cover, a few advancing with hand weapons on Ren and Cas.

“What the demogorgon’s balls was that!” the dwarf yelled; eyes wide. “Sir Regnal… can you fight?”

The knight was bare-chested, even the buckles holding his padded gambeson disintegrating so the coat was hanging off him and he threw it aside. “The bitch’s destroyed my armor!” he cried in fury.

Ren had a moment to admire it. It was a genius move on Cas’ part… get them to expend all their big guns on an empty patch of fortress and take out the best fighter. But now he and the mimic were facing the entire company of the Grey Geese alone.

“What’s the plan?” Ren asked, gathering himself into a crouch, rubbing the painful marks on his wrists.

“This is the plan!” Cas laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d ever seen.

“It’s two against a dozen!”

“No… it’s three against a dozen!” Cas grinned.

As Ren’s side, tugging at his pantleg, was the two-foot-tall rat. Nim had a bundle tied around his body and he shrugged it off, handing it to Ren. As the rags fell away Ren saw it was the Darkstar wand.

“Oh, you are beautiful!” he gasped.

“Kill them both!” Regnal shouted. “Lilac!”

“I’m out of arrows,” the elf said, and ran for her pack where there was another quiver.

“I’ll do it!” one of his soldiers said, flipping down the visor of his helmet and drawing his sword. “One monster stew, coming right up!”

Ren clenched his fist around the wand, void-rune energizing the magic device.

“You guys are so fucked,” he said, and released the magic holding the first sphere.

As the soldier raised his sword to strike, the fort itself seemed to take a deep, groaning breath. He paused midswing. There was a low, ominous rumble that vibrated through the fort's bones. The floor beneath the soldier's feet cracked with a violent snap. He balanced there for a moment as the floor buckled, then Ren watched with a smile as the soldier's eyes widened in terror. The floor gave way under his heavy, armored weight, and with a hollow scream, he disappeared into the widening gap below.

The shockwave rippled through the structure. Ren could imagine the support pillar in the sub-basement when the sphere holding it up was dispelled, and the roof collapsed. The building swayed like a drunk, its integrity compromised. More cracks spider-webbed across the wall and the floorboards buckled right under the rest of the Grey Geese gathered at the front of the keep – Ren had only had time to trap the supports under the front of the keep, where they were standing, so the entire tower wouldn’t collapse.

Or he sincerely hoped so.

Panic erupted as they tried to flee, but it was too late. The floor opened up beneath them, swallowing figures in clattering armor who fell screaming to their deaths.

The shattering or rocks as the supports gave way were like little earthquakes and the wooden upper floors screamed with squealing wood as it twisted, pulled free and then snapped like gunshots. Ren watched, mouth open, as a black-clad wizard from the Grey Company, was caught in the collapse as the entire facade of the keep buckled and crumbled outward. He pinwheeled through the air, his robes flapping wildly, a silent scream etched on his face as he plummeted toward the courtyard far below. The fireplace collapsed, sending out a cloud of ashes and embers, and nearly putting out the main source of light.

The noise was deafening, the entire world shook. Ren wrapped one arm around a wooden support beam and the other snagged Cas as she scrabbled past on all fours, nails skittering on wood, while the floor twisted and tilted. He held on, praying to the dark star that he hadn’t overdone it and taken out the whole keep tower.

But the shaking stopped gradually, and the collapse slowed. Things went still, a deafening silence filled the chamber, broken only by the settling groans of stressed wood and stone. It was impossible to see, dust billowed and swirled, clouding the air with a thick, choking fog. Ren, Cas, and Nim clung to each other on the mostly intact side of the chamber, staring through the dust at the missing third of the building where the front wall of the keep had been.

Breathing heavily, Ren smear the dust from his eyes, coughing. Every part of his body felt charged – but from adrenaline or magic of the void-rune he couldn’t tell.

The trap had worked—better than he'd hoped. The Grey Geese were fucked, half of them dead or missing in seconds. And as if to confirm they were dead Ren felt the surge of energy forming in a cloud. Their life-force freed and feeding his mana instead. Cas and Nim got their share, and he watched them go big-eyed with the euphoria of the kill.

“Shit, Ren… leave some for the rest of us,” Cas said.

“Rest of us?”

The night was suddenly filled with the howl of an orc war cry. And joining it were other yells and shouts from the rest of his companions. From the intact side of the keep, where they’d crept up on the outer wall parapet from the gate towers, Yaghed kicked in the sturdy door and led the others in a charge.

I guess the element of surprise was gone by now…

The Grey Geese survivors were still climbing off the floor. The harfoots, basically just farmer militia, stood and stared in disbelief as monsters crashed their party. The soldiers weren’t much better, and the acolyte wizards. All of them were grabbed at the short hairs by panic, tripping over each other as they scrambled for weapons, their shouts filling the air with confused, contradicting instructions.

‘Take cover!’

‘Stop them!’

‘Where’s my spear?’

‘Fire blade, get some light!’

Yaghed charged out of the dust first, massive axe already swinging so he opened up the chest of one of the magicians in black and a second later the blood was spraying into his former friends. With a roar, the orc swung his weapon wildly all around, scattering the enemy, making them face the berserk orc, or leave their companions to die behind them… it wasn’t a half-bad tactic.

The big blond Jotunlander rose from the buckled floor of the chamber, the first of the Grey Geese leaders to recover. With a wordless should he faced off against Yaghed barehanded. As the orc swung, he punched the blade, deflecting it with a metal CLANG. Oops… not barehanded… he had a pair of those studded metal gauntlets like brass knuckles of the ancient world.

After using his left jab to deflect the axe, his right hook punched Yaghed in the side of his skull. Ren had taken a hit from the guy already that night, and it was a love-tap compared to the roundhouse blow he just plowed into the orc’s head. The blow actually stopped Yaghed for a second, rocking his head to one side, but the first lesson this viking should have learned was ‘never try to punch an orc in the head; it’s practically sold bone’.

Yaghed recovered a moment later, sneered, and caught the roundhouse kick the Jotunlander was making to finish him off, trapping the leg under his arm against his side. Then Yaghed pivoted his entire body and swung the guy off his feet, tossing him like a log into the still-burning logs that had spilled from the fireplace.

Ren saw movement at the back of the room. A stout shape lifting up a fallen beam as thick as his leg and pick up the man underneath it.

“Regnal!” the dwarf shouted. “Get up!”

“Rothfus,” the elf warrior almost shrieked, emerging from the dust bloodied and bare-handed. “Get him up!”

Fuck… he’d hoped the collapse had killed at least one of them. Ah well… you want something done right…

“We have to get her before they regroup,” he told Cas.

“Uh… right. How exactly?”

Most of the Grey Geese were between Ren and the elf.

Behind Yaghed, the armored form of the skeleton warrior appeared, striding into the fight as the orc stomped on the Jutonlander. By then some of the other Grey Geese had gathered their courage. As the viking screamed, trying to drop and roll to put out his burning clothes, Boots stepped over him. Concealed head-to-toe in armor, the skeleton might’ve only looked like a normal manatarms. A harfoot certainly thought so because he lunged at Boots with a spear, and the point punched through the rusted chainmail links at stomach-height and out the back.

“Aha!” the child-sized warrior shouted in victory.

Boots ignored the impaling spear, pushed forward along the shaft until he was in striking distance, and drove his rusty sword into the harfoot's chest with a sickening crunch. The harfoot coughed blood, let go of the spear, and collapsed as the skeleton kept fighting. A spear sticking front-to-back through his empty ribcage.

The other harfoots freaked out and retreated.

“Push em!” Ren yelled, climbing to his feet as Sweep and Plumbob charged into the fight behind Boots.

“Etaoin Shrdlu!” the kobold yelled.

“By the light of the dark star!” the gnome cried.

They darted into the recovering adventurers. Caused more distraction than damage. Swinging and clubbing at anything that moved, making it impossible for the defenders to close ranks. But it was the slime’s attack that really caught them off guard. Bubbling up from between a gap in the warped floor planks, the blue glob fired off the ground at one of the rookie fighters, wrapping around his sword, then yanking it free like an elastic and flinging it out the gap in the keep’s wall into the night. The disarmed soldier gave a yell, fumbling for his dagger, but the slime had already slithered off his hand and onto the next man, wrapping around his eyes. The blind man stumbled, dangerously close to the gap in the floor, then with arms swinging to try and catch his balance, he fell screaming along with the slime, making a chittering laugh as it went.

“Face me!” the knight suddenly bellowed, and all eyes went to him.

He was scraped-raw, bruised and bleeding from a dozen cuts and scratches, but still alive. The big knight, was easily the size of an orc. Carrying only a small shield and his sword, the half-naked warrior charged over the remaining warped floor towards Yaghed before the orc could finish off the burned Jotunlander. Regnal was at a huge disadvantage against Yaghed without his protection… which made it a fair fight for once.

The orc met his blade, cutting and slashing, but seemed to move in slow motion compared to Regnal. He made up for being unarmored with skill. Too good with a blade for Yaghed to effectively attack. The orc gave ground step by step, forced to back up. From behind, Ren saw the recently disarmed soldier draw his long dagger and come at Yaghed while he was distracted, catching the orc’s shield so the knight could get in a killing blow.

But that’s when Sweep and Boots piled in. Three-on-two the monsters forced the humins back.

“This is the best day of my life!” Cas said with glee, and shifting shape into the big, red-furred weasel, she charged at the knight, snapping at his legs as he tried to defend against Yaghed.

“Watch her back!” Ren told the rat and the rodent drew his sharpened knitting-needle rapier and followed her.

Suddenly a smoking giant tackled Boots to the ground. It was the Jotunlander, badly burned, but very much alive. As he rode the skeleton to the ground Ren heard a sickening crunch. Ouch! Boots was in trouble. His body was pretty much impervious to being stabbed, but blunt force trauma would snap him to pieces.

The viking seemed to realize it at the same time. Using his weight to pin Boots down, he sat on top of him and started punching with both hands. Big, heavy swings; to the body, the face, the neck. Each one making a crack or crunch sound.

Shit… Boots was in real trouble.

Ren scrambled up, legs still shaky, and raised the Darkstar wand. Aiming down the length of it, he formed a baseball-sized black sphere of magic and fired.

As the giant brought his right arm up for another blow, there was a small explosion of blood and flesh and then the arm below the shoulder was… missing… A ragged stump where the speeding sphere had ripped it off completely.

The giant didn’t even seem to notice. Just wound up his other fist and smashed it into Boots’ armored face. The visor was bent free and for a moment the man looked down at the gooey, half-formed flesh of the zombie face inside.

“What the fuuu—” he said.

Then Boots stabbed him sideways under the arm with his curved short sword. Twisted once, and the giant gave a stifled groan, eyes wide, and his limp body collapsed on top of the skeleton. The flare of life-force escaping and entering his body barely registered to Ren. He was about to go help shove the dead giant off the skeleton when he heard what he’d hoped wouldn’t happen. A spell being recited.

“In olde speche and mystique ayr, I conjure forth this fiery spayre. From hertes core to battil's flare, Burne bright, burn cleare, through shadowes tare.”

Shit, one of the wizards was trying to use the fire spear spell again.

Ren’s hand twinged like a bee had stung him. The void-rune glowed with black light, begging to be used. Ren raised his hand, struggling to tap into the power in the rune. It hurt… pain ran up his arm like the flesh was being stripped off his bones and purple light flared. He began to recite his own incantation.

‘By vertue stronge and wyndes blaste, Thys canoun conjure I in haste. From northe to southe, from easte to weste, Send forth thy gale at my beheste…’

It was a race to see which of them could finish a spell first. But the pain of the magical power became so intense Ren couldn’t finish the last words, he collapsed to his knees.

Fuck!

But from across the broken chamber, a small green figure stood up on a fallen timber from the wall to see over the heads of the figures fighting in the room.

“No you idiot! Get down!” Ren yelled through teeth gritted in pain. But there was no way Needy heard him over the noise.

Peeling up the bandage from her eye, the goblin exposed the glowing red sphere of the cursed eye. It began to spark and spit out little tracers. With a goblin war scream the cloud of sparks erupted from the eye, crossing the camp and passing harmlessly through her friends. But then it hit the enemy wizard still chanting the last syllables of the spell that would torch the entire chamber.

The gathering cloud of mana that had formed into the magic circle of the spell tore apart, like rocks going through a plate-glass window, as the red sparks hit. The spell popped, fizzled and snuffed out. The wizard staggered, staring at her hands, then at Needy in shock.

“No nasty tricks from you!” Needy shouted.

“Go Needy!” Cas howled as she pranced past, dragging a harfoot leg in her teeth.

“Awoooooo!” Needy yelled at the room in triumph.

Fucking idiots!

Then he staggered and looked down as a sharp pain in his arm made him drop the wand.

An arrow was sticking through his forearm. Grey fletching. He was already diving for the wand when a second arrow whickered through the air above his head, nearly hitting him. It was the elf. She was drawing and firing arrows like a machinegun, loosing them one after another to keep his side pinned down. Two of the arrows thunked into Boots, sticking out with no effect, and a third plopped into the mushroom as it tried to bite a harfoot on the neck. Cas yipped in pain with one sticking out of her ass and the wolf’s jaws bit it and tugged it free. Then Ren’s blood went cold as the elf fired again and this time Needy gave a cry of pain, tumbling off the timber.

No… that fucking elf… not Needy.

He’d heard the expression ‘seeing red’ before, but what happened next was… different. Darkness clouded the edge of his vision, like he was about to pass out, but instead of getting woozy his body went cold and sharp as ice. He seemed numb to pain and as he snapped the head off the arrow dripping blood in his arm he didn’t feel a thing. Yanked the pieces out and watched the blood slow to a trickle. And stop.

His hand closed on the Darkstar wand, and he felt a wall of glass slide down between him and the rest of the world – like he was watching what happened next on television.

He charged into the fight, straight for Lilac Quicksilver.

Ahead of him, the gnome was facing one of the soldiers, backing away from the longer reach of the man with the sword. He was about to bring a blow down on the hapless gnome when Ren charged in, dark voidblade parrying the blow and knocking it aside. A moment later there was a yowling fury from nowhere as Noiraud the black cat launched itself on the soldier’s neck and shoulders biting and scratching so the man spun in circles, screaming and trying to tear her free. That was an opening for Plumbob to bash him in the knee with his hammer. There was a sickening kerunch sound of crumbling bone and the humin screamed, leg giving out. The cat sprang away and the next blow from the hammer crushed the soldier’s skull.

“I’m with you, master!” Noiraud said eagerly, eyes wild and fur standing up on end as she licked blood off her lips. “Who do we destroy next?”

What the actual fuck?

But the conscious Ren, inside his body, watching through the smoked glass, only grunted and charged across the room again. Pointed.

The dwarf was finishing the reload of his medieval bazooka, locking a new rocket in its throat and lifting the weapon to his shoulder.

‘By arte of eld and cunnynge craft,

Thy flyte be trewe, thyne aime be draught.

Seeke thee out where foe hath laught,

And in thy boome, let justyce be quaffed.’

“Goddam…”

The dwarf was putting a ‘seeking’ spell on the rocket. So it couldn’t miss. Ren glared at the dwarf. Fucking dwarven runecasters. Their magic was crude… but effective.

Ren knew for a fact exactly how long it took to recite that spell. And he knew there was thirty feet between them. Not enough time… The dwarf shouldered the rocket tube, and all Ren saw was the open mouth as it pointed directly at him.

The wand came up, Ren made the second type of sphere and fired it at the gunner. The six-foot sphere struck the dwarf, silent as a soap bubble, and the next moment the dwarf was trapped inside. He had already triggered the rocket and in the moment the slowmatch took to touch off the bazooka’s powder charge, Tommyknocker realized what was about to happen and a look of confusing turned to fear.

The gun went off, detonating inside the sphere. Completely silent. The inside of the glassy ball filled with a raging firestorm and bits of blackened dwarf and equipment pelted back and forth inside the swirling globe of clear magical force. When it had burned out there was nothing but blackened chunks filling the bottom of the sphere with the bent tube of the bazooka leaning sideways. Ren dissolved the sphere and the cremated remains dropped to the floor, still sizzling slightly like a steak taken off the grille.

Ren caught the last few syllables of a ‘magma spray’ spell over the noise of battle and he threw himself between his allies and the wizard, switching the wand into a shield. A moment later a shotgun spatter of marble-sized balls of molten rock sprayed across them all.

The flaming rocks ripped into the room. They shredded the blankets leaving behind little circular holes with glowing burned edges, impacted the walls like bullets, exploding into molten sparks, and imbedded into the wooden beams. But the molten hail meant for Ren, Noiraud and the gnome shattered into fragment of molten rock against the voidshield, pattering down and hissing where they bounced across the ground.

Ren had a new target. He didn’t even think, just zigged instead of zagging and ran the man down. The wizard had time to see him coming, and even start mouthing one of the quickest combat spells – iceknife. The ice dagger formed, the wizard’s eyes going big as he hurried through the last stanza of the spell.

The smile of Ren’s face was all teeth, Like a death’s head.

Too late, asshole!

The ice knife struck the shield and shattered. The moment it did, Ren switched the shield to the blade, and with all the strength of his charge he drove the magical black glass through the enemy’s chest. It sliced through flesh and bone like cheese. Both of them froze, the wizard coughing out blood as he stared down at the magical blade in his ribs. Face-to-face, the man coughed blood and looked terrified, clinging to Ren for support.

“Help…” he gasped, and blood frothed in the corners of his mouth.

The Ren trapped on the inside of his body felt a blanket of terror. Fucking hell…

It happened so fast and now two men were dead. He’d just killed them like crushing a spider. Something like panic was welling up inside him. For an awful moment the fog of war lifted and an instinct to fix it… somehow… came over him. A sudden urge to call an ambulance, to save this person’s life, to avoid arrest and prison and the electric chair… Instincts from the used-to-be.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered to the dying wizard.

Only he didn’t. He didn’t say anything. The Ren in control of the body didn’t feel anything and might as well have been an emotionless robot. The wizard grabbed him by the throat. Goddam hands like an iron vice. They struggled that way a moment, the humin’s furious eyes determined to take Ren with him. Then Noiraud was scratching the man’s eyes out and he let go.

The Ren dragged the blade still sticking through the ribs sideways. Slashed through lung and heart and sheared through bone on the way out. There was a gory, bugling cry of agony and the man went limp, collapsing in a splash of blood. Spattered in blood, still not sure if he was in shock, Ren stepped back, swordwand in one hand. The cat hissing and spitting on all fours beside him.

“Kill them!” she hissed.

The fight around the room seemed to be happening far away… like looking at sharks swimming through the glass of an aquarium wall. Or maybe he was the shark, looking out at the people. He stood there as he watched Sweep sitting on the back of the badly burned Jotunlander while the man tried to crawl away… stabbing him over and over again. Watched as three harfoots faced off against Boots and Yaghed until one of the harfoots turned out to be Cas and she stabbed the warrior next to her in the ear with a knife. Saw Yaghed beating a wounded soldier on the floor, then using his knife to saw the man’s ear off.

Chaos… flames and blood and chaos… all around him.

“Master?” the cat was twining around his legs. “Let’s finish this!”

Then the sudden high of life-force filling his body at the death of the two men made Ren feel invincible.

He dragged himself up through the layers of unreality, his senses slowly dialling back up until he felt himself standing there again. His arm ached where he’d been shot with the arrow, someone else’s blood in his mouth. Smoke and a burned-pork smell filled his nose.

Only four figures remained to fight them. All of them backed up against the gaping hole where the front of the keep had been. The knight was limping with sword in one hand, using a broken spearshaft as a makeshift crutch. One of the soldiers and an apprentice magician were still alive, cut and bruised and looking terrified as Ren’s allies closed in slowly.

And beside the knight – still alive – was the elf warrior, Lilac. Armed with only a short, curved sword, out of arrows.

“Don’t let the elf get away!” Ren shouted so loudly it hurt his throat.

The knight was saying something to the elf. Whatever it was she didn’t like it.

“No!” she shouted angrily. “I’m not some weak maiden, I can fight!”

“You’re the only one who can make it!” the knight yelled back at her.

He was telling her to run for it…

“Get them fast!” Ren yelled.

With one last look of regret and a shove from the knight, Lilac bolted. She was running straight for the opening in the wall.

Not so fucking fast!

The tip of the wand switched to a sphere. A dark mass the size of a softball. Ren aimed it at the elf’s legs. Wanted her alive.

Then he heard the surviving wizard chanting.

‘With spellis olde as wynde and flayme,

I summoun here a fiery blome.

Twyste and tourne, a wyld tornay,

To consume with endlesse pyre.’

Shit. She was about to torch the entire building! Take them all with him.

With a desperate growl Ren adjusted aim to the magician. As flames formed in the wizard’s hands he fired the sphere. Everything above his eyebrows exploded outwards as the sphere plowed through his skull and the big, pointed hat. The hit of fresh mana from the kill made Ren shiver. He formed another sphere, swung the wand to aim at Lilac again. But seeing the wizard die, the last soldier panicked and ran… right into Boots and blocked Ren’s shot. The soldier stabbed his long dagger into the rusty helm, punching through and lodging there, only to look down and see the skeleton’s blade all the way through his own guts.

The elf leaped out the hole. So quick, she’d dropped from his line of sight already.

“Fuck!” he screamed. “Fuck you… you fucking fuck!” Rage poured off of him until the void-rune in his hand smoked purple mist. “All these other assholes you could have set on fire for all I care, and we let the elf get away!”

The knight grinned through his pain. “My apologies, demonspawn. For having ruined your plan.”

Ren glared at him.

“What yer waitin fer?” Yaghed shouted. “Fuck im up!”

The last Ren saw of the knight’s smug grin was a wall of monsters surrounding him. He fought for a moment before the blade was knocked from his hand then he was the center of a stabbing, biting, clubbing circle of enemies who drove him to the ground and didn’t stop killing him long after he was dead.

Ren ignored Regnal. Turned to the gaping hole in the wall and ran right at it.

“Ren!” he heard Cas yell. “What are you doing?”

And then he jumped out into the night, as far and fast as he could.

***


Chapter 29   : Say Anything

As he dropped, time seemed to slow. Gave him all the time in the world to take in the sights as the cool night air flowed around him.

That’s the ground, coming up to meet me… that’s the elf getting away…

Lilac was impossibly agile. When she’d jumped, she had aimed for the jumble of broken, jagged timbers and stone, like a lethal game of pick-up-sticks. And he watched her dance down, slowing her fall by tiny amounts as she stepped from one broken wooden support to the next, sometimes only for a moment to change course, as she practically glided down the slope of the broken fort. Surefooted as if she was jumping down a flight of stairs. Like a dancer.

It was a thing of beauty to watch… even if he did want her dead.

She reached the bottom while he was still on the way down. Ren’s path was crude in comparison, falling out and down in a lazy arc. He’d picked up enough of a running start to clear the collapsed face of the tower and was plummeting for the corralled horses in the courtyard. Time seemed to push back at his movements, slowing him down, as he gripped the wand underneath him, curling his body to tuck as small as he could, and thumbed the gem button that would make the shield. The glassy black surface formed halfway down, and he saw the terrified , hobbled ponies below him as he came down hard.

Sorry pal… you’re softer than the ground…

He closed his eyes.

Impact. Shooting pain through the entire side of his body as he hit. Jolting to a halt. The scream of a horse cut short as there was a terrible crunching, splashing wet sound. Then he was laying on the exploded body of a horse on the courtyard flagstones, groaning in pain. But he was alive, and nothing seemed broken.

The magic of the shield seemed to be able to stop any amount of force levelled at it – and from the point of view of physics, there was no difference between a stone being fired at him at thirty miles an hour, and his body falling towards a stone at thirty miles an hour. He managed to get to his hands and knees, slipping on the horse’s innards, and raise his head in time to see Lilac leap the low barrier across the old fort gate like a steeplechase and run into the dark of the forest.

Dismissing the shield, Ren got to his feet and forced himself into a run. Squeezing past the barricade he was outside the walls of the fort, the forest a dark curtain in front of him. Even with a sliver of moon his eyes were good enough to see in the dark like it was only dusk. Elf eyes might be good… but they didn’t see at night any better than a humin.

She’d be nearly blind.

There… a flash of her blonde hair among the trees and he spotted her slender shape, almost silent, as she ran. The forest at night was a maze of dark shapes, the shadowy pillars of trunks and whispering of leaves on the breeze masking noise. Like the trees were watching and talking to themselves about the footrace happening around their feet. Ren staggered through the underbrush after her, his breath ragged, every step a new jolt pain that wracked his body. He almost wished that whatever cold unfeeling thing had taken over his body in the fight would come back and grip him by the neck, taking over the hard part. Blood seeped from his wounds, warm against his skin; not much, but that would start to add up, and then he’d run out of strength fast. He had to end this before that happened.

Lilac ran through the trees ahead of him like a ghost. He wasn’t gaining on her, but she wasn’t adding distance either. The dark was slowing her down, her movements too hesitant. She was only armed with that little sword… if she’d had her bow, he’d be dead already.

Ren gripped the Darkstar wand in his hand, felt it reach out to the power of the void-rune like a blood transfusion. With a grimace of effort, he ignored the pain and forced himself up a rise on the forest floor, giving him an elevated view of her. He raised the wand, forming a melon-sized sphere, and fired. The magical cannonball burst through the branches with a chorus of snapping twigs. And somehow, she sensed it – heard it maybe with those big elf ears – and at the last moment she leapt aside. The sphere missed her, plowing up a fountain of dirt and leaves ten yards past her like a mud fountain.

Fuck…

He aimed again and fired. Same result. A desperate twist at the last minute, throwing herself flat, and she dodged the bullet as it exploded in the forest floor.

Shit! Shitshitshit! She was heading for a ridge, another few moments and she’d be out of sight. He aimed again, this time leading the target a bit, and at the last moment he adjusted his aim. The projectile cut through the trees and missing her by inches… on purpose this time. Instead of the ground, it hit the tree trunk beside her at head-height. Detonating a baseball-sized hole in the green wood.

The explosion sent splinters flying like grenade shrapnel. The elf let out a screech and shielded her face, taking a mugful of sharp wood fragments and crashing blindly into the next tree trunk before she went sprawling, knocked down.

Ren let out a growl of satisfaction and went after her. Sliding in a controlled fall down the slope of the rise, grabbing saplings and tree branches on the way down to keep from completely face-planting. Reaching the flat surface at the bottom he focussed on where she’d gone down and charged for it, the bone-deep need to see her grovelling and bleeding out powering him through the pain and exhaustion. His lungs were burning by the time he got there.

Damn… he needed to quit smoking again…

Then he’d reached the damaged tree – fresh white wood showing where the sphere had hit, three-inch splinters decorating the forest floor all around it. He advanced carefully, turning the wand into a sword, the glassy three feet of blade reassuring as he circled the spot he’d seen her fall. Even injured, she’d be dangerous.

Sweat rolled down his back, stinging the burn where he’d been shot with a spell earlier. He rounded a tree and saw the upturned leaves and skid-mark in the ground where she’d fallen, but she wasn’t there. Shit. He froze. She might be able to track him by sound, hearing him when he moved, but he’d see her if she tried to escape. He slowly scanned the forest. Even twisted at the waist to check behind him. Nothing. No tracks. No sign of her. She must have made it over the ridge while he was moving. His dark-adapted eyes scanned the forest, but Lilac had vanished. He moved. Slowly stepping forward, putting his feet down lightly, listening for the slightest sound.

A branch snapped somewhere overhead.

Instinct drove him to the side, against the trunk of the nearest tree, just as Lilac dropped from above. Motherfucker! She’d gone into the branches. Ren had a flash of movement – her short sword gleaming in the dark – and the blade slashed down where Ren had been a moment before. The tip bit his shoulder, so sharp he didn’t feel it at first, then the shallow gash started to bleed.

Rolling to his feet, Ren activated the wand’s shield just in time to block another vicious strike. The impact slid across the shield like ice, but the effort made his injuries ache.

Then he was face to face with the elf, the golden-haired warrior crouched in a fighting stance, short curved sword held low, glaring at him. Face and forearm a mass of small slashes from wood splinters except the band across her eyes where she’d used her arm to protect her vision. The she was gone, turning and running like an Olympic sprinter, kicking up forest mulch behind her.

Ren didn’t bother calling out; nothing he said would slow her, and he needed to save his breath. He was after her, reaching the peak of the ridge a moment after she did, watching her miss her footing and tumble down the far side with a cry. She rolled once, coming up on her feet with a move that would make Katelyn Ohashi jealous, and kept running.

Ren paused at the top, scanning ahead and a savage smile crossed his face as he went after her. Watched the girl leap a fallen log, wind under some low branches and run flat out as she reached the flat terrain below. She was faster than Ren could ever hope to be, but in the dark, she missed the ravine that opened up in front of her. Just kept running out into empty space where she gave a yell of frustration and fell, tumbling through the underbrush and crashing into the thicket below. He let out a bark of laughter watching her go ass over tits into the ditch.

Ren ran for the ravine, trying to stifle his heavy breathing to listen for her movement. He crouched at the spot she’d vanished, looking into the bushes and switched the wand into a shield.

As his finger touched the gem that would activate it, a sudden sharp pain in his wrist made it go numb. A rock clattered among the trees beside him and the wand was knocked from his grip into the brush. Then she was glaring at him as she leapt up out of the ravine. Not at him, but away. Bare-handed. Her sword lost somewhere.

“Fuck you,” Ren snarled at her.

Without the wand, his odds of catching her were too small to count. He threw himself on the ground, searching on hands and knees where he thought it had landed. More desperate by the second. Nothing. He could hear Lilac scrambling away, her movements clumsier now. She was wearing down. Injured maybe.

Fuck it…

He stopped looking, turned and saw Lilac was nearly home free. She was climbing another low ridge between the tree trunks, and this time once she did, she’d get away. He’d never catch up a third time.

Not again… not when he was this close. Frustrated anger nearly choked him. Ren lifted his hand, feeling the void-rune pulse under the skin. This was going to hurt…

He wouldn’t be able to control it, not even a little in this state. It might even kill him if it got loose, tearing apart his entire body. But if he died, he’d take the elf with him. He focused on the rune, opening a crack to the magical power inside; it gushed loose like a firehose, and the power sent black flames all over his body. Whispering the incantation, he could taste ash in his mouth. Smell his own body on fire.

‘From depthes of ayr and gustes wilde,

I conjure winde, both meek and milde.

Turne now fierce, a mighty cannon,

To blowe mine foes as leaves in autumnon.’

It was agony, but he made it to the end. The spell released, an almost-visible pillar of solid air firing through the night. It snaked through the trees, like a guided missile, an unseen force that Lilac had no way to dodge. When it hit her, it was like a truck had slammed into her. Picked her up and flung her into the air like a ragdoll. Exploding where it hit the ground around her, sending up a shockwave that picked up the leaf litter and twigs and even a few saplings in a ten-foot crater, detonating into the air.

The blowback from the void-rune hit Ren hard. The power going off like an exploding gas can beside him.

He only slowly pieced together enough of his senses to understand he was still alive. One by one. Ears ringing, mouth full of ashes, the smell of his own burned body. And then the darkness resolved into looking up at the tree branches above him, outlined against the stars in the sky. And last of all the feeling of his body returned, although he wished it hadn’t. He hurt everywhere. Blistered and singed, right arm twisted and limp. Fuck… he’d really done a number on himself.

With supreme effort he craned his neck and saw Lilac on the forest floor, sprawled out and not moving.

Good… that meant he could take a moment to get himself together.

A moment turned into ten minutes, then twenty. But by then he could force himself to sit up. He made a sling out of his shirt and gingerly put his ruined right arm into it. Slowly, painfully, Ren pushed himself to his feet. He needed to find her, to end this, but first, he had to retrieve his wand and gather what strength remained.

Limping, he hopped on one foot, poking the bushes with a stick, until he heard the clink of the Darkstar wand. Then he faced the trip to reach Lilac’s body. That took him at least another ten minutes to cover the fifty yards.

Burned, bleeding, he made sure the wand worked in his left hand by creating the long glassy swordblade. Dragging himself step by step until he was standing over the elf. Somewhere in the time it had taken him to get there, she’d regained consciousness. Had crawled on her belly maybe ten feet. As she heard him standing over her, she gave up with a gust of breath and rolled onto her back. She had two black eyes, blood running from her nose and ears, and by the looks of the bruising on her ribs he’d broken a few. She stared up at him with her startling green eyes in a face covered in blood and dirt.

“Go on,” she gasped. “Do it.”

Ren savored the moment. Dragged the tip of the sword up her body, leaving a thin cut that made her wince and cry out. He could cut her into pieces, and she wouldn’t be able to move.

The thought made him feel a little sick.

Just finish her… don’t make her death a part of you…

“I want you to know why I’m killing you,” he said, hovering the tip of the sword under her chin.

“Why should I care?” she gasped.

“Because I want to know if you still only see a grotesque little manakin,” he smiled at her.

He watched the wheels turn in her head, grinned as dawning understanding crossed her face. Adding it all up. The things he’d known about the Grey Geese, the Targ, Larion…

“You…” she whispered, choking as her eyes went wide.

“Me,” he confirmed. “You took the only thing that mattered to me,” he said. “Now I’m going to kill you for it.”

“What?” sha gasped. “What did I take?”

“You stopped me from saving Kyra. She died with Isinore when you heroes broke into the great hall.”

He straightened up, ready to push the sword in.

“Kyra Littlebees?” Lilac asked. “The pixie?”

He froze. Everything in his body seized up.

“How do you know her name?” he whispered, staring at her.

“S-she told me,” Lilac whispered. “After we captured her. She… she’s not dead.”

Ren felt what little blood pressure he had suddenly drop. He staggered backwards, leaning against a tree trunk until he slid down and sat there, staring at her in shock.

“That’s impossible,” he said.

She let out a single chuckle. “Is it? Wobble took her… that worthless little pervert.” Her voice came in a pained hush, like it hurt just to draw breath. “After he killed the Crowstrike… Beverwyck told him… Wobble… he could ask for anything… anything he wanted in return. Imagine it… a harfoot apprentice wizard… kills the Maiden of Pell’s Doom… nearly by accident, and gets… gets any wish he could think of… from the new Factor of Colquhoun.”

Lilac managed to turn her head to look him in the eyes. “And he asked… to spare Kyra’s life. Took her for himself.”

Ren couldn’t speak. His mind refusing to function.

“Your pixie is alive, manakin… alive and held captive… in the harem of that… perverse… harfoot wizard.”

“You’d say anything to save your life,” Ren said.

“Would I?” she asked, coughing painfully.

In the distance he could hear shouting. Voices he recognized calling his name. And a few minutes later a wolf with green fur appeared at the top of the ridge.

“I found him!” Cas yelled back over her shoulder. “He’s alive and he got the elf!”

***


Chapter 30   : Aftermath

Ren drifted in and out of consciousness while Cas told him ‘Hang on, help is coming’. Everything hurt, he could barely move, and his vision was going grey – not the black-edged tunnel vision from before, but actual light-headed flirting with passing out entirely. His thoughts scattered and reformed by the second, but each time he drifted fully awake he was anchored by one thought.

Kyra wasn’t dead…

All this revenge, all this mayhem leaving a trail of destruction behind, had been to ease the pain he couldn’t erase; the pain that he’d failed her and let her die. And now the floor had dropped out from underneath it all. What the fuck had he done?

He sensed someone new forcing their way through the forest nearby. Saw the pale glow of the mushroom being used as a lantern and then heard Cas talking to them.

“Ignore the elf… she can bleed out… save Ren.”

“No,” he forced his mouth to make the words. “Don’t let her die.”

“But Ren…”

“Keep her alive!” he insisted.

There was a pause. “Okay… but you first. Do it.”

There was a scratch of a lucifer match and small flare of light through his half-closed eyelids. Then he smelled tobacco smoke. Someone was mumbling, reciting a common healing spell.

‘O woundes of fleshe, O bruisës depe,

By vertu's touch, ye shall not kepe.’

As they recited the spell he felt warm breath on his injured body. Whoever it was, they were using a cigarette for the ‘divine smoke’ healing property. Clever.

‘Healë now, by mystic threde,

Restore the hale, from pain be frede.’

Wherever the tobacco smoke was breathed on him his wounds began to heal. Pain receding like an ebb tide, bit by bit.

“Here, put this in your mouth and breathe,” a high-pitched woman’s voice told him. “Your internal injuries are pretty bad.”

The cigarette was held to his lips, and he drew in deeply, getting a much needed lungful of Thuppi Nan's Good Smoke. And as he did the pain in his chest faded. Fuuuuuck… he needed that.

Opening his eyes he saw the figure crouched beside him was Gudrun, the fallen virgin priestess. She was a little rough and was only wearing one of Cas’ old tunics with a satchel over one shoulder. Filled it out well though, and he caught a glimpse of her big softball knockers dangling down the open front of the tunic.

“How?” he asked. “I thought… thought you’d lost your powers.”

“Oh, you’re gonna love this!” Cas said eagerly. “Go on, tell him!”

The harfoot seemed embarrassed. Wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I did,” she said meekly.

“So how are you healing me?”

She mumbled an answer.

“Say it louder,” Cas grinned.

“I serve a new god now,” Gudrun said. “One who I deserve.” She took a deep breath. “I am an acolyte of Gurmak now…”

The chaos god? Well… seemed only fitting for a degenerate gambling addict.

Lilac moaned. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Gudrun… no…”

The harfoot looked at her and shrugged. “It was always in my try nature, as much as I denied it. The rolling dice are all that I have now. I suppose if I can’t beat them, I would be better to join them.”

The priestess of Gurmak moved to kneel beside Lilac, drew deep on the cigarette and bent low to breathe sacred smoke on her from head to hips.

“You’re hurt pretty bad on the inside,” Gudrun said and held the cigarette up to her mouth. “Breathe in.”

“No,” the elf turned her face away, feebly protesting as Gudrun tried to get her to take a puff.

Finally, the harfoot took a deep drag, held it in her lungs, and forced her mouth on top of Lilac’s. pinching her nose and breathing the smoke into her by force. Like tobacco smoke CPR. Finally releasing her after a count of thirty, Lilac coughed and spluttered smoke, but color had returned to her cheeks and she didn’t look like she was banging on death’s door anymore.

“How could you!” the elf coughed.

“Don’t knock it until you try it,” Gudrun gave a small smile then blushed when she saw Ren watching.

Dayyum… he was getting a chubby watching this healing ritual. Gurmak be praised! But with supreme effort, he forced himself to stand, wobbling slightly. Cas transformed from wolf to girl, sliding herself against him. He wasn’t sure if the way her arms went around him were to help steady him, or a hug.

“I didn’t know if you’d broken your neck or eloped with the elf bitch and were halfway to your honeymoon…” she said, chuckling, but her green eyes and green hair said her words weren’t so casual.

“I’m glad you’re okay too,” he said and kissed her forehead.

She blinked up at him, biting her lip, and turned a bright pink… everywhere.

“We need to get back to the others… there’s something I need to tell you,” Ren said.

***

Getting back inside the ruined keep was tricky with half the front of the building collapsed, but there was a salley-port on the ground floor, around back. Ren gripped the stairwell railing, leaning hard as he gasped to catch his breath after even a short climb, he made it to what remained of the upper level and found the company of Nethermire monsters celebrating their victory. Nobody noticed him at first – they were too busy drinking the Grey Geese’s booze, eating their food and smoking their harfoot pipeweed. He watched them, a slow smile forming. This was a victory for all of them.

Then Cas bounded up the stairs dragging Lilac on a rope with her hands tied and shouted.

“We got her!”

There was a cheer, shouting and the others gathered around them. They patted Ren on the back and pushed a drink into his hands, congratulated Cas and even patted Gudrun on the back.

“We did it…” Sweep said with disbelief.

“Of course we did it,” the cat licked her blood-stained paws fastidiously.

“Fuck you… you run off into the woods, show up again at the last minute and think you can take some of the credit?” Yaghed accused her.

“I don’t answer to you… I answer to the young master… and he knows I helped,” the cat didn’t even bother to glance the orc’s way.

“Who cares! We did it!” Cas hollered. “Awooooo!”

Ren managed to forget his pains a moment as there was a laughing, shouting dance of joy as the group realized they’d won… and survived.

Then the memory came back to him. “Needy!” he hissed. “Where is she?”

The crowd cleared and at the back of the room, leaning back against one of the fallen timbers, was the goblin girl, smiling weakly at him, orange hair disheveled and a rough bandage held to the stub of an arrow just under her ribs. Running across the chamber he found her smiling through the pain.

“You did it… thank the Shining Snail you’re alive…”

He eyed the bloody end of a broken arrow next to her and glared back at Lilac where she was in the center of a jeering crowd.

“How bad is it?” he took the goblin girl’s hand.

She was crying.

“Needy?”

“I tried… I tried to fight…” she said.

“You did fight,” he told her. “Right when it mattered, you took out that wizard… we would’ve been completely fucked if they got that spell off.”

He examined the wound. It was bleeding a trickle, but not bad.

“But Ren…” she said. “I peed myself.”

He grinned at her.

“Its not funny!” she said. “I was so scared I couldn’t move!”

Ren hugged her. “Needy…” he said. “The same thing happened to me. But when it counted, you were there. And that’s all that matters.”

And for a change, she didn’t shove him away, but turned her mouth to him and kissed him hard. “Thank you, Ren.”

He enjoyed the moment. Until Cas arrived.

“Lookit all that blood!” Cas said, poking Needy’s bandage.

Both of them jumped apart.

Needy yelped. “Cas!”

“Oh yeah, totally awesome wound… I’m jealous! That’s for sure gonna get infected. Gangrene maybe. Lucky duck…”

“Cas… shut up,” Ren said as the goblin burst into sobs.

The newly anointed priestess of Gurmak arrived and broke out a pack if cigarettes.

“Think you can heal this?”

“She’ll have a nice scar… but yes,” Gudrun said.

“Sure… Needy gets a cool scar, but what about me? I got wounded plenty.”

“You’re a shapeshifter,” Gudrun said without looking. “Shapeshifters don’t get scars.”

“What a gyp,” Cas complained.

***

They spent the rest of the night stripping the gear from the Grey Geese’s camp and moving down into the basement level – a third of it was still intact, and that included the cave-goblins’ lair so they moved in. Ren wanted them to sneak away in the night as fast as they could, but you might as well tell monsters to chop their own dicks off as tell them not to loot bodies.

Plumbob was pulling the coat off a harfoot when the corpse moaned, and the gnome jumped back alarmed. “Looks like we've got one still breathing over here,” he yelled.

Yaghed ambled past, his axe casually swinging into the harfoot’s skull without even breaking stride. It was the dwarf’s gun-axe, his only firearm that had survived the fight.

“Oh, never mind. False alarm,” the gnome said and continued stripping the body.

“Did anyone bother to take any of them alive?” Ren demanded, scanning the faces of his companions.

They shrugged, shook their heads, and went back to their work

“Great,” he snapped. “Good job guys, now we don't have any prisoners to interrogate.”

“Thank you!” Sweep said, taking the compliment at face value.

Cas walked up, back in humin form and wearing a spare shirt from the elf’s pack and one of the black, wide-brimmed witch hats from one of the magicians.

“Cheer up, Ren, sure we do,” she grinned. “You've still got that pretty elf maiden tied up, ready for you to mistreat her… you sicko.”

“Very funny.” Ren's jaw clenched as he fought to keep his cool. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to calm down. He’d kept his distance from the girl because he wasn’t sure if he could trust himself not to stab her in the heart.

“You’re gonna miss all the good loot!” Cas said and slung a leather backpack at him. It was harfoot sized.

With a sigh he started going through the camp supplies. There was food, clothes, weapons, even tents. He had a second pistol and more ammunition – Sir Regnal’s gun, and it seemed to be a matched set with the one he’d picked up in the Nethermire; looks like it was true that the soldier Larion had killed was his sister. Some of the clothes fit Ren and were well made. Much better quality than the handmade clothes sewn from whatever cloth they could scrounge up in Isinore’s service.

He noticed Plumbob and Sweep had gathered by Nim as the rat luxuriated with a fresh pack of smokes, lighting one up and taking a long drag while he leaned back on a log. Damn… the Marlboro Rat. They tried a few puffs and in minutes the entire company had sampled it and there was a search for any more cigarettes they could find, turning up several packs and three different brands. He’d have to confiscate them for Gudrun if they wanted to have her heal any of their wounds.

Ren settled down by the fireplace, down to a few scattered embers now, and reached for a skewer of wild turkey chunks that had roasted over the flames. A little overcooked by now but delicious. Trying on one of the harfoot coats he felt something bulky in the pocket and he pulled out a metal tin and pipe.

Examining the tin, Ren squinted to make out the faded label. “Widow Wynkes Bhang Herbe.”

He took a sniff… yep, definitely mary-jane. Harfoots apparently couldn’t get enough of the stuff. Tobacco cigarettes were bad enough, but he couldn't help but wonder what would happen when these degenerates got into the pipe weed.

Which, as it happened, took about twenty minutes. Soon the entire bunch were giggling and the adrenaline-fueled victory yells toned down to a chill undercurrent of happy camaraderie. No wonder harfoots were so laid back…

Ren hadn’t seen Boots in a while and when he found the skeleton warrior, he was propped up against a wall looking pretty beat-up. For starters he was missing his jawbone and had a caved-in eye-socket. Then there was the way one shoulder seemed slumped from all the crushed bones and his left arm was laying across his lap. There was a spear sticking through his armor, a knife in his skull and a pair of arrows poked into him.

“Shit, Bootsy… why didn’t anybody tell me…” he crouched down beside the damaged skeleton. Sure as shit couldn’t use a healing spell on him… something about the type of magical polarity made healing magic cause damage to the undead.

“Yaghed thinks you’re nothing but a machine… that you don’t count,” Ren shook his head. “But that’s bullshit, and you and me both know it. Oh hey,’ Ren remembered, reaching into his satchel. “I found something for you.”

He fished out the amulet he’d found in the chapel underneath the fort and draped the corroded silver chain over his head. “I checked… it seems to have some sort of protection magic on it. If you’re going to keep getting hurt, I figure you can use it.”

He patted the skeleton on its bony dome. “We’ll figure out a way to fix you up. Promise.”

But as his hand touched the skeleton, he felt a strange prickling in his palm, The void-rune glowing with black energy. Ren stared at it. Just like when he’d met the zombies in the basement, the void-rune seemed to activate all on its own. Carefully he placed his palm on Boots’ skull and stared at what happened.

Like a time-lapse film, run backwards through a projector, the skeletal remains seemed to knit back together on their own. Bits of bone rebuilding and repairing. His arm re-attached, the shoulder whole again, and his jaw clacked back into place. But it didn’t end there.

As Ren watched two eyeballs regrew in the sockets and a gory layer of sinew and blood oozed out from the bones, connecting them together. He looked a bit more like one of those anatomical cutaway diagrams of the humin body now. And not yellow and desiccated like the zombies had been either… but fresh? Kinda bloody. Like the fleshy parts were growing back.

But not completely. Most of the skeleton was still visible, but some of the musculature had wriggled back, like snakes. The skeleton’s big brown eyes looked at Ren and it was hard to tell for sure, but he looked as surprised as Ren was.

Boots’ jaw worked and made a bit of a wet sound, but there was no tongue, and certainly no vocal cords. But he was trying to talk.

“Fuck!” Ren said as the regeneration slowed and stopped. “Did I do that or did you?” he asked.

Boots shrugged. Then he stood up, bones repaired, and went back to join the party.

As he appeared a cheer went up from the group, form everyone except Gudrun anyway. The harfoot priestess whimpered at the sight of the walking undead warrior and with a trembling hand, she began to channel her divine power, invoking the sacred winds.

Oh great… she was gonna bust up when he’d just fixed.

But before he could stop her a divine wind swept past the skeleton. And instead of eroding him to dust, it fizzled and sparked and died out, leaving Boots unharmed.

“How?” the priestess asked. “This can’t be happening!”

But Ren had seen the amulet flare to life at the attack. The protective magic dispelling the divine energy.

“Hey! Stop trying to hurt Boots!” Needy yelled.

“You okay Bootsy?” Cas patted him on the chest. The skeleton nodded.

“Ease up,” Yaghed said, stumbling drunk and unusually cheerful. “Have a smoke… give us a dance, pipsqueak.”

It wasn’t long before Plumbob was playing his whistle and Gudrun was dancing on a table. Everyone was clapping, Sweep and Cas dancing a jig together like they were friends. He heard a squeaking sound and glanced behind a fallen timber roof support to see Nim and Noiraud making out.

“Oh that shit aint right…” he mumbled. They had to find Nim a nice lady-rat… and fast.

And as the others celebrated Ren retreated to the side chamber where they’d tied Lilac up. She was laying there, stripped down to her undies, thoroughly tied up at wrist and ankle and left on her belly under the watchful gaze of the slime.

“She try anything?”

Jam shook its head.

Ren crouched down next to her, and she glared up at him uncertainly.

“Where’s Kyra now?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said levelly. “With Wobble.”

“Not good enough.” He pulled out a dagger. “Try again.”

“I honestly don’t know!” Lilac insisted. “After the battle he was elevated to the Black Company. We’d been promised positions, riches, maybe even titles if we joined the fight, but we got nothing. Wobble left with his teacher, Cyneswitha the wizard, to meet the Lord High Protector.”

“Bullshit.” He rolled her onto her back and rested the knife in the hollow of her throat.

Her eyes went wide with fear. Face red. He could see her heart beating faster as her pulse trembled in her neck.

“I swear,” she gasped. “W-we n-never even got a share of the t-treasure. Beverwycke took it all, divided it up among the seniors of the Black Company. We got ten gold apiece and a hundred silver.”

“Blood money.”

“Reward,” she insisted angrily. “If you can call it that. Why do you think I was forced to stay out here in the wilderness, taking orders from Regnal… sharing quarters with a stinking dwarf!”

“Because you like killing our kind.”

She gave a single harsh bark of laughter. “Because I had no other choice. Even my brother refused to fight for me. I don’t think he had any influence on Beverwyck; the humins don’t hold elves in much higher regards than your kind, if I am being truthful.”

He slapped her across the face. Hard.

She yelled in pain and her mouth stayed open as she stared at him in shock, Chest heaving as she tried to control her breathing.

“Don’t ever compare yourself to my kind again. Ever,” he growled at her.

She gulped visibly. “If you had ever visited my homeland you might change your mind,” she whispered.

Ren ignored the comment. “You’ve got one chance to live,” he told her. “And that’s if you can lead me to Kyra.”

“I-I told y-you!” she gulped air, breathing quick shallow gasps. “I don’t know! Wobble and the pixie left with the Black Company.”

“Then who does know?” he growled. He gripped her by the throat, unable to control the urge to choke her. Imagining Kyra in the hands of that fucking harfoot, tied up… molested… “Talk!”

She stared at him, eyes wide as her face went red. “Cornelius,” she managed to gasp.

“Who?” he let go of her throat and she gasped for breath.

“Cornelius… he was Cyneswitha’s mentor. Her teacher as she taught Wobble. He’d know.”

“A wizard?” he asked.

She nodded staring at him helplessly, shaking.

“And where do I find him?”

“H-he’s the new Chief Factor of Mastodon Creek.”

There was that name again. The same place the others had voted to go. “Where Ironhelm and Greene Hodges have settled.?”

“That’s what I heard,” she said in a whisper.

Ren thought it through. He didn’t even have to tell the others about Kyra… just tell them he agreed with their mission. Stick to the plan and infiltrate Mastodon Creek. He eyed Lilac and suddenly felt dirty for hurting a helpless captive. Even a murderous bitch like this.

“Tell me the truth from now on,” he said. “And this never has to happen again.”

And in a voice that made the hair on his neck stand up, the elf warrior maid licked her lips and said, “Not even a little?”

Ren backed away and stood up; now it was his turn to stare at her in shock. “What?”

“I know what the stories say,” she said breathily, body flushing pink. “I know what you monsters do to pretty elf girls they capture…”

What… the… fuck?

“Aren’t you going to paw me with those… those rough hands again?” she simpered.

Oh Geezus… Ren backed up for the door. “Fuck no!” he snarled. “I’d rather fuck a hornet’s nest bareback.”

And as he walked away, he could hear her yelling after him. “Wait! Aren’t you going to ask me any more questions? Hey! I might have lied… you never know! How can you be sure unless you force me to talk! Hey! Where’s your animal monster instincts?”

Ren’s stomach churned. Fucking elves…

Besides… he had more important things to do. Like get this expedition organized and get them to Mastodon Creek.

***

Ren and his monster quest are back for more in the next book, SMOL EVIL: Bad to Worse

It’s a long way to Mastodon Creek and a lot can happen on the way, especially when the trip takes them through elf territory. They’ll have to deal with bandit kings, undead lords, sexy forest spirits and the mother of all elf milfs…

As Ren and his companions level up with the help of the man-rune, there’s one real question that needs answering… is it cannibalism to eat an elf if they are technically not the same species?

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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