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    Chapter 2


  


  Dorian’s eyes widened as the fox-girl collapsed. He lunged forward reflexively, catching her limp form in his arms, cradling her against himself as if frozen in the dipping step of a waltz.


  Ariana hiccuped, giggled and drunkenly reached up and stroked his face. “Nishe… ripplin’ thews… hehe…”


  “What?” Dorian said blankly.


  A mumbling moan was her only reply as her head lolled and her eyes slid shut again.


  There was a click of heels and Dorian looked up as Fable, Melia and Emberly came over from the table. “What’s with her?” Melia asked.


  Emberly picked up the bottle the beast-girl had drunk and checked the label, then guffawed. “Holy hells! Grim Guzzler’s Bottom Barrel? No wonder. This stuff’s strong as sin,” she said, taking a long swig herself. “Mm! And delicious.”


  Fable poked the girl’s cheek, earning another mumble. “Dang. She’s out for the count,” the faun observed, glancing up at Dorian with a grin. “Must have needed a strong drink when facing such a studly rescuer, huh cap’n?”


  Dorian rolled his eyes. “Not exactly the time. What do we do with her?” he asked.


  Fable shrugged. “What else? Take her back to the ship until she recovers. Or,” she added with a shrewd look at the unconscious sailors who’d attacked Dorian. “Should we leave her here for when these friendly guys wake up?”


  Dorian grimaced at the thought and scanned the bar. Considering how everyone present had seemed more than happy to let things get where they did, he wasn’t exactly willing to leave it to them either. Dorian sighed and looped his arm under the fox-girl’s legs, lifting her princess style. “Let’s just… get her back to the ship, I guess,” he said, glancing around the bar. “I get the feeling we’ve worn out our welcome.”


  “Their loss,” Melia said with a scathing look about the place, leading the way back out.


  Dorian sighed and followed, careful to keep Ariana’s head elevated… And ignore the way the fox-girl snuggled up against him, her tail swishing from beneath her robe and wrapping around him. “Mmm. Plains of… of pectoralsh and mighty… hic… heaving boshomsh…”


  “Who the hell is she?” Melia said.


  “Whoever she is, she’s got some great taste,” Fable giggled.


  Dorian shook his head as they emerged from the bar and into the busy streets of Sphere. “She said her name was Ariana. Didn’t catch the last.”


  “Ariana?” Melia said with sudden interest.


  Dorian glanced at the elf. “You know her?”


  Melia’s frown deepened. “It’s familiar. On the tip of my tongue…”


  “Well, keep thinking,” Dorian said. “I’d love to unload her wherever she’s supposed to be.”


  “Feeling doesn’t seem to be mutual,” Fable noted with a meaningful look at Ariana’s tail wrapped around him.


  Dorian flushed but didn’t reply, focusing instead on heading down the street. He almost expected to get stopped by somebody, but aside from a few curious glances, the vast majority of those they passed paid them little heed. Which Dorian supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised at. On Sphere, everyone seemed to mind their own business as much as possible. Healthier that way.


  “Shame we couldn’t even finish our drinks,” Dorian sighed.


  “Ah, don’t worry about it,” Emberly said with a dismissive motion. “I’ll stock up on some of the good shit before we head out again, savvy? Have a nice party aboard! You’ll love it. We’ll have wine. Snacks. Orgies. Snacking while orgying. It’ll be a blast!”


  Dorian didn’t doubt that. Every moment spent with the trio was fun in one form or another. Frequently several forms that would normally only grace the walls of certain tantric cults apparently quite popular on small planetoids. Ariana suddenly hummed again and curled up against him, nuzzling his chest.


  Well, life certainly wasn’t boring in space. He’d say that much.


  They reached the docks quickly enough, and once Fable dispelled the barrier around the ship, he led the way aboard and to the captain’s cabin. Melia opened the door and Dorian made his way inside and towards the expansive bed.


  Gently, he deposited Ariana among the sheets, carefully untangling her arms from him, but when he eased off her tail the fox-girl’s eyes fluttered open behind her glasses and looked up at him blearily.


  “Mmm?” she moaned, stretching with a yawn, her firm breasts outlined sharply against the loose blue fabric of her dress. “What… where…”


  “Er, hi,” Dorian said. “You…”


  Ariana blinked as she sat up, taking in the cabin. The cramped bookshelves. The desk. The golden gilt which flowed around the walls and the gilded astrolabe which filled the middle of the room like a globe of rings glowing softly with a map of space. Her eyes finally locked on Dorian and more clarity entered her eyes.


  “Oh!” she gasped, lifting a hand to her lips, still speaking with a slight slur. “You! You didn’t… hic… you didn’t ravish me, did you?”


  “Wh-what!” Dorian sputtered. “No!”


  “You didn’t?” she said, squinting at him. “You didn’t tear off my bodice and.. hic!... pull me against you with arms grown strong on the rough seas of… of the stars?”


  “Of course not!” Dorian protested.


  “No? Not even a hic!... a little?” she said. “You didn’t steal a kiss?”


  “No!”


  “Then… did I throw myself at you while my inhibitions were lowered and my hic! My passions were awakened by drink ‘nd desire?”


  “Not at all!” Dorian said. “You took a drink at the bar, then keeled over. I was just trying to give you a place to recover that wasn’t crawling with pirates.”


  “There was cuddling though,” Fable said. “It was very cute.”


  “Oh…” Ariana said, looking a little disappointed.


  Melia scoffed, crossing her arms as her hair fluttered a suspicious violet hue. “Were you even really drunk?” she asked.


  Ariana drew herself up where she sat, her lips pursing in temper, though Dorian thought it looked more like an indignant pout. “Excuse you!” she said. “I was so! Ariana Madera would hic!... Would never lie about such a thing.”


  Melia’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. “W-wait!” she said. “You’re Ariana Madera? The Ariana Madera?”


  With a suddenly thoughtful look Fable cocked her head towards Melia. “Waaaait. I know that name. Wasn’t she the author of those books you loved to read?”


  Dorian glanced at Melia and saw a humiliated flush permeate the elf’s cheeks and fluttering hair. “N-no!”


  “Yeah!” Fable said, a wicked grin growing on her face. “I remember now! She wrote In the Arms of the Rogue! And Chained by the Pirate’s Heart. You had the whole series on our old ship.”


  “You did?” Emberly hooted, grinning at Melia.


  “I… I mean…” Melia stammered. “Not by choice! There wasn’t much reading aboard. And those books are popular. I didn’t, you know, want to. I just didn’t want to be bored. Right?”


  “Oh sure,” Emberly said, snickering. “We believe you.”


  Hiding his smile, but starting to feel a little sorry for Melia, Dorian hastily changed the subject. “So just what,” he said, looking at Ariana again, “was an apparently bestselling author doing in a bar like that?”


  Ariana sniffed. “Well,” she began, hand touching her chest. “If you must know, I was… I was there to meet some poltroons with whom I had bus—hic!... Business. And who apparently had things they would… they would rather do. Which meant I was, unfortunately, beset by those hic! ruffians you saw. A most unfortunate series of eve… even… of things. But perhaps not all is lost. The experience shall stand me in good hic!... good stead for my next book, The Ravager and the Ravaged. A working title, at the moment, but I think,” she added, her eyes running up Dorian, “I may have found the model for my protagonist…”


  Dorian crossed his arms, giving her a flat look. “Maybe meet people in less seedy places.”


  “To find someone willing to travel to the Dagora System, one meets where one can,” she observed.


  “The Dagora system?” Emberly said, her face scrunching. “What the hells are you heading there for?”


  Dorian glanced her way. “You know it?”


  She scoffed. “Sure. The whole place was fucked over centuries ago by some anomaly. Some say a demonic incursion, but who really knows? Whole sector was ravaged and torn apart. Ruinspace is what we call it. Practically abandoned these days except for some small shipping routes and a few colonies and archaeology works.”


  “Precisely!” Ariana said, brightening. “See? She hic! Gets it. Precisely the sort of realm in which one might discover a misunderstood demon who, cursed by his own nature, seeks solitude, until he hic!... He finds himself besotted with a young hic! A young maiden whose fierce passions turn his world upon its head, and makes him wonder if he, too, is perhaps capable of hic! Of love.”


  “...Uh… huh,” Dorian said. “So, you’re going there for…?”


  “Why research of course,” Ariana beamed. “I mean, really. Do you expect me to shimply create such a world and shetting from whole cloth? No no! One hic!... One must immerse themselves in their subject. Learn every detail one can! It only makes shenshe. Oh the passionsh! Oh the intrigue! Oh the… the… oh goodness me…”


  Dorian watched uncertainly as Ariana seemed to swoon again, collapsing onto the bed, her bosom heaving and face flushing crimson once more. “You alright?” he asked.


  “Oh yesh. Jusht… jusht a touch light headed,” she slurred, her tail swishing and glasses fogging from her panting breaths. “Would you mind terribly if I… if I happened to rest my wearied head for a moment here? I would be ever sho grateful…”


  Dorian cleared his throat, working hard to ignore that, somehow, the laces holding shut the top of her dress had gotten loose, and were revealing the tanned valley of some truly impressive breasts. “Sure, sure. Take all the time you need. We’ll just be, uh, out on deck. Call if you need anything.”


  “Oh I shall, my gallant pirate. I shall be shure to!”


  “Great. Lovely. Have a nice, er, nap,” Dorian said and quickly backed out of the room.


  As soon as he was outside he hurried to the rail near the helm, grabbing it and taking some slow, calming breaths. Well. That had been… something.


  “Well, Melia?” Fable giggled as she and the others left the cabin, shutting the door behind them. “Was your idol everything you dreamed?”


  “Oh shut up,” Melia said as she blushed again. “If you feel so talkative, maybe you and Dorian should go and meet with Grash for our pay, not to mention some new jobs.”


  “Oh yeah. And totally not leave you alone to get your favourite author to sign all your books,” Fable giggled.


  “Not at all!” Melia growled, crossing her arms in a huff.


  “Fun as it is to tease the elf, it’s not a bad idea,” Emberly commented as she sat on the steps leading to the midships, glowering a bit at the docks. “I don’t feel like we should linger on Sphere too long just now, savvy? Azin’s as slimy as he looks, and I don’t doubt he’ll try and find some way of making trouble for us.”


  Dorian frowned at that, nodding in agreement. “You’re right,” he said grimly. He looked back to Fable and Melia. “It may be nothing, but I agree. I’d feel a lot better in open space right now.”


  “Fair enough,” Fable said, hopping back to her hooves and clopping back to Dorian, grabbing his arm and leaning against him lovingly. “And I’d never say no to taking a long walk with my favourite dragon.”


  Dorian smiled, his mood ever buoyed just by Fable’s presence. His arm moved around the faun protectively, and he glanced back at the other two. “Keep an eye out,” he said. “We’ll be back when we can.”


  “Have fun you two,” Emberly called at their departing backs. “And bring back booze, savvy?”



Chapter 3


Boss Grash’s office was deep in Sphere’s mid tier, down certain paths where the buildings had been built so densely the few lights strung along the ceiling were nearly blotted out. The building itself was a three story place, with a bar on the ground floor, and offices on the second and third. Several warehouses flanked it, bored into the bedrock.The front was decorated with swooping wooden facings like some saloon of the stars.

Dorian and Fable were shown into the back by one of Grash’s towering ogre bodyguards. The brute’s meaty fist opened a door, and Dorian ducked through from the smoky tavern into an even smokier room. A huge desk filled the middle of it, while fine carpets led the way to it like a red tongue. Paintings covered the walls, depicting naked women of various races in finely realized poses and golden frames, thus eluding the accusation of pornography and ascending to art. Two windows looked out at the bar, their glass tinted red and distorting the view with rippling patterns like a disturbed pond.

Grash filled the chair behind the desk with his bulk. Dorian had seen a number of orcs since coming to space, but Grash stood out as bigger than any he’d seen. Nearly as large as his ogre bodyguards, and far more muscled, Grash was dressed in a spotless white suit with a red shirt underneath. His low slung jaw bore jagged teeth of iron, his bald green head studded with strange plugs of red crystal that glowed fitfully. One hand was a brawny one of flesh, the other a metallic mass of brutal metal, ending in a claw like a guillotine.

As Dorian entered, Grash looked up from some jewelry on his table, a skitting rat-like alien in suspenders and goggles in front of him. Grash grinned, tusked maw baring his iron teeth.

“Well! If it ain’t moi fav’rite crew! ‘Ere, take dis, Rummig. We’ll buy tha lot, ‘nd all dem gold teeth you’z found.”

“Thanks thanks. Very good good,” the rat-man squeaked, scooping up the jewelry into his pockets before scuttling out past Dorian and Fable.

Grash gestured with his hand and the door was shut behind the rat, leaving Dorian and Melia alone with Grash and two hulking ogre bodyguards stationed in the corners.

“So ow’d dat job go den?” Grash said as he leaned back in his chair, fishing out a cigar from a box on the table. “You’z get my stuff? None a it ‘appened ta go missin’ en route again, did it? Har har!”

Dorian didn’t rise to the bait. While delivering some ship cores and weapons, they’d snagged one to empower The Dragon’s Wing and fight off Scarro, something that Grash hadn’t missed, nor failed to warn them about what would happen next time.

“Job went without a hitch,” Dorian said, taking a seat in front of Grash, Fable plopping down beside him. “The goods can be picked up by your men at any time.”

“Now dat’s some good news!” Grash grinned as his massive claw snipped off the tip of his cigar. A pilot flame sparked from the tip of the metallic limb, lighting the stogie, and Grash took a deep puff. “Mmm. Lovez it when work goes right. And dat meanz I gets ta pay you’z, don’ it? Oi! Thogg! Tell some a da lads ta get movin’ and bring them goods ashore. And gets dese two der pay while yer at it. Four hunnred gold, wern’t it?”

“Plus expenses,” Dorian said.

Grash guffawed, further polluting the room with a gust of thick smoke. “Har har! Ain’t dat always da way? Always wid da expenses. But oi don’ mind. Cost a doin’ business, eh?”

“Yes,” Dorian said. “Speaking of, someone wanted to talk to us about doing some extra business.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Someone named Azin Dramthir.”

The good humour vanished from Grash’s brutal face, his lip curling up in a sneer. “Dat so?” he said, taking a slow puff of his cigar. “Wot dat prissy t’ing want wid you’z?”

“He wanted us to sign a contract with him for when ours expired with you,” Dorian said. “And do some work for him under the table until then.”

“Did he nowz?” Grash said, his beady red eyes glinting. The tip of his cigar glowed hot as he sucked in a slow plume of air. “And what’d ya tell ‘im?”

“To go pound sand,” Dorian said. “But we thought you should know, in case he tries to make trouble.”

“Weren’t tempted, were youz?” Grash asked.

“Of course we were,” Dorian said. “But I play it straight. Well, straight as I can.”

Grash nodded slowly, his red eyes never leaving them as he took the cigar from his mouth and tapped out the ashes on a tray near at hand. “Dat’s good, Dorian. Dat’s real good. Seems we’z understand each other. We don’t needz ta be friends, a course, but professionals needz ta have standards. Dat we do. Ah!” Grash said, beaming as the ogre returned with a pouch of coins, depositing it on the table with a clink. “And dere’s your reward for some good work! Go on,” he said with an expansive gesture. “Count it! Oi don’ mind.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said, pushing the bag to Fable, who immediately opened it and began counting the golden coins. “We were also wondering about other jobs.”

“Always got dem for moi favourite crew,” Grash chortled as he yanked open a drawer with a squeak. He leaned over, fishing out a thick folder of papers. “‘Ere we’z goez! Take a look. Any dat ya like?”

Dorian pulled the folder towards him and opened it up, beginning to leaf through the contracts which filled it. Before too long Fable joined him, the faun scooting her chair in close and reading at his shoulder.

“Oooh, how about this one,” she said, pressing a finger to a particular document.

Dorian paused and read through it. “Bringing some crates of food to the Ixana station?”

“Yeah. And look where it is,” she said with a nudge.

Dorian quickly read down to the line in question, his eyebrows flicking up.

“Dagora?” he said.

“Exactly,” Fable said, mischief dancing in her smile as she leaned in closer, her voice dropping further. “We could deliver the goods, and take Ariana to her destination. Get paid twice for the same trip! And it’s a nice and easy transport too. Exactly what you wanted.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, Dorian mused. Profitable to be sure. And there was another reason too. Ariana didn’t exactly strike him as the most… worldly person. Not that he thought she was stupid (not yet anyway. He’d still just barely met her) but she struck him as a bit naive. She was lucky he’d been at the bar. He dreaded to think what might happen if she did find a ship crewed by someone less moral than him. She was quite attractive, after all.

And it did look easy. Drop off some supplies at an outpost in a corner of Ruinspace? Seemed simple enough.

“...Alright,” he said, taking the sheet and turning it around to face Grash. “We’ll do this one.”

“That one, eh?” Grash said, grinning around his cigar. “Lookingz ta lay low fer a bit?”

“Something like that,” Dorian said. “We’d be taking a passenger to somewhere in the area. That alright?”

“Sure. No skin off my nose. Just so long as you’z bring back my cut, we stayz friends.”

“Fair enough,” Dorian said. “Got a pen?”

Grash forked one over and Dorian quickly signed the bottom of the contract. When it was done, Grash pulled out a huge stamp and banged it on the document above Dorian’s name.

“D’ere we iz. All nice ‘nd legal. Get da stamp from dem colonists when da goods iz delivered, and pick up you’z pay when ya get back. I’ll send some boyz ta load up da supplies soon along wid Emeritus for any last minute business.”

“Then it looks like we’re done here,” Dorian said, rising from his chair and sticking the contract into an inside jacket pocket.

“Looks like it,” Grash said before pointing a thick green finger at him, face suddenly growing serious. “But you’z be careful out dere, Dorian. You lot are celebrities dese days. An’ dat means peoples are gonna recognize youz, and plot accordingly.”

Recalling how easily Azin picked them out at The Garden Party, Dorian nodded. “Right. Thanks for the warning.”

“Just lookin’ out for moi big investment,” Grash said, grinning as he eased back in his seat. “You ‘ave fun out dere. And try not ta get killed!”

“We’ll do our best,” Dorian said, walking with Fable back out the door.

Though Dorian would never call Sphere’s air ‘clean’ per say, it was markedly clearer than the smoky atmosphere in the club and Grash’s presence. Dorian sighed in relief as he made his way down the street with Fable close beside him.

When they reached the docks, Dorian noted a change in the atmosphere. Though the place was always busy with crews and longshoremen bustling about to load and unload supplies, there was a tension in the air, with a number of knots of men and sailors gathered and speaking in hushed conversation.

Dorian eyed them as he and Fable walked by. “What’s with them?” he said.

Fable cocked her head, her long ears flicking as she listened in, her face growing worried. “Uh oh.”

“What?”

“Sounds like there’s some Elven Imperial ships hanging around outside Sphere,” she said.

Dorian glanced at her sharply. “Is that not normal?”

She shook her head, antlers and braided hair swishing. “Not at all. Sphere’s neutral ground, more or less. Imperials flaunt their power around here now and then, but rarely more than one or two.”

“Think it has something to do with us?” he said.

“Honestly? I hope not,” Fable replied. “They could be a lot of trouble.”

Dorian agreed, but he had a sneaking suspicion it did have something to do with them. A common feeling it seemed, as a number of people were eying their ship as they conversed.

Not that Dorian could blame them, exactly. The Dragon’s Wing was an impressive vessel, the sort that he hadn’t seen outside of Elven Imperial warships. Though smaller and sleeker than those lumbering titans, his ship had a slim, swooping build, framed by golden trim, culminating in the dragon’s head on the prow, its maw wrapped around a massive cannon. The oars on its sides were styled like dragon’s wings, and when he infused it with his power, membranes of phantasmal light filled them to ferry the craft onwards. At the moment, the gangplank was being occupied by a number of burly dockworkers lugging supplies from the hold, and Dorian slipped among them, climbing aboard with Fable.

Emberly was lounging in a deck chair, seemingly at utter ease as she draped herself on the striped canvas seat, but Dorian caught the quickness of her lidded eyes as she watched the loaders work. Several bottles of booze sat beside her, occasionally picked up and drunk with a casual air.

“How’s it been?” Dorian said as he came up near the demoness.

“Mmm,” Emberly said, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. “Mm. Not bad. Was thinking of working on my tan, but had to wait until you got back to put on the oil.”

“You needed me for that?”

“Of course,” the demoness chortled, grinning lazily up at him. “I don’t do tan lines, Dorian. It’s the whole hide or none, and only your magic fingers can get all those hard to reach places. Savvy?”

“Oh I love it!” Fable squealed, her hooves clopping as she danced in place with excitement. “That’s perfect! You can do me at the same time, Dorian. Beach party!”

He snorted, shaking his head. “Alright. But I’d appreciate you two keeping your clothes on until we get out in space.”

“Only for you, cap’n,” Emberly said with another salute of her bottle before she took another draw. “Only for you. Mmm. So what’s the story? New job?”

“All sorted,” Dorian said. “We’ll be making a delivery of supplies to the Dagora system. Seemed nice and simple. We figured we could pick up an extra pay day while we were at it.”

“Oh really?” Emberly said with a shrewd look. “Well alright, if you say so. You’re the cap’n. Better tell Ariana then. She woke up a short while ago. Melia’s been keeping her ‘company’ last I heard.”

Emberly’s fingers twitched with air quotes and Dorian exchanged a look with Fable, who giggled with mischief and clopped towards the captain’s cabin, Dorian close behind. Fable stopped by the door and pressed her ear to it, horns scratching the wood a bit as she listened. Her grin widened and she beckoned Dorian to join her.

Curious and amused, he did so, pressing his ear to the door, Melia’s voice just audible.

“...and when Nathrem declared his love for Sonia, I couldn’t believe it! And the sigil of the princess being a tattoo on her thigh? I never expected that plot twist!”

“Ah yes,” Ariana’s drawling voice replied, not even a hint of a slur in it now. “I was rather proud of that one. It came to me in the bath, actually.”

“Is that why they were bathing together?”

“It seemed to fit what I had in mind.”

Fable snickered and Dorian couldn’t suppress a chuckle of his own as he lifted his ear and knocked on the door. He heard some hasty movement on the other side, followed by Melia calling out, “Come in!”

Opening the door, Dorian strode into the cabin, taking it in with a glance. Melia stood by the chart table, doing her best to look nonchalant, while Ariana lounged among the rumpled blankets of the bed, her head resting on the pillows.

“Sorry to intrude,” Dorian said. “Not interrupting, are we?”

“Of course not,” Melia answered quickly. “I was just checking up on Ariana. Seems she’s feeling a lot better.”

“Glad to hear it,” Dorian said, working hard to hide his smile. He made his way over to the bed and cleared his throat. “Speaking of, we just picked up a new job, and as it turns out, it takes us out near the Dagora System. And if it’s not too bold, might I suggest you fly with us?”

Ariana brightened, sitting up sharply, only to wince and clasp a hand to her head, fox ears folding. “Ah,” she said, finding a ragged smile. “Why, that sounds marvelous. Simply marvelous! And such a fine opportunity. I’d welcome the chance to sail with such capable and attractive individuals. Why, the ideas already flow into my mind like a fount of inspiration! I gush with them.”

“Well, great. Gush away,” Dorian said. “But there is the matter of payment…”

“Oh no matter. None at all,” Ariana said with a dismissive motion. “Why, I have plenty of money to cover such an eventuality, never fear.”

Dorian raised a brow. “Alright. How’s fifty gold coins sound?”

“A price gladly paid for the opportunity to study a true pirate and his crew of women. A bounty of beauties! A bevy of brash, confident and purposeful maidens wedded to the stars and the only man who could conquer it and them! Oh, I must write that down!” she cried, pulling her notepad back out and frantically scribbling.

“...Right. Good talk,” Dorian said, glancing back at Melia and Fable. “We’d best leave her to it,” he said with a meaningful look.

Melia exchanged a glance with Fable, the elf pushing off from the desk and the pair following Dorian back out onto the deck. He stopped near the helm as the pair drew near and he faced them.

“You heard about the Elven Imperials?” he asked Melia.

She frowned. “I did,” she said. “Emberly caught wind of it while she was buying some wine and ale for the trip. A small fleet. Do you think they’re here for The Dragon’s Wing?”

Dorian leaned against the wheel, arms crossed before his chest, feeling the power of the ship’s core throb against his back. “Maybe,” he said. “But even if they’re not, I think we’d best get out of here as soon as there’s an opening. A few weeks away from Sphere will prove it either way. So let’s get ourselves fitted out quick. I want us to be able to sail the second we get a chance.”

“Works for me,” Melia said. “The less we deal with them, the better.”

“But what if they are after us?” Fable questioned nervously.

Dorian shook his head. “Not sure,” he admitted. “But we’ll handle it if so. Either way, the faster we move, the better, in my opinion. So let’s get this work done, and go from there.”


Chapter 4


The next few days passed in a flurry of work.

Melia and Emberly stocked up their stores once more in preparation for the flight while Dorian dealt with the supplies for the job being delivered. Emeritus came with them, much to Dorian’s consternation. The diminutive goblin with his narrow glasses and curling contempt did not endear himself to Dorian, who swallowed back his annoyance and dealt with the remaining paperwork as the supplies were loaded into the hold.

“And sign here,” Emeritus said with his reedy tone as the longshoremen departed back down the gangplank.

Dorian did so, handing off the final documents. “There. That all?”

Emeritus scanned the papers narrowly, and finally deigned to nod and tuck them away. “It will do,” he said. “And I have a message from Mister Grash.”

“What’s that?” Dorian asked.

Emeritus pushed his glasses up his long nose and sniffed. “He says there’s nothing that can be done about the Elven Imperials at the moment, and recommends you move fast and avoid them when you can. However, he has received no news that you, specifically, are the fleet’s target, as of yet.”

“Is he sure?” Dorian asked.

“He is. But your crew are people of interest to them nonetheless,” Emeritus said primly.

“Fun,” Dorian grunted.

“That was Mister Grash’s message,” Emeritus said. “What you do with it is none of my business. Good day.”

Fucking charmer, Dorian thought as he watched the goblin turn and strut away down the ramp. Dorian sighed, leaning on the rail and watching Emeritus vanish among the milling crowd on the main docks of Sphere. Well, whatever. At least he didn’t have to deal with him often

“Dorian!”

Dorian looked up at the crow’s nest, where Fable had been setting up shop the last few days. In addition to the arcane telescope the faun often carried, she was also an auramancer, giving her the ability to see and track the auras of living things at a distance. She was now leaning over from the crow’s nest, frantically waving his way.

“What’s up?” he shouted back.

“The Imperial ships! They’re gone!”

Dorian turned to face her fully, a flutter of hope burning in his chest. “What?”

“They’re gone! I spotted them heading off away from Sphere! Only one is still hanging around.”

Finally! Dorian didn’t know if they’d been called away from stalking them, or if they were now heading off to fulfill whatever mission brought them to Sphere in the first place, but he wasn’t about to miss this chance.

“Keep an eye out,” he shouted, hastening across the deck. “Tell me if anything changes!”

“Aye aye!” Fable called, her eyes glowing blue once more as she put the telescope back to one, scanning the heavens.

Delving down the steps, Dorian slammed a fist against the wall. “Emberly! Melia! We’ve got our opening!”

Emberly fairly burst from the gun deck, Melia not far behind. “Seriously?” The demoness gasped. “Fucking finally! Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I’ll get the sails!” Melia cried, racing past Dorian and back onto the deck.

Dorian laughed, following close behind. Exhilaration surged through him as he moved towards the helm. Freedom! How sweet that word was. Even though he’d only been at Sphere for a few days, knowing he couldn’t leave the docks had grated on him like the pinions binding an eagle’s wings.

But no more!

He swung himself around the rail and to the wheel, grasping the spokes. Scales flowed across his arms and claws grew from his fingers as he felt the ship’s core pulse with connection, magic crackling across the wheel. He could feel the ship come alive beneath his feet, the eyes of the dragon in the prow lighting up. The banks of oars along the sides quivering like wings shaking off the stiffness of winter’s chill, membranes of arcane power manifesting between them as they rose.

“Cast off!” Dorian shouted.

Emberly did so, gesturing at a sailor on the deck who quickly lent a hand, undoing the mooring rope from the peg. Emberly grabbed the loose line, hauling it in as the sails descended with a flutter, instantly catching the breath of the astral winds.

Dorian gave it a further push, compelling the oars to beat, throwing their craft forward and out of the port, The Dragon’s Wing soaring from the docks and joining the milling traffic flowing in and out of Sphere like waves of wood and sail.

Dorian laughed aloud, his hair billowing behind him as he sent their ship racing forward, his blood singing with the reckless joy of freedom.

“Here we go!” Emberly cackled from the rail, grinning wildly as Dorian sent their sleek craft past slower moving barges as swiftly as a pike around turtles.

Dorian grinned widely.

Until Fable’s voice cut through his exhilaration like a knife.

“Dorian! The Imperial ship is turning our way!”

Dorian cursed and looked towards the portside, and the sight of the gilded craft killed what remained of his exuberant mood.

The Elven Imperial ship was as gaudy as it was impressive. Gaudier than an opera house under sail, turret guns poked from its bulk and the prow pushed forward, decorated with the graven image of a golden elf whose dress seemed to be made to resemble a foaming wave. Gilded swirls decorated its hull, flowing over gunports on either side, and a shimmer like stained glass skimmed over the surface.

“Any chance they’re not looking for us?” Dorian asked.

A flick from the eyes of the statue on the prow called his attention, and into the air was suddenly projected the image of an elf’s head. A ruffle collar ringed his neck and a tricorn hat adorned with more feathers than a peacock topped his head. A sharp, pointed goatee jutted from a narrow chin and a mustache like two triangles jutted from his upper lip. Eyes flinty with contempt looked down at Dorian and his ship.

“Attention The Dragon’s Wing!” the projection boomed. “This is Captain Luceran Novalen, proud captain of the Empress’s Glory! You are, ahem, strongly suggested to halt at once for questioning”

“Guess that answers that,” Emberly said grimly.

“Just fly, Dorian,” Melia said, hastening across the deck and glaring at the projection, her hair crackling a violet so wary it was almost red. “Let him try and chase us!”

Dorian hesitated however, noting the wide barrels of the guns running along the ship. He glanced back at the streams of ships pouring around them into and away from Sphere. Though Dorian was confident of his prowess as a pilot, even if he did dodge any retaliatory strike, what would happen to those ships behind him, caught in the crossfire? He held few illusions. He’d seen the sort of firepower an Imperial warship could bring to bear. With a grimace, Dorian slowed their ship.

“Can’t risk it. Not yet,” he said, glancing at Emberly. “You got anything that might give us a chance if we have to break for it? Smoke bomb or something?”

Emberly licked her lips thoughtfully. “I’ll do what I can,” she said. “Just don’t let those fuckers aboard!”

“Deal,” Dorian said as Emberly raced through the hatch and below decks. Turning his full attention at the imposing monstrosity of gold and gun, Dorian eased The Dragon’s Wing away from Sphere’s traffic, cruising slowly nearer the imposing battleship.

Closer, the ship was even more menacing, not the least due to the marines he could see gathered about the deck in disciplined lines, bows in hand. Gilded metal armour with tall, conical helmets decorated them.

Dorian eased their ship nearer the prow, knowing it would be hardest to hit them with the battleship’s turrets, albeit not impossible.

“My name is Dorian Hawke,” he shouted to the shimmering head. “Captain of The Dragon’s Wing. What can I do for you?”

Luceran’s head smiled thinly. “Hmmm. Dorian Hawke, was it? Mmm. Yes. Thank you for your speedy submission to this process, Captain,” Luceran said, his voice crackling with aristocratic contempt even through the projection. “We have no quarrel with you, but merely need to register your ship in our records.”

“You have authority for that?” Dorian asked.

Luceran laughed. “My good human, the Imperium has authority wherever the stars shine.”

Lovely, Dorian thought. “This is The Dragon’s Wing,” he said. “As you know. And my name is Dorian Hawke, captain and navigator of this ship.”

Luceran tilted his head, seeming to listen to an unseen crewman. “Hmm. Indeed. Yes. And our records indicate you are a mage navigator?”

“I am,” Dorian said.

“Interesting,” Luceran replied, his narrow eyes scanning Dorian and the ship thoughtfully. “Hmm. Very interesting. And, where did you acquire this vessel?”

“A wreck we found in the wyrmway,” Dorian said, which was largely true. “We repaired it.”

“Did you? How enterprising. And the core model?”

“I don’t remember that being a question I was asked before,” Dorian noted.

Luceran smiled again. “You pilot a ship far unlike any you’d be expected to fly,” he said smoothly. “But very well. We thank you for registering your craft.”

“Then we’re free to go?” Dorian said.

“Not just yet,” Luceran purred. “Your ship is of a model once used extensively by the High Empire. To find its kind in such excellent condition is a remarkable thing. Mm hmm. To see it in the hands of one not of the anointed is even more…” Luceran’s lips twitched as if trying to hide his disgust. “...unusual,” he finished. “Were you perhaps aware, Mister Hawke, that the Elven Imperium offers a most impressive reward for relics of the High Empire?”

“I wasn’t,” Dorian said in mock surprise. “How generous of them. I’ll have to keep that in mind. If I find anything, I’ll be sure to consider turning it over.”

Luceran’s smile was thinner than his mustache. “You are pleased to joke, Mister Hawke. But the Imperium would be very interested in acquiring that ship, and would pay quite handsomely for it.”

“Pay?” Dorian repeated.

Luceran chuckled. “Hmm. But of course,” he said. “We are not pirates or brigands. The Elven Imperium prides itself on abiding by the laws of the spaceways.”

First Dorian had heard of such laws. “Ah, well, a wonderful offer, but it would put me in a bit of a bind,” Dorian said. “I kind of need my ship for my work. And what’s a captain without a ship?”

“How true,” Luceran agreed in a voice of politeness ground down to a knife’s edge. “Naturally, we could see our way to providing a ship of outstanding quality as well for your reward.”

“Wow!” Dorian said with oozing sincerity. “That’s a fine offer, Captain. And I’ll be sure to keep it well in mind. When I trade up for this ship, I’ll let the Imperium know, and deal with them from there.”

Luceran’s eyes stared down at him, the elf’s lips pursed and brows low with hidden thought. Then he smiled again in seeming amiability. “Well,” he said. “How kind of you. We of the Imperium hope you do so. That ship is an important relic to our people, and we would hate to see it damaged during some trial among the wyrmways.”

“I promise to take excellent care of it,” Dorian said, patting the wheel fondly.

“We shall hold you to that,” Luceran replied smoothly. “Best of voyages, Captain. We’ll keep an eye out for you.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said dryly, grasping the wheel once more and sending a surge of will into the oars. With a beat they sent The Dragon’s Wing surging through the void, hastening away from the towering battleship. Several times Dorian glanced back at the immense vessel, but no guns turned their way, though Luceran’s eyes tracked them until the projection fizzled into nothing.

Not until the warship was little more than a golden gleam in their wake did Dorian dare relax, exhaling heavily and almost sagging against the wheel as the tension left him. “Holy hell,” he gasped. “That was unpleasant.”

“Are you kidding me?” Melia gasped, staring at him in shock. “I can’t believe how well that went! I thought for sure he was going to board and seize us. Even with Sphere so close.”

“I’ll say!” Fable chimed in.

Dorian looked up to see the faun shimmying down the rigging, impressing him as always with her dexterity despite her hooves. She landed lightly on the deck with a clopping sound and straightened sharply. “He was downright polite! What was up with that?”

Dorian nodded slowly and looked back to Melia. “What do you make of it all?”

Melia’s face scrunched with thought, her arms crossing and hair fluttering a contemplative grey.

“...I dunno what to think, honestly,” she said at last. “But I do know one thing; he wanted this ship. I don’t know if the rest of the fleet here was for us, but he sure was. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of him.”

“...Yeah,” Dorian muttered, looking back at the golden shine of the distant vessel. “I got a feeling you’re right…”


Chapter 5


With some relief Dorian set their course for Asimova Spire. The plan was to refresh their supplies, their air, and to take the nearby wyrmgate through to the Dagora System. Due to the distance and the ways of the wyrmways, it was necessary to enter near Asimova to shave off time.

Dorian stood at the helm, minutely adjusting the wheel, sensing the way. Fable had clambered back into the crow’s nest, panning the horizon with her aura reading to make sure Luceran really had stopped following them. Melia and Emberly were near the prow, manipulating one of the pivot mounted cannons. Now and then the barrel would light up, a flash of red or violet magic searing across the void as they tested and practiced with the gun. Dorian approved. The experience with the Imperial ship had reminded him all too acutely of the need for firepower out among the stars.

He always found his senses particularly keen while tapping into his draconic blood, so he was aware when Ariana exited the cabin. He didn’t try and look her way, but watched her from the corner of his eye as she sat down on the steps, eying him from behind her round spectacles. Her flowing gown settled around her as she brought out a sketchbook she’d brought with her, glancing up at him and down at it as she began to draw.

Dorian shifted where he stood. He wasn’t a vain man, in his own opinion, but he did note that he was pushing out his chest a bit and trying to look a bit more dignified at the wheel.

“Proudly stood… muscles rippling… bold in the face of eternity…” he heard the fox-girl murmur to herself as her pencil flit over the page. “Contemplative… defiant… Rippling thews… powerful… arms strong as steel. Protective as… captivating ass…”

Dorian tried to hide the twitch of a smile, but couldn’t resist after that last one. He laughed aloud, making Ariana start. “Can I help in any way?” he asked with a wry look over his shoulder.

Ariana blushed but rose to her feet. “Well… You see, I often sketch while, ah, brainstorming. And as such, I was rather hoping if you could help oblige me in… envisioning my character.”

“What’s his name?” Dorian asked.

“Lord Errant Steelheart.”

“Lord! Goodness. Don’t know if I can embody such noble bearing,” Dorian said.

“Oh no!” Ariana said quickly, her tail swishing with eagerness. “You do! Your whole profile bears all the hallmarks of a noble, powerful bloodline. The jaw. The depth of chest! In fact, if you undid those top buttons and let your hair run looser in your wake…”

“My buttons?” Dorian said. “You want me to half strip up here?”

“Do it!”

Dorian looked upward to see Fable leaning over the rim of the crow’s nest, the faun grinning down at him as her ponytail fluttered around her antlers.

“C’mon, Dorian,” she said with a teasing grin and sparkling eye. “Show the lady the full Hawke experience. She is our paying customer. The least we can do is give her some really good ambience.”

Dorian laughed again and shrugged. “Well, who am I to protest when you start whipping out the ten silver words?”

“Damn straight! Now show that chest for our viewing pleasure, hot stuff.”

Dorian rolled his eyes but complied, a scale-shimmering arm rising and undoing the top buttons of his loose shirt. Honestly, he didn’t see what the appeal was in showing off his body, but apparently it was there because Fable instantly lifted up her spyglass and peered down at him.

“Aha! There’s the view that makes all the ladies swoon! Pectorals ahoy!”

“Stop that,” Dorian said in mock exasperation.

“Aye aye, cap’n! But I’ll be stealin’ a gander whenever possible,” Fable said, winking before withdrawing into the crow’s nest and resuming her scanning of the horizon. But true to her word, Dorian felt her eyes roam down upon him now and then.

She was hardly alone. Ariana hastily shuffled around him, taking a seat on the deck near his right hand, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth as she squinted with one eye, framing the view.

“Mmm. Yes, perfect! Just like that,” Ariana said as she eagerly resumed her sketching.

“And this helps get the creative juices flowing, then?” Dorian asked.

“Oh yes!” Ariana murmured without lifting her head. “All art is such. One needs inspiration to draw out the greatness of the living subject. Make it feel real! Thus I do my most careful research. I’ve even had a number of my papers published in journals of archaeology, and my realism of setting has been praised in a number of reviews. Apparently it has made me quite popular.”

“How popular?” Dorian asked.

She shrugged. “All fifty of my books have been best sellers,” she noted. “Tens of thousands of copies in print.”

“Thousands?” Dorian goggled.

“Oh yes,” Ariana said, glancing up at him. “Have you read any?”

“Er, not really,” Dorian admitted with a shrug, which made the flaps of his shirt open further, and something like a squeal of delight came from the crow’s nest. “I can read, sure. But back home in Clemmen, the only books that were really available were the temple’s holy books, and a few fairy tales in the inn. Books were much too valuable to have around.”

“Ah, a feudal world,” Ariana said with interest. “Would you mind elucidating on that somewhat? It would provide wonderful material.”

Dorian wasn’t sure how he felt about his life being plundered for fiction, but neither did he particularly care. In his opinion, it was quite boring, so thinking someone would find it interesting was a new one for him.

“There’s not much to tell, honestly,” he said with a shrug. “As soon as I could walk I was tasked with various small jobs around the village. Weaving. Mending. Chopping wood and tending the animals. I picked things up quickly, so I was always doing something. They never seemed sure what to do with me.”

“You were difficult?”

“No. Nothing like that. I guess I just figured out how to do things so easily, no one was sure what I should do. I squired for a bit. Apprenticed to a huntsman. Worked with the baker. But once I was a teen, I mostly did jobs at the tavern and lived there.”

“Sounds troublesome,” Ariana noted.

“Eh. It was okay,” Dorian said. “Boring, sure, but it kept me busy, I suppose. Though… Well, I guess I was always busy working for other people. That was the trouble about the village. You were never really working for yourself. Always for someone else. Groat. Or a knight. Or the lord. Not like out here,” he said, his eyes roaming about the starlit heavens and ribbons of crimson and violets.

Ariana had paused in her sketching and looked up at him over the rim of the book. “But you still work for someone else,” she said. “Melia informed me you are employed by a… Boss Grash?”

Dorian’s head rocked side to side uncertainly. “Mmm… Kind of. But we’re still working for ourselves. After another several months, we’ll be able to go elsewhere or work for someone else. Or no one. It’s up to us. We could even go our separate ways. And that’s pretty free in my book.”

“I see,” Ariana said, glancing down at his arms. “And, you say you are a mage navigator?”

“I did?”

“The elves seemed to think so,” she noted. “But that’s clearly a lie, isn’t it? You’re dragonblooded.”

“Ah, yeah. We… may have said that back when we were just getting started,” he said. “I think Melia may have intentionally withheld certain things.”

“I suggest you update it soon,” Ariana said as she resumed sketching. “The Elven Imperials do not like to be lied to, and have been known to mete out harsh justice to those who dare.”

Recalling the immense guns on the Empress’s Glory, Dorian nodded. “I probably should,” he said. Yet he felt a curious reluctance to do so. Somehow, he had a feeling that the Elven Imperials would make his life much harder if they knew he was dragonblooded. And the gods alone knew what they’d do if they discovered he was a full dragon.

A sharp bark of laughter and click of heels saw him looking at the steps to find Emberly striding up to the helm. The demoness was grinning, a whisper of smoke leaking from the corner of her fanged smile.

“The elves won’t dare blast us,” she said. “They’d sooner chop off their own arms than put a scratch on this ship. Savvy?”

Dorian couldn’t help but notice Ariana’s lips purse at the demoness’s presence. “I see,” she said, rising. “Thank you for your input. I believe I shall retire and do some writing. Dorian? I’d enjoy continuing this interview once you’ve finished setting course.”

He laughed. “So I am being interviewed?”

“Of course,” Ariana said with the twitch of a smile. “You are a fountain of information. And, once we have concluded, if I could sketch you in the nude, I would be very much appreciative. I believe it would really help me capture your essence for my book.”

“Whoa, hold on there. First off, I never said I was going to be a character in your book. And secondly, I’m not going to get nude for you to sketch.”

“As you like,” she said with a nod, her foxy ears twitching and a smile hovering on her lips. “But never say never.”

Dorian’s face scrunched with puzzlement as Ariana turned and slipped back into her cabin. Mindful of his claws, he scratched the back of his head. “What was up with that?” he said.

Emberly snorted, suddenly behind him, her breasts pressed against his back as her arms snaked around him. “Oh come on, Dorian,” she said, her breath hot against his neck as she rubbed herself against him. “You’re a prize hard to be dismissed, savvy? With these pecs,” she said, her red fingers stroking his chest. “These abs!” she purred, her hands sliding lower, tracing the firm contours of his stomach through his shirt. “And this… bulge…”

Dorian grunted as she palmed his cock through his pants, lazily kneading him. “Easy there,” he muttered.

“Why? Afraid you’ll lose control, throw me against the wheel and punish me with a rough fucking?” Emberly crooned, her breasts and bandoliers digging into his back, the warmth of her body growing as if a furnace were being cranked up behind him. “Or maybe give me a taste of the cat-o-nine?”

“I doubt you’d see it as punishment,” Dorian grunted, even as he felt his cock thicken under Emberly’s teasing touch and the visions she conjured.

“Mmm. Too true. So what do you make of our guest?”

“Interesting to talk to, at least,” Dorian said, forcing himself to focus despite the unspeakably beautiful red woman amusing herself with his body. “Too early to decide, really.”

“Mmm. Seems like she’s already decided how she feels about you, at least,” Emberly cackled.

“Hey!” Fable called from above. “No Dorian hogging down there! If I can’t hug him because I have to keep an eye out, then nobody gets to!”

“Aw. No time for play,” Emberly said, giving his cock a final squeeze before slinking back. “At least,” she added, her tongue flicking his earlobe, “until tonight.”

“That a promise?” Dorian asked, watching as the demoness strutted around him, her hips swinging.

“You better believe it, Captain,” she answered with a saucy wink. “It’s a long trip to Asimova. And we’re gonna fill those nights real good, savvy?”


Chapter 6


Emberly was certainly right about keeping busy. It took nearly a week to travel from Sphere to Asimova’s Spire, and though the days were filled with maintaining the ship and adjusting their course, the nights never lacked for entertainment.

Dorian wasn’t sure if the three women he counted as crew had some sort of schedule worked out for sharing him. Some nights he shared his bed with one, sometimes with two, and now and then all three. He had no complaints, and thanks to his draconic vigour, neither did the beautiful trio. And if there was a better sign he’d made the right choice going to the stars than waking up being cuddled by a naked faun, demoness, and elf, he’d love to see it.

Not that the journey lacked for sights, but Dorian was careful to avoid anything that might endanger them. They passed moons hanging in the heavens like great pearls and asteroid belts strung across the horizon like shrapnel frozen in time. Ribbons of astral magic fluttered across their course, and planets filled the horizon from port and starboard, dwarfing their little vessel and humbling them with their immensity.

All fantastic sights, but all paled to when Dorian once more beheld Asimova’s Spire.

Once an asteroid held in the orbit of a small planetoid, it had been taken over by the sylvans, who had worked their magic to grow it into an air station. The rocky surface was still visible, but only just, for it was nearly lost amid the massiveness of the forests and titanic trees that had grown all over it. Leaves and branches reached out towards a distant sun as if trying to grasp it, while roots and branches twisted this way and that, working as docks for those ships who dared the Black.

Traffic sped to and from the huge station. Barges and ships and strange crafts melded to living monsters of space. Though not nearly as busy as Sphere, it was nevertheless crowded enough that it took Dorian a few passes before he spotted an unoccupied branch.

Guiding The Dragon’s Wing down towards it, Dorian sighed in happiness as he felt their air bubble join with Asimova’s, the air freshening instantly. Though he knew they could have sailed for another week easily, the sweetness and scent of pine and sap was much appreciated.

The branch they chose was a small one, stretching out from a larger one. Grown with a flat surface like a dock made from a single knotted plank of wood, Dorian guided their ship down with slow, gentle sweeps of the oars. Once they were near, Fable tossed a mooring line to an idling sailor, who quickly tied them off.

“There we go,” Dorian chirped as the oars gave a final gentle beat, easing them to a halt. He removed his hands from the wheel, willing his scales to recede.

“Finally! Some shore leave,” Emberly groaned, stretching her arms over her head as she stalked along the rail like a caged panther.

“It’s been less than a week,” Melia observed, arms crossed as she gave the demoness a flat look.

“Oh come on. Like you haven’t been looking forward to this,” Emberly teased with a lazy grin the elf’s way.

“Perhaps I’m just not as easily bored than you,” Melia said as she eased out the gangplank down to the dock with a clack of wood.

“Is that what you call it when you drag Dorian below decks for a makeout session among the gundecks?” Emberly asked slyly.

Melia scoffed, but her hair fluttered a vivid pink.

Dorian chuckled as the pair bickered, as he knew there was no real venom behind it. Well, not that much anyway. Though Emberly was a relatively new addition to their crew, she’d found her niche quickly, and filled it well.

He turned to Ariana, who’d joined them on deck and was looking at Asimova with curiosity. “Would you like to come ashore?” he asked. “I imagine being cooped up on the ship has been a bit much.”

“Oh, it hardly bothered me,” the fox-girl said, adjusting her glasses. “I have often sailed in the Black for my work, but I would enjoy sharing your company here. It would aid my research invaluably to see how privateers react and operate in port.”

“Then we’ll get a warder to set a mark on our ship,” he said, raising his voice. “Alright, ladies. Let’s go. We need supplies and have cash to burn, so let’s get some new clothes and some decent food. We have around two weeks to get to Dagora, so let’s grab what we need now. No guarantee we’ll be able to find it on the way.”

“Woohoo! Finally, buy me some decent tools to keep this rig running!” Fable cried, throwing her arms in the air with glee.

“And it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get some of our equipment enchanted,” Melia added, her thumb rubbing the pommel of her sword.

“You think so?” Dorian mused, glancing her way.

“Of course,” Melia said. “Always look for an advantage where you can find it, Dorian. And we have no idea what we’ll face out in the Black. Besides,” she added with a knowing look at him. “We’ll need a pretty durable weapon to handle your strength.”

Dorian felt his neck heat at the reminder. Though normal blades were fine in his hand, he’d been training with Melia while using more of his draconic power. That meant that while he was considerably stronger, any common weapon in his hands wasn’t stable. He’d broken a number of practice swords during training, and Fable was starting to grumble about all the scrap.

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea,” he said.

“Then let’s go do some shopping!” Emberly cheered, slinging an arm around Dorian’s neck and hauling him towards the gangplank.

Dorian allowed the boisterous demoness to do so, and was hardly surprised when Fable tucked herself into his other side, careful not to let her antlers poke his eye out, even as his palm rested on her hip and tugged her against him. Fable giggled, nuzzling him as affectionately as a needy cat.

They passed along the winding dock and towards the immense trunk of the tree. Several sylvan wardens stood at attention, the elves armoured in what looked like wood, the helmets curving and long spears grasped in their hands. Dorian tried to ignore them, knowing the wardens wouldn’t impede them, and in fact were only around to keep order. No one with any sense would dare anger the sylvans. A truce was enforced aboard the station, and anyone who broke it would not only lose access to the air station, but to any other in the network. A brutally efficient system, Dorian had come to learn, seeing as in many cases, air stations were the only thing enabling many ships to travel far distances between the stars, unless the captain and crew were interested in asphyxiation.

Wide wooden steps descended into the station and tree proper, and they found themselves in a vast plaza. The floor was made of white stone, built around roots which descended like pillars from the vast ceiling overhead. Stalls and shops filled the doming interior, many built right into the roots, others clustered along avenues, hawking wares to travellers and sailors and anyone they could.

The hum of conversation filled the air along with motes of golden light, casting the plaza in the light glow of a perpetual noon. Dorian let Fable and Emberly guide him, the pair taking him towards a shop built into one of the roots, where a sign had been hung reading ‘Aarons Enchantments.’

“This it?” Dorian said.

“Sure is,” Fable said, pushing open the door and slipping from Dorian’s side.

Dorian moved to follow, but as he did, he spotted a sailor not far away. He looked like a demon, with horns and wearing leather braces, but given the variety in aliens he’d seen thus far, it might have been otherwise. He seemed to be staring at him, but when Dorian looked his way, the demon suddenly turned and walked up the street. Weird, Dorian thought, putting it in the back of his mind as he followed Fable into the shop.

The moment he walked inside he felt his skin tingle with the latent magic humming in the air. The interior resembled a smithy crossed with an alchemy lab. A great forge could be seen through an open door behind the counter, though the flames which danced within its black metal gullet were purple instead of gold and red. Shelves lined the space behind the counter with swords, pistols, bows, sextants and compasses made with strangely elaborate designs, many of which were built around veins of light which threaded the equipment like the enchantments of The Dragon’s Wing.

There were several showcases lining the middle of the room, and beneath their glass was more weapons and jewelry. A handsome, slim human man in a gold threaded waistcoat and hair tied back in a short ponytail was manning the counter, and when he saw the group enter he beamed a salesman’s smile and came over.

“Hello! Welcome to Aaron’s Enchantments! I am Aaron, how can I make your day more magical?”

Dorian winced at the line, but shrugged it off. “Yes. Hi. We’re here to buy some enchantments and some goods.”

“Then you chose the right shop! We have a wide variety of products. Please! Feel free to take a look around. And I would be delighted to help with anything specific you’re looking for.”

“Nice!” Emberly crowed as she sauntered over to a display case showing off rune-engraved ammunition, the demoness licking her lips and grinning her fangs.

“Where’s the clothes?” Fable asked.

“Right over there.”

Fable glanced back at Dorian, gave him a wink, then bounded over to the mannequins and glass cases of cloaks and fabric. Dorian wondered what the wink meant, but knew he’d find out soon enough.

He started from his thoughts as Melia’s hand landed on his shoulder, the elf tossing back her fluttering violet hair as she stood before the merchant. “He will be needing a sword. Something reinforced and able to withstand heavy blows. But it will also need an additional enchantment, one of aura dulling.”

“Aura dulling, hm?” Aaron said, stroking his chin as he looked Dorian up and down as if sizing him up then and there. “That may need some additional work…”

“That’s fine,” Melia said.

Aaron smiled brightly, his eyes shining like the coins that such words surely implied. “Then please! Right this way.”

“Aura dulling?” Dorian murmured as they followed Aaron.

“Your aura is very brilliant,” Melia said in an undertone. “As Fable surely told you. We need something that can hide it a bit. Especially if the Elven Imperials are watching us. We don’t want them knowing more than we want them to.”

Dorian could agree with that. Just the thought of Luceron’s flickering face and his behemoth of a warship conjured a grimace in distaste. “Sounds good to me,” he said.

They followed Aaron to the weapon racks, Dorian examining the blades in question with a critical eye.

“These models have a built in durability enhancement,” Aarron said, gesturing to a number of swords along the wall. “Sturdy, powerful, it would take a direct hit from a ship’s cannon to break them thanks to our enhancement.”

“Anything stronger?” Dorian asked.

Aaron laughed. “You are kind to joke, sir. Our forge produces some of the strongest blades in the system, and our enchanters are second to none. Only the High Empire had greater skill in imbuing magic than us.”

Lofty words, Dorian mused, but Melia wasn’t arguing them, so he supposed they were probably true. He ran his hand along the glass before pausing alongside a particular blade. It was a thicker sword than most others, with a curving, slashing edge. Red sigils ran along the blade, glowing along the backside.

“What about this one?” he asked.

“You have an excellent eye, sir,” Aaron said as he opened the case, lifting the sword from its stand and holding it out for Dorian to take. “Triple forged enchantment steel, hardened in astral winds. A very durable blade, perfect for fighting strong and armoured foes. You’ll notice the slot in the hilt? That is for an additional, minor enchantment, which your aura dulling will surely be.”

Dorian nodded, only half listening as he admired the shining blade. He gave a few practice slashes with it, the song of the steel cutting through the air and shivering up his spine, the hilt fitting snugly in his hand and weight comfortable as he hefted it.

“I believe we’ll take it,” Melia said with a knowing smile.

Dorian shared a glance with her and grinned. “I think so.”

“Wonderful,” Aaron cheered, accepting the weapon before calling back to the forge, an assistant emerging and taking the blade and some instructions from Aaron.

After that, Dorian mostly hung back, watching as the girls shopped. Melia took her time, selecting an enchantment for her rapier that would seemingly make her quicker, which suited her, in Dorian’s opinion. Ariana wandered among the sketchpads and other enchanted items behind a glass case, and Emberly meanwhile stocked up on elemental rounds. Bullets enchanted with magic for extra punch, which she was quick to slot into the bandoliers across her chest.

And as for Fable…

Dorian eyed the delicate box she took from the salesman. “What’s that?” he asked. “Some sort of sextant?”

“Half right,” the faun said with a giggle.

“How could it be half right?”

“The first half,” she said, removing the lid to reveal a pair of lacy dark panties, little bows decorating the band and framing the front.

“You bought magic panties?” Dorian said incredulously.

“Damn straight,” Fable said, grinning as she closed the box. “Self-repairing underwear. For those times when my big, handsome captain can’t hold himself back and wants to just tear the clothes off me.”

Dorian groaned, covering his face with a hand and shaking his head. “Really?”

“Of course! There were some chocolate ones too that mimicked cloth, but I’m a forward thinking girl. And these bad boys are for the long haul with my bad boy,” she said, nudging him flirtatiously. “Besides, I’m more of a lover than a fighter.”

Dorian chuckled. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously cute,” Fable corrected him, clasping her hands behind her back, tilting her head and giving him a sweet, doe-eyed flutter of her lashes.

Dorian mussed her hair affectionately. “Absolutely.”

Fable giggled again and trotted back as Aaron’s assistant returned with Dorian’s new blade, a clear stone like a drop of water set in the guard. Dorian took up the sword, drawing it and giving it another once over.

“Not bad,” Emberly said as she looked over the blade. “Not compared to a good piece of pistol work, but not too shabby either.”

“Maybe next time,” Dorian said as he sheathed the blade and belted it to his side. He shifted where he stood, satisfied. Even the weight of it felt natural on his hip.

“Oh, excellent pose,” Ariana said suddenly, hastily yanking out her sketchpad. “Hold it there for a moment, if you would.”

Dorian obliged as the fox-girl scribbled. As he did so, he heard the gentle ring of a bell, and glanced back towards the door.

A large demon with skin red as merlot and large, curving horns had entered the shop. Burly and top heavy, crisscrossed on his chest were straps of leather, framing a tattoo of massive bat wings and a screaming skull. His hair was buzzed in a mohawk, sticking up like a broom, and across his back was a saw-toothed sword, while bony spurs grew from his arms and knuckles like stubby spikes.

Several other demons were with him, dressed similarly to their leader. One of them Dorian instantly recognized as the one he’d noticed watching him outside the shop.

That wasn’t good.

And it definitely wasn’t good when the big demon’s eyes zeroed in on Dorian and a smirk lifted his lip.

Dorian drew himself up a bit, not liking at all the demon’s swagger as the newcomer came towards him. Dorian had seen that kind of look before around Clemmen, often with the knights when they came down to the village to push around the peasants. It reminded him of a strutting rooster. Especially with that stupid hair.

He could sense Fable, Melia, Emberly and Ariana shift warily at the demon’s arrival. His eyes swung over them dismissively before locking onto Dorian again.

“Hey there, man,” the demon said. “How you doing?”

“Fine, thanks,” Dorian replied. “You?”

The demon thrust out his hand. “Name’s Onyx Jack. Nice to meetcha.”

Dorian really didn’t want to shake, but didn’t want to antagonize the demon either. “Dorian,” he said, taking the man’s hand. Onyx’s grin widened and he squeezed hard enough to break a normal human’s fingers. Dorian sighed internally, and with a slight ripple of draconic strength, squeezed back harder.

The demon’s grin widened and he released the hold. “So you’re the man who knocked off old Scarro, eh?”

Uh oh. Dorian didn’t much like where this was going. “He didn’t exactly give me much of a choice,” he said.

“No? Something me and him have in common then,” Onyx replied as he shoved his thumbs into his belt, widening his stance. “See, my boys and I here, we’re the fastest ship around these parts. And I heard you gave Scarro a run for his money last time you were here. That right?”

“I did.”

“But next time you show up, you’re in that new ship. So sounds to me like you weren’t so fast after all.”

Dorian tried not to wince. The loss of The Windlass still struck a sore spot. Though he hadn’t had a choice in the matter, seeing as how during the frantic chase through the ship graveyard Scarro had ripped the belly out of the old craft, forcing Dorian to turn his former ship into an impromptu missile. Still, the loss of the ship that had brought him to the stars ached with memory.

“Do you need something?” Dorian demanded, his patience worn woefully thin.

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do,” Onyx replied. “See, you got a name for speed. And that’s my middle name!”

“Your name’s Onyx Speed Jack?” Fable asked skeptically.

“Damn straight it is!” Onyx barked, turning around, pumping his arms so his thumbs pointed at his back. “Even got it tattooed on my ass, so everyone who eats my dust knows who beat them! Hooa!”

“Hooa!” The demons with him cheered.

“And I’m gonna prove it to you,” Onyx continued, turning back around to face Dorian.

“I’d really rather you didn’t,” Dorian said quickly.

“This aint’ about you,” Onyx said, jabbing a finger into his chest.

Dorian grimaced at the jab and batted the demon’s hand away. “It isn’t?”

“Hells no! This is about me!” the demon declared, thumbs inverting to point at himself again. “Onyx Speed Jack! The biggest, baddest, fastest hellboy around! Because I ain’t handing over my ass to no man! This is about proving to the galaxy no one’s faster than me! Hooa!”

“Hooa!” chorused his followers again.

Dorian was starting to feel a little lost. “Look,” he said. “I really don’t want any of… whatever this is.”

“I’m not giving you a choice,” Onyx growled.

“Ah, gentlemen?” Aaron said quickly. “Please. There’s… there’s no fighting on the air station.”

“Damn straight,” Emberly said, glaring at the other demon. “Unless you want to make friends with the sylvan guardians.”

Onyx’s grin turned to a contemptuous sneer as he looked at Emberly. “Ain’t talking to you, sawhorn.”

Dorian was shocked at the sudden fury on Emberly’s face. “The fuck did you call me?” she growled, her hand resting on the grip of her holstered pistol and sliding it an inch free.

“What else would I name a demon who’d deny her kind?” Onyx snapped back with a nod at her filed down horns.

“Don’t let him goad you,” Dorian told the demoness.

“He’s right,” Melia said, resting her hand on Emberly’s pistol and pushing it back into the holster. “These guys aren’t worth it. Fight them, and the sylvans will kick us out too.”

“Exactly,” Dorian said. “So we’re not going to fight you,” he told Onyx.

“Fine then,” Onyx said, spreading his hands with a swagger. “Then how about we hold a little contest, hm? Prove once and for all who’s the fastest around?”

“And if I say no?” Dorian asked, raising his brows.

Onyx’s grin grew nasty. “Then we’ll see if you can outrun me outside the station!”

Dorian sighed, but he had a grim suspicion Onyx wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d gotten something out of them. And Dorian dearly didn’t want to have to leave Asimova with a fight a second time. And even if they did manage it, having a pack of speed demons on their tail was the last thing he needed on this job.

Dorian sighed. “Fine. What’s the contest?” he asked.

“Hoora! I win. High five!” Onyx barked, holding his open palm out to Dorian.

“No.”

“Fine. Don’t need you. I can high five myself. Yeah!” Onyx bellowed, slapping his own hand. “Hooa!”

“Hooa!” chorused the demons with him.

Gods, Dorian was already sick of this.

“Awesome! And we’ll be racing through the asteroid field known as the Scattershot.”

“And the prize?” Dorian prompted.

“That new sword you just bought,” Onyx said, pointing at the weapon sheathed at Dorian’s side. “It’ll look good over my bed while I plow some fine ass. Won’t it, boys?”

“Hooa!”

Dorian rolled his eyes at the inevitable grunt of a chorus. “Fine,” he said. “And if we win, you apologize to Emberly, and fork over that sword on your back.”

“Yeah!” Fable said.

Onyx scoffed. “Fine with me.”

“Then let’s get this over with,” Dorian sighed.


Chapter 7


Dorian maneuvered The Dragon’s Wing into position on the edge of the shimmer of Asimova’s air field. In the distance, he could make out the planetoid that Asimova orbited. The small globe was sleek and blue, with continental glaciers shimmering across the surface, while smaller asteroids and debris orbited it, far closer than Asimova itself, but forming a distant debris field that would serve perfectly as an obstacle course.

He wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of the contest he’d been bullied into. Honestly, it was beyond stupid. Pointless dick measuring at best (especially given Dorian was obviously larger in his dragon form). But he also knew Onyx wasn’t going to let him go easily. So if he could solve it here and now, then that would be ideal.

Ariana seemed like the only one invested in the whole thing. The fox-girl had tucked herself a spot near the sail, her eyes shining behind her round glasses.

“How exciting!” she exclaimed, fairly vibrating as she clutched her papers to her chest. “I simply must use this. A race. A test of manhood among magic, speed, and fire! Oh, that was good. That was great!”

Emberly stood beside him and Dorian caught the demoness rolling her eyes at the fox-girl’s exclamation and scribbling. “You don’t need to do this,” Emberly said, looking like she’d calmed down. Or, at least, wasn’t ready to blow away what amounted to Onyx’s brains.

Dorian shrugged. “He’d be a pain in the ass either way. At least with this we can ditch him sooner.”

Emberly smirked. “True,” she said, slipping in closer. “And, when you do beat him,” she purred, her fingers dancing along the back of his neck, sending shivers arcing up his spine, “I’ll show you how much I appreciate you standing up for me like that. We can mount his sword over the bed,” she leaned in closer, her tongue stroking his earlobe, “and then under it, you can mount me.”

Dorian swallowed thickly, and he’d be lying if he said the idea wasn’t intensely appealing. “Hold you to that,” he said huskily.

Emberly winked and slipped away to check on the guns, just in case. Dorian took the opportunity to check how well Emberly’s pants hugged her ass, and upon confirming it was ‘damn fine’, he then looked to the prow. “Well? See anything?” he called to Fable.

The faun was peering at the debris field, her eyes glowing with her aura reading. She shook her head. “Some auras. But all small. Single life forms and predatory. Maybe some space sharks, but no clusters that would be ships.”

Dorian nodded to himself. In addition to being adorably affectionate and witty, Fable also had the ability to read auras. Not only a useful skill in negotiations, but it enabled her to feel out lifeforms from a great distance. A handy ability when checking for danger. And Dorian was leery about the race. The longer he thought about it, the more he wondered if it could be a trap, but if there were no ships abroad, then all he’d need to worry about was Onyx.

And right on schedule, Dorian heard a rumble of engine, and watched as the demon’s ship cruised up beside them and ground to a halt. It did look fast, he’d give it that much. Sleek as a sword, with a sharp prow embossed with dark metal that shimmered in the distant sunlight. A row of cannons ran along its sides, their muzzles resembling howling dog heads. Fire spat here and there from piping projecting from the back and sides of the ship, and a ragged flag resembling a horned goat’s head fluttered proudly from atop the mast. Along the side, written in crude red ink, was the name Hotshot.

The helm, if you could call it that, was a strange construction. It almost looked like a saddle, and the wheel was actually a pair of metal handles rising out of the floor, tassels fluttering from their tips as Onyx adjusted his grip on them. He looked over at Dorian, a cocky grin on his face.

“You ready to burn?” he shouted through the void.

“I suppose,” Dorian replied with exasperation.

Onyx laughed sharply. “A’right! See that chunk of asteroid out there? The big narrow piece? That’s called the Spindle! Classic race marker. You can see the blinker torch on it?”

Dorian peered ahead and could just make out the rock in question. It resembled a large spike of rock floating in the void, and did indeed have some sort of blinking red light affixed to it. “I see it,” he said.

“Good! That’s the end. First one to reach it wins! You ready?”

“We were born ready!” Fable chirped from the prow.

“Then let’s do it!” Onyx waved to one of his crew, who bustled forward and to a prow-mounted cannon, loading a strange shot into the barrel. “When this charge bursts,” Onyx said, “we start the race. Now… fire it! Hooa!”

“Hooa!” the crewman shouted and lit the fuse. With a thunderous boom the cannon fired, a sulfurous star blazing through the void ahead of them. Dorian shifted his stance, tensing at the wheel, feeling the heat of his draconic power rise in his chest, surging into him and through his hands as he instilled his power into the ship beneath his feet. The oars on either side creaked as they readied, membranes of astral magic swirling in the paddles.

A sudden boom of ignition came to their right as the Hotshot suddenly jumped forward, the piping along its stern blazing with fire like rockets alighting. At the same moment, the charge ahead of them exploded with a boom in a starburst of colour.

“Hoooooraaaaa!” Onyx howled as his ship kicked forward, blazing ahead.

“Hey! Cheaters!” Fable shouted, throwing some rude gestures at the other ship’s wake.

Dorian didn’t bother. Winning would say far more than their little display. He pushed his will into The Dragon’s Wing, a gold and crimson glow washing over him. Horns of astral light formed on his brow and wings erupted with a beat from his back. With a rush the oars swept through the void, astral magic flashing, throwing the craft forward on a wave of magic as the sails bellied in the winds of the stars.

The Dragon’s Wing took flight in a bound, soaring after the burning demon’s ship so fast and hard the wood creaked. Melia and Emberly had braced themselves near the helm, and Fable still near the prow laughed with excitement, her hair streaming in her wake like a fluttering banner. Ariana shrieked in surprise, nearly sent tumbling across the deck despite how firmly she’d wedged herself into place, her arms wrapping around the mast, and Dorian felt a faint twinge as her claws dug into the wood for dear life.

Dorian grinned, the excitement infectious as the sails caught the astral winds that ribboned through the heavens in reds and gold. In a flash they’d narrowed Hotshot’s lead, oars beating like rows of wings as Dorian manipulated the wheel, swinging them alongside the demon’s ship.

Dorian caught sight of Onyx, the demon grinning, eyes fixed ahead, but when he glanced aside and saw The Dragon’s Wing pulling up, the demon’s jaw fell and eyes widened, baffled with shock.

“See you later,” Dorian said, another burst of energy surging through him and into The Dragon’s Wing, sending it racing ahead with a stroke of the oars.

“Hey! No fair! Cheaters! You can’t pass me!” Onyx roared despite all evidence to the contrary, and Dorian saw him rev the handles and push them forward.

Fire erupted from Hotshot’s rear engines, pluming acrid smoke with a sound like a scream, the narrow ship accelerating like a comet of raging flame. Dorian grimaced and put in another burst of power, pulling ahead some more.

“Wooohoooo!” Fable cheered from the prow. “Faster! Faster!”

“G-g-g-g-g-gods!” Ariana gasped from where she clung to the mast.

Dorian laughed riotously, and couldn’t quite repress the same thrill as he sent them onward. The asteroid field rose ahead of them in tumbling boulders and rocks that dwarfed both crafts. Dorian felt the rush of excitement as they neared them, his own ship pulling out ahead of the demon’s. With a flick of the wheel Dorian broke off the tight contest, flashing around one of the tumbling asteroids and skimming over its surface.

He caught sight of the blinking eye of the Spindle once more and tweaked the wheel, shooting under another spinning boulder. He glanced over the stern and spotted the red streak of Onyx’s ship not far, but falling further behind as the demon was forced to maneuver around the boulders.

“Cake walk,” Emberly said with a snap of her fingers.

Dorian chuckled. “Sure seems like—”

“Dorian!”

The panic in Fable’s voice instantly had Dorian glancing her way. The faun’s antlered head was swiveling around, her eyes glowing blue.

“What?” he called.

“Incoming!”

Dorian looked about quickly. Motion and red light flickered at the corner of his eye and he turned that way.

But there was more than one.

They swarmed out from around asteroids. Over two dozen narrow crafts as small as rowboats, but sleek as sharks. Dark metal formed bulky engines that spewed greenish flame while stubby fins answered the commands of curling handlebars. Each craft was saddled by a leather-clad demon raider, a mask made of the skull of a horned monster on their heads, while breathing tubes snaked around to packs of what must have been oxygen on their backs.

Dorian felt his stomach drop into his feet as he realized the trick. He’d never heard of such small crafts. One needed a ship’s core to form an air bubble, but the masks allowed the raiders a way around that. And by the horned goat’s head daubed on the flanks of their black metal mounts, Dorian knew for whom they sailed.

And what they wanted.

With guttural snarls of smoke and fire, the swarm of small ships ripped towards The Dragon’s Wing, the riders brandishing arcane rifles or ragged, saw-toothed blades.

“Shoot them down!” Emberly shouted, the first to recover from her shock, whipping her rifle from her back and nestling it against her shoulder, the barrel swinging, tracking one of the swooping crafts before she fired.

The bullet screamed through the void, trailing sparks, to strike one of the raider’s stubby ships right in the engine. The ensuing explosion consumed the raider and his ride in a blast of fire and shrapnel. But though Dorian felt a momentary rush of satisfaction, it didn’t last long, for there remained a swarm of the enemy ships rushing on them.

And then they were in range.

Crackles of crimson magic erupted from the raider’s guns. Fable and Melia threw themselves flat as the rounds peppered the deck, scorching pockmarks in the wood. Dorian cursed, ducking his head, but not daring to abandon the helm.

“Hang on!” he shouted, and cranked on the wheel.

The Dragon’s Wing swung through space, diving suddenly right. One of the howling enemy crafts wasn’t fast enough to dodge out of the way and exploded against the hull.

Shouts and grunts came from the women aboard as they struggled to keep their feet during the sudden swerve and burst of speed which hurled them away from the swarming demons, but only for a moment. The next, the crafts were racing once more after them, firing furious salvos that flashed in crimson streaks through the air.

“Forget the cannons!” Emberly shouted as Fable began to try and swing about a pivot-mounted gun. “They’re too inaccurate! Rifles! Use rifles!”

“On it!” Melia said, racing below decks and to the weapon locker.

Dorian let the girls focus on swatting the flies, his full focus on piloting. He skimmed near another asteroid, so close the beating oars nearly touched the pitted stone, another explosion in their wake marking one of the less dexterous demon raiders failing to do the same. But still they peppered his ship with small arms, streaks of crimson ripping around them as Dorian shot their ship past the asteroid and back into the open.

Once again, Dorian felt the strange, light feeling of letting his instincts pilot. Faster than his mind could process, he sent The Dragon’s Wing roaring through space and towards the Spindle once more. If he could reach that, he could shoot for open space and outrun the swarming raiders. Just needed to get there…

A flash of burning red lit up the corner of his eye. Dorian yanked the wheel, The Dragon’s Wing diving suddenly, wood and oars creaking in protest at the sudden change in direction, but it saved them as half a dozen streaks of crimson cannon shots howled over them, one just barely missing the sail as it flew past.

Dorian’s head jerked to the side and he saw the Hotshot roar alongside them, Onyx’s grinning face leering from the helm.

“Cheating bastard!” Dorian shouted at the man.

Onyx roared with laughter. “Don’t hate the player! Hate the game! And it’s time to play for your life, human! Hooooraaaaa!”

Dorian cursed and put on another burst of acceleration, swerving around another asteroid as Hotshot’s guns glowed again with arcane power. The mass of rock slipped between the two ships, and Dorian heard the muffled booming of explosions as the asteroid shuddered under the barrage.

As he did so, he saw Emberly and Fable rolling something from out of the cargo hold’s hatch. It looked like a black canister rattling with something inside.

“What’s that?” he demanded.

“Jackass repellent,” Emberly said with a wicked grin as they rolled the immense canister past him and to the stern of the ship. “Can you get us ahead of those fuckers?”

“Hope you know what you’re doing,” Dorian growled, bracing himself and throwing another sudden burst of acceleration into the ship.

His draconic energy surged into The Dragon’s Wing, the silver which embossed the hull glowing hot as it absorbed his magic, turning it into power. The ship roared as if the dragon figurehead had come alive, shooting past the asteroid, nearly smashing into Hotshot as the demonic craft swung around the corner. Dorian caught a glimpse of Onyx’s shocked face as their craft ripped past his prow, Dorian yanked on the wheel, rolling The Dragon’s Wing so the oars didn’t snap against the other ship’s hull. He looked back as they rocketed past the demon’s ship, which was already turning sharply to follow them.

“Now!” Emberly shouted, both her and Fable tipping the canister. Black balls of shot poured out of it and in their wake, rolling through the zero g’s of the void and into the gravity well of the Hotshot.

“Gotcha,” Emberly said as the demoness snapped her fingers.

Dorian saw a spark crackle from Emberly’s digits, zipping through the void, spitting between the black balls rolling against Hotshot’s hull.

A chain of explosions ripped across the demonic ship as the bombs ignited, covering the piratical craft in a screen of billowing flame. The sheer force of it threw The Dragon’s Wing forward even further, shooting past the Spindle and knocking Dorian against the wheel.

He gasped, steadying himself and looking back in amazement to the sight of rippling fire. As the smoke faded, it revealed Hotshot’s damaged form, sails torn to shreds and great tears ripped from the hull as if it had been mauled by some monster of the stars.

“Holy shit,” Dorian breathed.

“I’m not a powder mage for nothing,” Emberly said with a smirk.

Dorian nodded, momentarily considering turning about and finishing the wounded demons. But even as he thought of that, the swarming raiders soared around the asteroid belt, collecting around the wounded Hotshot, many pulling after him in pursuit.

Cursing, Dorian turned his attention forward, sending The Dragon’s Wing roaring past the Spindle and into open space.

“They’re pulling off!” Fable shouted from the stern, her eyes once more glowing with aura.

“Of course they are,” Melia said as she hurried up beside them, peering at the asteroid field as it shrank in the distance. “Those little things don’t have proper air fields. Without their mother ship, they’d asphyxiate within a day. They won’t dare go too far.”

“And once their ship is fixed up?” Dorian asked.

Melia grimaced. “Come looking for us, I imagine,” she said.

Dorian grunted in annoyance.

Wonderful…


Chapter 8


Dorian urged The Dragon’s Wing on as fast as it could go, knowing too well that every second spent waiting around meant the closer Onyx would be to them.

He was far from alone in his haste. Melia and Emberly were checking the ship for damage and throwing on as much sail as they could to speed away from the pirate swarm. Ariana was lending a hand where she was able, which both surprised and gratified Dorian. He glanced back at the stern where Fable stood, leaning against the rail with spyglass at her glowing eye, peering at the asteroid field rapidly dwindling in their wake.

“What do you have?” Dorian asked at length.

The faun chewed on her lower lip, her hooves clopping as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other. “Mmm… Our aura trail is faint thanks to the effects of Dorian’s sword. And it’ll be at least a few days before those bastards can fix up their tub,” she said, lowering the spyglass and snapping it closed firmly. “We’re in the clear for a bit.”

“You think they’ll still find us?” he asked tensely.

“I hope not. But probably,” Fable said, concern touching her face as she clopped back towards him. “You okay, Dorian? You’re looking… tense. I mean, tenser than normal.”

Dorian gave a shaky laugh, turning his attention forward again. “Am I? I guess so. It was just… a bit of a shock, all of that. The ambush and attack and, well… We did just get this ship. You know? After losing The Windlass…I guess I’m just a bit protective.”

Fable gave him a sympathetic smile and rested her hand on his shoulder. “I get it,” she said, leaning up and giving him a kiss on the cheek.

Dorian shook his head. “I just don’t see how anyone can relax out in the Black,” he confessed. “Honestly. It seems like every day there’s something trying to kill us.”

“Mostly because it follows in our wake,” Melia said, striding up the deck, her hair fluttering a wary blue as her eyes scanned the horizon carefully. “The odds of running into pirates in the vastness of the Black is actually very low. We just seem to have some terrible luck.”

Dorian gave a shaky laugh. “Is that what we’re calling it?” he said. “But what about our aura trails? Can’t those be tracked by monsters and whatever?”

“Oh sure,” Fable said with an errant wave. “Of course. Lots of monsters can, and if you have an aura reader you can probably track a ship. But keep in mind that there’s thousands of aura trails in space. Following us out of all of them is extremely unlikely. You know. Unless they’re looking for us specifically. But that sword of yours should help dampen our aura a bit and make us a bit less sparkly.”

“Is that good or bad?” Dorian asked.

“Depends,” Melia replied, leaning on the railing. “We’ll be less obvious to savvier people out in the Black like the Elven Imperials, but it’ll also make us look like more tempting targets to pirates and others. But there’s not much that can be done about that.”

“And I’m all for people thinking we’re easy,” Emberly added as she strolled up to join them, the demoness tossing her hair over her shoulder with a smoky grin. “Let ‘em come I say. We’ve got the guns to handle them.”

“Didn’t seem to help too much with Onyx and his crew,” Dorian noted.

“Only so much you can do with that kind of ambush,” Emberly said. “Besides, we should welcome pirates coming after us. Easy loot!”

“Stealing from pirates?” Dorian said.

“A victimless crime!” Emberly cackled.

Dorian couldn’t help but laugh at that, and when he did, it was like the tension knotting in his chest undid itself, releasing the tightness that had been choking him. “Alright, sure. Let’s call it that.”

Emberly clapped him on the back. “There you go! Now, Melia? Mind lending a hand to go check to make sure none of the cargo got knocked around? We batted down most of it, but those were some tight maneuvers. I want to make sure nothing shook loose.”

“If we must,” Melia sighed.

“I’ll join you,” Ariana said, trotting after the pair. “I need to write down as much of the battle as I recall while I can. Like that explosion when that demon’s mount exploded. Did you see how it burned up like that?” the robed fox-girl exclaimed as she followed the demoness below decks, her voice fading as they vanished a few moments later.

As they departed, Dorian glanced back over at Fable, who had wandered back to the rail. “Mind coming over here?” he asked.

Fable brightened. “Sure. Any particular reason?” she asked, trotting towards him.

Dorian smiled and slid an arm around her, pulling her against his side. “Just felt like I could use a quick bit of Fable nuzzles after all that.”

Fable’s eyes sparkled and her tail quivered with happiness. “With pleasure!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around him and affectionately nuzzling his chest.

Dorian sighed. His arm pulled the flirty faun against him. The warmth of her body seemed to further melt the tightness in him, and he felt himself relax as he tweaked the wheel, settling them back on course.

“Mmm,” Fable hummed, sneaking a peek at his face. “You don’t usually initiate cuddles, Dorian.”

“Not that I don’t like it,” he said. “One of you usually just beats me to the punch.”

Fable giggled. “True. But that’s because I can’t get enough of you,” she said, leaning up and kissing his cheek again. “And you always seem to be broody and distracted and standoffish. But you got a lotta love to give. Reminds me of my brother when I was young. I always had to hug him first before he’d respond.”

Dorian chuckled, but softly, as he recalled that of all their crew, he knew of Fable’s past the least. He felt the faun shift against him.

“Thinking about how you don’t know much about me?”

“Well…”

Fable rubbed his back. “It’s by design, cutie. I don’t much like talking about it. And not just because an aura of mystery is super sexy.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?” Dorian said. “Your homeworld or system or anything?”

Fable shrugged indifferently, but the forced casualness of her act told Dorian more than the faun perhaps intended. “Not much to talk about,” she said. “It doesn’t exist anymore.”

“And your brother?”

Even as he said the words, Dorian knew it was a mistake. He felt a shudder move through Fable, and she slid out of his arm.

“I better check on the cargo too. You know what a klutz Melia can be around the delicate equipment.”

Cursing himself internally, Dorian nodded. “Yeah, sure. Do what you need to.”

Fable gave him a weak smile. “Thanks, Dorian,” she said, leaning up and stealing a quick kiss. She twirled suddenly, almost too fast for Dorian to catch the moistness of her eyes as she clopped down the steps and below decks as well.

Dorian groaned, giving himself a punch in the forehead. “Stupid,” he grunted in frustration, grinding his knuckles against his brow. “Stupid stupid stupid.”

Letting his fist drop he looked again at the scales that covered his hand and arm. Well, as long as he was alone, he may as well do a little something he’d been meaning to try out. Especially after the little escapade with Onyx’s pirates. It had been around this very system that they’d first met and eluded Scarro and his ship, the Sky Kraken. And during that terrible chase through the asteroid field, Dorian had first changed into his ‘true’ form.

His dragon form.

Though he’d experimented with it since then, the process had drained him terribly, leaving him exhausted and his mana spent. According to Fable and Melia, this had been because he’d never done so before, leaving his body and mana channels ill adapted to the changes. But he should be able to do it more effectively with enough practice.

Since then, he had been trying to pump mana through himself as much as he could, and not only when navigating. But given his inexperience, it had been slow going. How ironic, he thought with a chagrined grin. Every skill seemed to come naturally to him, except the one that was supposedly his natural state.

But if nothing else, this moment gave him time to practice. He’d been meaning to try this new exercise for some time anyway, and the encounter with the pirates reminded him of how essential it was that he have a few tricks in his back pocket.

Checking again to make sure their course was set, Dorian locked the wheel and took a step back. He held his clawed hands out in front of him and focused on the feeling of his scales. The memory of how it had felt to first transform.

But slowly.

Slowly.

He closed his eyes, sensing the flow of magic within him. The molten heat of his draconic power burning deep in his chest like a heart of fire. He eased a trickle of power through his veins, and pushed gently on the nodes, trying to mimic the way he’d send his power into the ship’s core to make it fly. This was far more difficult. Like trying to juggle compared to just throwing a ball.

Yet as he focused, Dorian felt the warmth spread through him and his hands. He felt them grow stronger. Heavier. His eyes snapped open and he grinned.

His hands had swelled larger, with large sharp talons. The scales were thicker and shimmering with gold and reds. He turned his hands over, marveling at the change, working to adjust the power output. His arms grew and shrank into different sizes, but a sudden dizziness like he’d stood up too fast made him grab the wheel again, and just like that the pain subsided, the sudden sense of heaviness fleeing as his extra magic flowed into the core and ship.

Shaking it off, Dorian let go of the wheel and took another step back. Time for the moment of truth.

He held out his arms before him, focusing the power, letting it seep from deep within him and swell into the veins of magic within his body. He grunted, feeling his bones crack and reform. Grow and swell. A strange sensation that wasn’t quite pain. More a discomfort, like stretching after a long time. But he had to keep going slow. Keep it controlled.

“Hrrrn,” he grunted as he felt his teeth grow long. Sharp. As the shimmer of his astral wings became more real. More pure. Solidifying his clothes melding into his skin as his body shifted into the new shape. He groaned as he fell to his hands and knees. But that wasn’t quite right, because he didn’t have hands anymore.

He had claws.

His veins sang with exultation. With excitement. He grunted as his horns curved back along his skull, his scaly body shimmering in an aurora of reds and golds, bending onto all fours, a tail swishing behind him. A dragon in form as well as blood once more. Large enough he barely fit on the helm anymore. The urge to let loose, to grow to his fullest size quivered in his veins. But he had to resist. Scale it back. He couldn’t get too big.

Clenching his teeth, Dorian willed himself to stop growing, making himself only about the size of a horse. It felt… uncomfortable. Like wearing clothes a size too small. A bit tight.

But it worked.

Dorian looked down at himself, amazed. The last time he had changed, he’d been so busy and so enthralled with the magic, he hadn’t had a chance to truly appreciate it. Now he did.

And he looked gooood.

Dorian couldn’t help but preen a little as he lifted his claws and turned them over, flexing his talons. He chuckled, the sound rumbling as he felt the heat simmer deep in his chest and wings give a low flap, stirring the air around him in a breeze of light.

“Not bad,” he said, his voice coming out in a strange, growling sound.

“I’ll say.”

Dorian’s horned head whipped around towards the hatch leading below decks. Melia was standing there, her arms crossed, something between amusement and amazement on her face as her hair fluttered a brilliant violet.

“Not interrupting, am I?” the elf said.


Chapter 9


“Please, Dorian. Can’t you do it again just a bit?”

Dorian tried to ignore Fable as he gripped the wheel, in human form once more. The moment he’d recovered from his shock at Melia finding him, he’d slipped the control on his form, and shot back to his human form with a feeling like a rubber band snapping back. It had not been a pleasant sensation in the least, made all the worse by Melia instantly calling Emberly and Fable above deck to tell them all about it.

“It was amazingly cute,” Melia said from where she leaned against the rail, smirking at him. “Like a tiny dragon right on deck. With his little horns and wings.”

“Noooo!” Fable cried, gripping her antlers as she threw her head back with a cry of anguish. “No fair! I wanted to see your dragon. C’mon, Dorian. Please!”

Dorian chuckled, trying to ignore the heat of a blush burning on his neck and face. “Maybe later,” he said. “I really don’t think I should do it too often. It’s hard to get right, and like I told you all before, it’s like… exercising a muscle I don’t use much. Quick to get tired. And I don’t want to see what happens if I lose control of it. Last time I did, I was out for days.”

“Oh fine,” Fable growled, setting her shoulders and trotting up to him. Dorian turned slightly to face her and she prodded a finger into his chest. “But next time you do, you have to let me see! It’s no fair Melia was the only one who got to.”

“That’s right,” Emberly chimed in from where she stood, arms crossed before her chest, smoke snaking from between her lips. “We’re a crew. And that means we get to see our Captain turn into an adorably impressive dragon. Savvy? And if you say no, then we’ll just have to hang around you until we catch you doing it again!”

Dorian rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “Fine. Fine! I’ll let you all come watch the freak show when I try changing again. Happy?”

Emberly huffed. “Not yet. But it’s a start. So,” she said, her tone changing, growing lower and a smile widening on her lips. “You can change just parts of you?”

“Er, yeah,” Dorian said, not sure he liked that look. “Seems so. I could already do it with my hands a bit. That’s the easiest one. And the horns and wings.”

“Yeah yeah, all interesting and whatever. But what about… lower?” Emberly asked.

Dorian’s brow wrinkled. “You mean my feet, I hope?”

Emberly chuckled and sauntered towards him with that familiar, suggestive stride that made him instantly stiffen to attention. “Not that,” she said, her breasts pushing out in their black strap of cloth, her head cocked towards him. “I meant your… little dragon…”

Dorian sucked in a sharp breath as he felt Emberly stroke his bulge through his pants. “I…”

“Kinda curious what that’d feel like, not gonna lie,” Emberly purred, tenderly kneading his cock.

Dorian cleared his throat. “Well, I mean, I haven’t tried that quite yet. Might need a fair bit of practice on that one.”

“Well, if you ever need a hand, I’m ready and willing, savvy?” Emberly said with a flirty grin.

“Good to know,” Dorian grunted.

Emberly winked and gave him a final squeeze, then suddenly slipped back, glancing at the hatch into the hold. Dorian followed her eyes, just in time to see Ariana’s red hair and fox ears poke out, soon followed by the rest of her.

Dorian stared at the dress she now wore. Gone was the flattering but obscuring cloak she had been wearing, exchanged for a tight gown that flattered her figure, the dark fabric stitched with what looked like shimmering silver woven into it. A long slit in the side nearly exposed her thigh as she took a step out, the low cut of the collar revealing the fullness of her chest, her satchel with the hourglass stitched onto it hanging off her shoulder.

Ariana tucked some hair behind her ear and glanced at the three of them. “What’s going on?” she said.

Dorian cleared his throat, surprised at how thrown he was at the sight of the fox-girl. Though he hadn’t lacked for visions of beautiful women since coming to the Black, the elegance of Ariana’s clothes and beauty threw him a bit. He was more used to Fable’s flirty cuteness, Melia’s standoffishness, or Emberly’s sultry privateer roughness. But he recovered quickly.

“Not much,” he said, knowing too well he shouldn’t reveal just how pure the dragon blood in his veins was. “We were just talking about our course. Might have to make some adjustments to avoid more pirates like that.”

“Please! Don’t change it on my account,” Ariana said, brightening instantly. “It was so terribly exciting and gave me such fodder for my books. I’ve often been told my action scenes are a touch lacking, so witnessing a true battle between pirates and privateers was wonderful!”

Dorian raised a brow and exchanged a baffled look with Melia. “Uh, great. But I think we’ll still, you know, try and avoid those sorts of things. Just to be on the safe side.”

Ariana waved her hand as if brushing the matter aside. “Yes, yes. Of course. No need to spoil me in such ways. Though I do fear I was somewhat unhelpful during the engagement. Nonetheless, I believe your success in the battle and escape deserves a celebration, no?”

“Well…” Dorian began, but Ariana had already swung her satchel about and was pulling it open. She drew out a bottle of wine, which puzzled Dorian, seeing as it really couldn’t have fit comfortably in that pouch.

And the satchel certainly couldn’t have held the second bottle she pulled out.

Or the five wine glasses.

Or the corkscrew bottle opener designed to look like a pair of wings.

“What the…” Dorian gaped.

“Holy hells,” Fable gasped. “Is that a Bag of Keeping?”

Dorian looked at the awestruck faun. “A what?”

“A Bag of Keeping,” Melia said, sounding stunned as well. “A pouch with extra dimensional properties. It can fit incredible amounts of anything inside.”

“Huh,” Dorian said. “Seems handy.”

“It certainly is,” Ariana chimed as she handed out the glasses. “When traveling, I must carry a great deal with me. And loading up trunks and wardrobes can be such a bother. A Bag of Keeping is so very much more convenient.”

“And expensive,” Emberly noted as she took her glass. “One of these is worth more than your old ship,” she told Dorian.

Dorian’s eyebrows flicked up in surprise at that little tidbit. “Wow,” he said, eying the bag with new appreciation.

“There are benefits to being a well read author,” Ariana noted with just a hint of smugness. “And one of them is rewarding the crew who so gallantly saved us from an attack of demons! May I?” she asked sweetly.

“There’s more?” Dorian asked.

“Oh so much more,” Ariana said as she slid the bag off her shoulder and to the deck, then she reached in.

And pulled out a chair.

Dorian felt his jaw fall as an entire dining room set came from the bag. He didn’t think much more could surprise him after the chairs, but then the table came out, pulled like a rabbit from a hat. Fable squealed in delight, clapping her hands and bouncing in place with a clopping sound as Ariana continued to set the table in the middle of the deck. Soon, a cloth trimmed with silver hourglass lace fluttered atop the table, followed by a vase of roses as the centerpiece and shining silverware soon after.

“And now, the meal,” Ariana said proudly.

“You don’t have a fully cooked roast in there, do you?” Melia said, and though Dorian could hear the attempt at a joke, he also heard the uncertainty in her voice.

Ariana laughed. “Of course,” she said, beginning to pull dishes from her bag. “Though fresh food doesn’t keep so well in the bag, a few minutes as I ferried it from galley to table won’t let it suffer much.”

“The galley?” Dorian muttered, eyes riveted to the scene of roasts and a boat of gravy sailing from her bag and onto the table.

“Naturally,” she said with a sly look his way. “What did you think I’ve been doing below decks? I do have some skills as a chef. There’s even been some cookbooks released along with my series. Delightful things, and I had to try out the recipes before confirming them, you see. In fact, I’ve long had a passion for it. My grandmother taught me a number of recipes. I even include some in my books. For what is cooking but the following of formulas? Now please! Have a seat.”

Though not entirely sure about this recent development, Dorian couldn’t deny the temptation of the smells coming from the prepared feast. He’d quickly discovered that using his draconic powers would make him ravenous, and the sight of a full roast glistening with drippings and what looked like a pot of steaming mashed potatoes quickly overcame any lingering reluctance on his end.

Fable had already taken a seat, bounding into the one nearest Dorian, her eyes shining and mouth practically drooling as she looked at the spread. Melia was a bit more dignified and wary, but Dorian could see her staring at the dishes like a starving man, while Emberly was already piling her plate with meat.

Dorian sat down at the head of the table, and only then did Ariana claim her seat, which was directly across from him. “Please,” she said, gesturing again at the food. “Dig in, my dear friends. To the beginning of a wonderful arrangement.”

Melia was in the midst of cutting into what looked like a glazed ham when she glanced with surprise at the fox-girl. “Arrangement? You mean, you’re going to do this more?”

“Of course,” Ariana said with a flippant motion of her hand. “What sort of guest would I be if I did not endeavour to pull my weight alongside this most illustrious crew? Why, it would be churlish of me to assume your kindness without returning some. And I do intend to help make this voyage as pleasant as possible. I may be no auramancer or gunner, but a bit of cooking is the least I might do. And it would give me ample opportunities to not only glean content for my books, but recipes as well.”

“Mmm. If they’re half as good as these brussel sprouts and nether shrooms, consider it done!” Fable cheered as she devoured more of the bulbed vegetables glistening with butter.

Dorian chuckled and filled his plate from several of the dishes nearest him, trying to keep himself from wolfing it down like the predator his bloodline reminded him he was. “Sounds like we’re in agreement there,” he noted. He exchanged a sideways look with Melia, whose shining eyebrows quirked upwards in acknowledgement. Though they’d been worried about taking on dead weight, it seemed like having Ariana aboard might be more useful than either could have guessed.

The vulpine beauty in question clapped her hands, beaming in delight. “Thank you so much!” she exclaimed with a sunny smile. “I’ll do my best, Captain.”

“Then let’s toast to it!” Emberly exclaimed, using her teeth to tear the cork from the bottle she’d been given, pouring everyone a glass of rich wine. Putting down the bottle, she lifted her glass. “To the crew of The Dragon’s Wing!”

“To us!” Fable cheered, her glass ringing against Emberly’s.

Dorian chuckled and picked up his glass, ringing it against everyone else’s before he took a sip. The wine was as good as the food, and Dorian smiled happily as he looked about the table, admiring the company he kept. A few months ago, he couldn’t have dreamed of eating such a feast among the stars, surrounded by four beautiful women. It made him smile and grow warm with happiness, as he dug back into his food, at last satisfying his ravenous appetite without reservation.

After all, it would be rude not to.

And it was good. The meat of the roast fairly melted in his mouth. Some toasted chestnuts had been candied with sugar and sang on his taste buds. Sauteed vegetables rolled with spices shocked and delighted a palate that had once considered salt the premiere of culinary artistry.

Dorian’s appetite was great, but he couldn’t help but notice he was hardly alone. Everyone at the table seemed ravenous, going back for seconds as the wine levels fell. In fact, it seemed the wine was getting a lot of love.

Dorian could spot the flush on everyone’s faces as the empty bottles began to add up. Even Emberly’s red cheeks were visibly even redder. Yet oddly, though he probably drank nearly twice as much as the others, he still felt fine.

“Maybe the wine’s weak,” he mused, giving the bottle a shake.

“Pfffff. Nah,” Emberly laughed, a lazy smile on her face as she swayed a bit in her chair. “You’re just… you got dragonsblood! Makes you super heavyweight. But that means you can’t… can’t enter any drinking contests. They got rules, savvy?”

“Really? Well, that’s a shame,” Dorian said, putting aside the bottle.

“Heeeey,” Fable giggled, leaning against Dorian’s arm, her lashes fluttering. “You know what else is a… a shame? That I’m feeling a bit… too tipsy to walk down the stairs. Doooorian?” she cooed, giving him the deepest, most innocent doe eyes he’d yet to see as she stroked his bicep wantonly. “Would you mind carrying me in those big, strong arms?”

“Hey!” Melia hiccuped, unsurprisingly even more sloshed than anyone else, to the point Dorian swore he could see bubbles in the pink hues of her shimmering hair. “No… no fair! I was gonna… gonna ask that first! Naughty… naughty Fable!” Melia said with a drunken swipe at the faun.

Fable merely giggled, leaning back and taking a glance at the stern of their ship. As she did so she blinked, squinting.

Dorian tensed a little. “What is it?” he said.

Fable peered at their wake, her eyes glowing blue, her voice losing its playful slur. “I’m… I’m not sure,” she said. “But… I think you should get back to the wheel.”


Chapter 10


Dorian hurried to the helm, claws grabbing the wheel and guiding the ship once more as Fable leaned on the rail, her drunkenness seemingly forgotten. Ariana had hastily cleared the table, while Emberly and Melia manned the cannons, though Dorian was somewhat doubtful about how effective Melia would be at the moment. She seemed to be standing to attention, but he was pretty sure if they took away the cannon she’d probably fall over.

“What is it?” Dorian finally asked after nearly an hour of tense quiet.

Fable stuck her tongue out the corner of her mouth, her spyglass once more at her eye as she adjusted the dials and lenses. “Hold on. Hold on. Almost… I think… Yes! Aha, there we go!”

“There what goes?” Dorian asked, scanning the canvas of space and stars around them. “What is it?”

“Looks like… um… threads. Sort of trailing in our aura wake. Hard to say just what. They’re super thin. Never seen things like it before…”

Wandering back up from the midships, Ariana peered past the stern as if the threads in question were visible to the naked eye. “Are you sure you didn’t just have too much to drink?” she said.

Fable glanced away from her telescope. “Of course! I mean, if I hadn’t been drinking, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it. But they’re sort of…” She hesitated, looking through the glass again as she searched for the word. “...woven to be similar to our trail. But when I was feeling a bit, you know, tipsy, I noticed the shimmer. And now with my glass, I can see them properly. It’s on a completely different wavelength.”

“Probably those fuckin’... fuckin’ Elven Imperials,” Melia slurred from her cannon.

“The Elven Imperials?” Dorian said in surprise.

“Sure,” Melia said with a dismissive flop of her hand. “Sure. Stories all about… about stuff like that. Sailed with a captain who… who claimed Elven Imperials could put a… a kind of tracking spell on your mana trails. Real ancient magic tech that stuff. Don’t know how to do it anymore. But it could tail you for a hundred systems and right through the wyrmways. So he said, anyway.”

Dorian glanced back at Fable. “What do you think?”

Fable frowned. “It’s… possible,” she admitted. “I think I did hear something like it once. But I didn’t think it was real.”

“Oh it’s real,” Emberly said darkly from her gun. “It’s very real. I’ve heard of it too. And it wouldn’t surprise me if that’s exactly what we got.”

Thinking back quickly, Dorian settled on the likeliest culprit. “Luceran,” he said grimly. “He must have done something to our ship when he stopped us. No wonder he let us go so easily.”

Fable lowered her spyglass and gave him a startled look. “You think so?”

He shrugged. “Who else would have?” he asked. “We know he wants the ship, so it’s hardly a surprise he’d stick us with something so he can track us.”

“Fucking bastard,” Emberly growled, smoke seething from between her teeth.

“Oh my,” Ariana said in wonder. “But surely that’s a good thing, isn’t it? After all, the Elven Imperials are vital to keeping some form of lawful order in the Black. Is it not a good thing that they have taken an interest in your ship? Surely they only have your best interests at heart.”

Dorian exchanged a look with Fable, the faun rolling her eyes. “Yeah, sure,” Dorian said as he turned back to Ariana. “Either way though, I didn’t ask for it, and I’m not exactly pleased about it. So what can we do to shake it?”

Fable rubbed her chin, frowning with thought. “Mmm. Not too much right now, Dorian. Sorry. Let me work on it a bit. Maybe I’ll be able to knock something together. For now, I can try and scatter the aura trail a bit more, but I doubt it’ll help too much, and it won’t get rid of it. So it looks like we’re stuck with it.”

“Great,” Dorian sighed. It wasn’t exactly an appealing idea. Just knowing that Luceran had somehow stuck something on his ship made his skin crawl, like a slimy hand was firmly clutching his shoulder. “Do what you can,” he said. “That’s all we can do.”

Fable nodded and turned back to the stern. She moved to the rail overlooking the rear of the ship and raised her arms. Eddies of magic spread from her hands like ripples in the water, and she gestured slowly as if waving away something.

“Anything I can do to help?” Dorian asked.

“Yeah,” Fable said, looking back at him, her eyes glowing. “Get some rest, cap’n. Once I’m done dusting, we’ll want to rush forward as fast as we can for a while. And I don’t care how tough you are, Dorian, that’s gonna take a bit out of you. So the more rested you are, the better.”

On the verge of arguing, Dorian realized he was feeling tired. Between the chase and transforming into a dragon, he’d exhausted himself. He sighed. “Fair enough,” Dorian said, releasing the spokes on the wheel once he settled their course again. Locking the wheel into place, he moved back to the stern and gave Fable a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t work too hard, now,” he said.

Fable beamed. “If you say so,” she giggled.

Mussing her hair affectionately, Dorian left her, heading down the stairs. He stretched, joints popping as he maneuvered around the deck and clomped into the captain’s cabin. He shut the door behind him and made his way towards the bed, already shedding his clothes. Feeling full and sated from the rich meal, he was more than happy to flop down onto the sheets with a sigh of relief, dressed in nothing more than a pair of boxers.

No sooner had he laid down than the cabin door opened as softly as a sigh. Dorian raised his head, squinting, but recognized the silhouette in the instant before the door closed.

His guess was soon confirmed as he scented the familiar aroma of gunpowder and something sharper but far more pleasant. “Emberly?” he said, starting to sit up. “What’s going on?”

“Absolutely nothing,” the demoness said, the click of her shoes echoing in the cabin as she crossed the room. “Fable’s working. Melia’s gone back to her room to sleep off her booze, and Ariana is quizzing Fable about what she’s doing.”

“Oh?” he said, noticing the gleam in her golden eyes, glowing in the gloom like those of a panther on the hunt. He smirked, feeling his manhood thicken. “And I suppose you thought you’d give me a hand with resting?”

“It had crossed my mind,” she said, her shoulders shrugging, her leather jacket peeling off to flutter to the floor in her wake.

“I doubt I’ll get much rest with what you have in mind,” he noted.

“I’m not all about rutting you like a sweaty animal, Dorian,” she noted, settling herself on the edge of the bed, her body curved towards him, a wry look in her eyes.

“Oh?”

“Of course. I mean, obviously I do love that, don’t get me wrong. But there’s a time and place for it. Ideally with Fable, Melia, or both also here. It can be tough for one woman to keep up with a dragon, you know. As it happens, now I want a little something more… intimate.”

“Intimate how?”

Emberly scooted closer, leaning against his chest, her dark hair falling against his skin, the sensation zinging up his nerves. “You’re always giving Fable and Melia cuddles and hugs on deck, Dorian. But did you ever think I wanted them too?”

Dorian raised a brow. “Do you?”

“Maybe. Sometimes,” she said, nestling against him. “What of it?”

“Never had you pegged for that,” he said honestly.

“I do love being pegged too, Dorian. But a girl needs more than just rough fucks. Sometimes, she needs things a bit more… tender.”

“Well,” Dorian said, his arms moving around the gorgeous demoness, pulling her against him. “Ask, and ye shall receive.”

As his arms tugged her against him, Dorian felt the demoness momentarily stiffen, then slowly relax. She sighed, exhaling deeply as she snuggled against his chest. “Mmm,” she hummed. “That’s nice. No wonder Fable does it so much.”

“Does that mean I should expect you to try to cuddle me on deck?” Dorian asked in mock concern.

She scoffed. “Of course not. It’s just that I’ve been in the mortal realm for a long time now, Dorian. I’ve been to sylvan enclaves, human worlds of every kind, and far more. And sure, I may want a cuddle, but that doesn’t change who I am. I just, you know, want to try something a bit different now and then.”

“Fair enough,” Dorian granted, his hand gently rubbing circles into her back, his other moving up and gently patting her head.

Emberly sighed, relaxing yet further, nuzzling him affectionately. “Mmm. Hey,” she said as she felt his hand go lower, teasing the hem of the strap that served as her top. She lifted her head, a golden eye glaring at him. “What are you doing?”

“Me?” Dorian grunted innocently. “Well, just because we’re cuddling, doesn’t mean we can’t do it while naked.”

Emberly eyed him, then her lips widened in a smirk. “Fine,” she purred. “Should be interesting, if nothing else.”

“Very true,” Dorian sagely agreed, feeling her shift against him, aiding him in stripping away her clothes, baring her luscious curves to the cool darkness and his roaming hands.

Soon, Emberly was in nothing but a bra, her warm flesh pressed against his. Dorian lay back, still holding her atop him, her weight pleasant and warm. Despite the clear eroticism of the moment, he held back from going further, wishing to respect Emberly’s wishes. If she wanted more, then she would let him know.

Evidently she didn’t, as soon enough he felt her slump atop him, her breathing growing even as she fell asleep atop his chest. Dorian chuckled and shook his head, stroking her hair in gentle, soothing patterns, his own eyes growing heavy. As he did, he felt the nubs of her broken horns, and he wondered at the insult thrown at her by Onyx on the station. Sawhorn. Well, the meaning was obvious, but the implications weren’t. He wondered why it had made her so furious? And more, did it mean she had rejected her infernal heritage?

And did it, perhaps, have something to do with their current predicament?

Dorian frowned at these questions, but then shrugged, and dismissed them. He was unlikely to know for now. And if Emberly did feel like sharing, he would give her time. With a smile at Emberly’s sleeping face, Dorian leaned in, and gave her forehead a kiss.

Emberly murmured in her sleep, her head shifting, and again Dorian chuckled, easing back into the pillow, his eyes sliding shut as sleep rolled over him, and the ship sailed smoothly on through the vastness of space.


Chapter 11


Dorian woke up that morning feeling a bit… heavier than usual.

When he opened his eyes, he discovered it was because his bed had gained a third occupant.

He looked down in momentary bafflement at Melia’s glowing hair, the elf nestled half atop him, utterly naked and cuddling him like he was her favourite teddy bear. The sleepy glow of her hair still bubbled faintly, and when she hiccupped she smiled, mumbled something, and snuggled against him tighter.

Dorian looked from her to Emberly, who was also sound asleep, though she was sprawled on the bed, snoring as loud as the firing of her cannons. With a fond roll of his eyes, Dorian carefully extracted himself from the pair, Melia giving a soft mutter of displeasure before she rolled into his warm spot and he slipped a pillow into her arms to cuddle instead.

Stretching, Dorian dressed quickly and left the room as silently as he could, shutting the door with the faintest click behind him. He stood there a moment to see if it had awoken either of them, but when only another twenty-one gun salute snore reached him he chuckled and turned, making his way back onto the deck and towards the helm.

A quick glance spotted Fable still bent over the rail of the stern, but Ariana had taken roost in the crow’s nest. The lovely beast-girl was scanning the horizon with a telescope he hadn’t seen before, but had probably come from her bottomless bag, and now and then she would bend her head and scribble something in her notebook. As she did so, she spotted him and gave a cheery wave, which Dorian returned before climbing the steps to the helm and joining Fable.

He took a moment to admire how Fable’s ass pulled the fabric of her pants taut, the little stub of her deer tail flicking with concentration, and it took considerable self-control not to give her a light spank or squeeze. Not that he thought she’d mind, but he didn’t want to break her focus. So with heroic determination he instead leaned on the rail beside her and glanced her way.

“How’s it going?”

Fable blinked away the aura glow from her eyes and glanced up at him with a smile. “Hey, cutie!” she said. “You’ll be happy to know I think I’ve scattered the threads pretty well. They’ll have a tougher time following us for a while, but they’re persistent bastards, and will probably pick it up sooner or later.”

“That is good news,” Dorian said.

“Yep! But there’s some bad too.”

Dorian grimaced. “What is it?”

Fable sighed, stretching herself out on the rail a bit more. “Well, I think my captain might be a bit of a prude. I mean, he sees the finest ass on this ship on full display, and doesn’t even give it a grope? Not even a pat? Honestly, I worry for his health.”

Dorian groaned in mock annoyance. “Really, Fable?”

“Hey! I work hard for this cute butt. I think it deserves a bit of appreciation,” Fable said with a twitch of her hips and flutter of her tail.

“Keep that up and I’ll put you over my knee and show you how we punish impudent fauns on this ship,” he said with a mock glower.

Fable giggled and arched her back, lifting up her rump playfully and giving it another wiggle. “Sounds more like a reward to me, captain.”

Dorian couldn’t suppress the smile that twitched on his lips at that. “Fair enough. Does that mean we’re ready for me to give the ship a jump?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good,” he said, and then delivered a sudden smack on her pert derriere.

Fable squeaked, jumping and hooves clopping on the deck with surprise.

“And never let it be said I don’t appreciate this ass,” he added with playful sternness. “Or it’ll be the cat o’ nine tails for you, missy.”

Blushing, Fable gave him a smoky look, to which Dorian responded with a grin as he made his way to the wheel. It was tempting to have a bit more fun with Fable right there, but he should get them moving while he could. They still had those pirates on his tail, not to mention the Elven Imperials. Grasping the wheel, he felt scales and claws sprout from his hands, the core in the center glowing hot like a forge and the veins that threaded the ship glowed gold as he fed his power into the vessel.

The sails fluttered, catching more of the astral winds which spun through eternity in ribbons of power. The oars along the sides of the ship creaked, sweeping the ship forward with greater urgency, rushing forward on wings of mana.

Dorian grinned, starting slow so as not to throw Ariana from the crow’s nest, or Emberly and Melia from the bed below. But the thrill of acceleration soon swept through him. A sense of speed tugged at him. He laughed with exaltation, fangs gleaming as horns of gold and red light swirled upon his brow, wings of the same spreading from his shoulders, connected by motes of magic like the stars in a constellation.

Like fire, the rush of power fed through him. Strength surging as he called on his internal magics to speed them on. It felt so good to go fast. So right! A thrill that nothing else could match.

“Weeeee!” Fable cheered, gripping the rail near the wheel, her braided hair tossing in her wake like a knight’s banner and flapping between her antlers, her eyes shining with delight as they raced through the void.

Dorian hummed a shanty, fighting the temptation to pull her gorgeous body against him. That was another thing he was beginning to learn about his draconic nature. When he tapped into it, it made all his senses more attuned. And desire certainly ranked among them. Especially with his dearest faun so near and flirty.

To distract himself, he turned his eyes towards the horizon, distance and time racing by as he clung to the wheel and quivered with energy and power. It could have been an hour or several since he began before he made out a reddish blob far in the distance, but growing steadily.

“I think we’re getting near the wyrmgate,” he said.

Fable blinked, her eyes switching to the blue shimmer of aura reading. “Yeah! We are,” she said, straightening. “I better wake up Melia and Emberly. We’ll want all hands on deck going through!”

Dorian nodded, watching as Fable clopped down the steps, bracing herself against the pull of acceleration before vanishing into the captain’s cabin. Turning his attention once more to the crimson glow rapidly approaching, Dorian felt again that familiar yearning he got whenever they neared the wyrmways. A sense like coming home…

The slam of a door broke him from his reverie and he glanced down to see Fable stomping back up the steps, her lips pursed in a pout and hooves banging on the deck.

“What’s wrong?” Dorian asked.

Fable huffed, crossing her arms when she joined him, her face scrunching up further with her pout. “What’s wrong? While I was up here, busting my rump working, Melia and Emberly both had their fun in your bed!”

Dorian stared. “That’s what you’re mad about?”

“Of course it is! It’s not fair. They got to have all the fun with you,” she whined, her ears twitching with annoyance.

He couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the increase in sensitivity from his navigating or just the adorable vexation on the faun’s face, but Dorian burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny,” Fable said, pouting deeper than ever. So deep she had to cross her arms and harrumph.

Dorian forced himself to get his laughter under control, wiping a tear from his eye. “You’re right, Fable. You’re right. But I swear, nothing naughty was done last night. Just some naked cuddling, I promise.”

“Oh, that’s even worse,” Fable moaned, shoulders slumping and head falling back with a groan. “That means they got to nuzzle and kiss you all tenderly!”

With a rueful shake of his head, Dorian reached out and affectionately mussed Fable’s hair. “Alright. In that case, how about we have some cuddles tonight. Hm? Is that fair.”

Fable preened, her ears flicking with pleasure at his touch. “Mmm. Fine. You promise?”

“Of course,” Dorian chuckled, putting his hand back on the wheel as he guided them towards the wyrmgate.

He heard the door open below and glanced down, spotting Melia and Emberly emerging onto the deck. The demoness looked ready for anything, but Melia still had a slight grogginess about her. Fortunately, Dorian knew that wouldn’t last long, for no matter how hungover Melia seemed, she always got over it fairly quickly. Apparently, this had something to do with her elvish nature letting her burn through toxins faster than most, though Dorian doubted evolution had intended it to be used to get over a bender a bit quicker.

“Dorian?”

He looked up to the crow’s nest to see Ariana waving at him again, more urgently this time. “What is it?” he called up.

“You may wish to slow down! It appears there’s something the matter at the wyrmgate!”

Dorian frowned and peered ahead, noticing that, as Ariana had claimed, there did seem to be something odd going on. He eased his power back from their ship as it cruised forward, the oars skimming as he lessened their push.

What the…

Dorian frowned when he saw just what the obstruction was. Ships crowded before the red eye of the wyrmgate, framed by the shimmering rift torn in the very fabric of space. But more, through the idling ships, Dorian could make out a sea of wreckage. Wood and spars and the torn hulls of ships floated in a screen of flotsam, the shimmering violet and red glow of the wyrmgate bleeding through them like a window into hell.

Dorian slowed the ship to a steady cruise, his horns receding and wings of light dissolving like gauze set alight as he ground to a halt near the rear of the queue of waiting ships. “What the hell happened here?” he mumbled.

Fable scrunched up her face, fetching out her telescope and scanning the scene past the waiting ships. She groaned aloud. “Oh shit,” she said.

“What? What is it?” Dorian asked.

“Fucking grey dwarves,” the faun sighed.


Chapter 12


“Fuck!” Emberly cursed, glowering at the wreckage floating before the eye of space. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” Fable said, snapping shut her telescope with a grimace. “I don’t see a lick of metal out there.”

“That’d do it,” Melia said grimly.

Dorian looked about them. “Sorry. Grey dwarves?” he said. “What are those?”

Emberly sighed and waved her hands with annoyance. “Dwarves like most, with one exception. Most of those rock grubbers are fine finding asteroid fields and meteors to mine, but not grey dwarves. Better to call them pirates. They lurk in ambush around wyrmgates or other places on common trade routes and mine ships!”

“Ships?”

“Aye. Blow them to scraps, no questions asked, savvy? Then they harvest all the valuable metals aboard. And since space distorts in a wyrmgate, you never see them coming until you’re in their clutches. ”

“Which means,” Ariana said, climbing down the rigging from the crow’s nest and joining them with a swish of her bushy tail, “that all these vessels await a sign that the dwarves have departed.”

“What would that be?” Dorian inquired.

“Well, if a ship goes in and the wyrmgate doesn’t spit out splinters, that’d be a pretty good one,” Emberly observed.

“But, any ship that risked it might be destroyed,” Dorian said.

“Yeah,” Fable replied, frowning at the mass of wood and sail ahead of them. “Hence the stall here.”

Dorian exhaled heavily, settling back on his heels and eying the shimmering hole in the universe thoughtfully.

“...Maybe I could scout it out,” he ventured at last.

Fable gave him a quizzical look. “How would you do that?”

“You know. Using my ah… powers,” he said with a sideways glance at Ariana.

Fable followed his glance, understanding visibly dawning on her face. Though Dorian did like the fox-girl, he and the others had agreed that revealing more of his powers probably wasn’t a good idea in front of their passenger.

“Could work,” the faun said slowly. “But probably not a good idea just now. You’re likely pretty spent from that dash here, and we really don’t want you trying anything like that away from the ship. Hate to say it, big guy,” she said, patting his arm, “but our best bet is probably for you to take a rest and hope this whole thing sorts itself out first.”

“Agreed,” Melia said, a nod of her head sending her technicolour hair fluttering. “These sorts of things happen all the time. No reason we need to be the ones to solve the problem.”

“Oh yes,” Ariana agreed brightly. “Though I abhor the loss of a chance to see up close a ship-to-ship battle among the privateers and pirates of the stars, replete with swashbuckling and daring do’s, there is no real need. Why, I recall a cruise I took a few years past. We were waylaid by pirates of a most vicious sort! And though at first we wondered if they would board and claim booty of both kinds, an Elven Imperial ship soon happened along and sorted the issue quite quickly. I imagine it’ll happen here, too, especially should these blaggards be obstructing a wyrmgate.”

“Great,” Dorian said, not sure he shared the enthusiasm. He’d had quite enough of the Imperials to last him a lifetime, and knowing that Luceran was still on their tail didn’t help things. Any delay made him feel uneasy, like a knife was steadily growing closer to his back.

“She’s not wrong,” Melia added, her arms crossed and tone begrudging. “The one thing Elven Imperials are good at is killing pirates. A drop in the bucket given how many are out in the Black, but still, it’s something.”

“Then it sounds like we’ve got a few options,” Fable said, staring out at the crowd of ships and detritus. “We can wait it out and give Dorian here a rest to see if the elves come to blast their way through, we could scout it out and then maybe make a play for it if there’s an opening, or we just wait for someone else to make a move and follow the herd.”

“They all sound fine, except for us throwing the ship into the fray,” Melia said with a shrug. “Why tempt fate?”

“A most astute observation,” Ariana noted.

Emberly chuckled. “Sure, be all boring if you want. But I think we should cook up a battle plan regardless. Never hurts to be prepared just in case things go tits up, in my opinion. Savvy? Besides, if it came to a fight, we could probably handle some rock grubbers in their clunker.”

“You think we should fight them?” Dorian asked.

Ariana gasped in excitement and clapped her hands.

The demoness shrugged, bandoliers of ammo clacking with the motion. “I’m just saying let’s see our options before we make a decision, savvy? Work it out before we commit.”

Fable tilted her antlered head, arms crossed thoughtfully. “Guess there’s no harm in that,” she mused.

Melia rolled her eyes but nodded along. “I suppose.”

“Swell!” Emberly declared. “Writer gal? Whip out that table again. I’m gonna go grab some things from below before we start. Be right back!”

Dorian watched with interest as Ariana again pulled the large table from her pouch, setting it amidships. By the time Emberly returned with some scrolled papers, the group had settled in around the table, and the demoness laid out the paper she’d brought.

“Alright, alright! Good to see you all. Now this,” she said, unrolling the paper to reveal faded schematics but still legibly written, “is probably what we’re dealing with. Grey dwarves tend to use the same sort of ships, which makes sense given the profession. Sort of a refitted mining ship, built for wrecking instead of meteor mining. Savvy?”

Dorian leaned in with the others, examining the diagram. The first thing he noticed about it was that it resembled a legless lobster with a particularly boxy, angular look, sporting two huge grasping claws and gun ports all along its ‘shell’.

“You just ‘happened’ to have these?” Melia asked suspiciously.

Emberly grinned, a flicker of smoke leaking from the corner of her mouth. “I sold weapons and worked on all sorts of ships. It pays to know your customers and their needs, savvy?.”

Melia frowned deeply, glowering at the demoness, who ignored her and turned back to the schematics.

“Now, the biggest thing to worry about is the claws,” Emberly said, somewhat unnecessarily. “They’re grabbier than a sailor after a month in the Black, and once they have a ship in their grasp, their arcane drill here will rip a ship apart quick as you please. So don’t get near that, savvy?”

“Makes sense,” Dorian said. “Will it drag us into the wyrmway?”

“Exactly. Cannons and most offensive magic don’t work right in the wyrmway, so their strategy is to grab you as you get too close to the distortion field as they can, then drag you in to scrap you in private. Real nasty shit. So we’ll need to get close and draw them out if we want to take them, savvy? Fable? How many do you think are in there?”

Fable pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I could only read one aura cluster,” she said. “So probably just the one.”

“That tracks,” Emberly observed. “Grey dwarves tend to be solo wreckers. Once we get close and they come out to play, do you think you could manage an aura burst to mess up their targeting magic?”

“Sure, I could do that,” Fable said. “But it probably wouldn’t last long.”

“We’d only need a few minutes,” Emberly assured her. “Just long enough for the rest of us to give them a good pounding from the arcane cannons. If we plan it right, I can prime the rest of the guns to fire automatically.”

“You can do that?” Dorian said.

Emberly grinned. “Powder mage, savvy?” she said, a snap of her fingers igniting a spark.

Dorian was impressed. He didn’t know her powers had such utility, but it did make sense, he supposed. He was actually looking forward to seeing it happen in the flesh. “Alright,” he said. “That would probably work. If we’re lucky, maybe they’d just take the hint and leave if we hit them hard enough.”

“Unlikely,” Melia put in, arms folded as she scowled at the diagrams. “Grey dwarves are bastards, but they aren’t cowards. They’ll fight to the end, persistent morons that they are.”

Dorian sighed. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. “Then, what about me? Should I pilot the ship?”

“So long as we don’t head into the wyrmway, one of us should be able to manage the wheel,” Emberly said. “You have more… useful skills out in the open. Specifically, with their cannons. Dwarves don’t trust arcane magic in their guns. At least, not the kind we’re used to. They still use the usual explosive cannonball kind. If you could detonate them before they start shooting us, the bastards would have to fall back on their claws and drill, or try and use small arms. So long as we keep our distance, they’ll be no trouble. Savvy?”

“Yeah, I get it,” Dorian said. “But won’t the rest of the ships see?”

Fable grinned. “Nope!” she said. “If we fight near the wyrmgate, the distortion field will warp it too badly to make much out. It’s why the grey dwarves managed to spring out and nab the ships they did. They’ll be blind to what we’re up to if we’re careful. And you shouldn’t need long to do what you gotta before heading back. How long do you think you’ll need to rest before you can manage it?”

Dorian closed his eyes, frowning as he tried to concentrate on the power within himself. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled, sensing the burning heat that simmered in his core, his mind trying to gauge how long before he felt ‘full’.

He opened his eyes again. “A few hours should do it, I think,” he said.

“Then sounds like we have a plan,” Emberly observed.

Melia shook her head. “I still think it’s a mistake,” she grumbled.

Emberly shrugged, rolling the schematics back up. “It’s either that, or wait around for the Elven Imperials to show, or those pirates to catch up with us. And I don’t think any of us want to see either of them again for a good long while.”

Dorian had to agree with that, and by the looks of it, Melia reluctantly did as well. The elf sighed and shook her neon hued hair, but offered no other argument. “Then I suppose we better make this happen soon before something else comes along and ruins everything.”


Chapter 13


Dorian found it hard to relax as he waited for his energy to build once more. Leaning on the rail, watching the ships floating in the void, he wondered at the feeling. It wasn’t boredom, nor was it concern, exactly, though there was an element of that. No. It was something else. It was almost… impatience? Yes, that was it. Eagerness. He wanted to fight the dwarven ship, he realized with a frown. Just the thought thrilled him and nearly made him tremble with anticipation. He wanted to spread his wings and scour the ship and flex his might. He wanted to burn them and smell their roasting flesh. Tear the guts from their ship like it was a star whale ready to be slaughtered.

It was an urge that Dorian wasn’t entirely comfortable with. A sense of something more than mere pride and bloodlust, almost arrogance. Like he needed to show off his power to all. It didn’t sit well with him. He shouldn’t want to fight. Not only because it was a waste, but because any fight would put Melia, Ariana, Fable and Emberly in danger. He sighed, resting his chin in his palm and staring out across the void.

Being a dragon was tough.

As he mused on this, he noticed a smaller vessel drift through the void towards them. Propelled by a single sail and what looked like some oars, it had a bulky, flat bottomed build like a barge, unsuited to battle or transport.

As it neared it drifted to a halt, their air bubbles joining with a faint squeaking sound, and Dorian caught the familiar scent of fresh fish. He noted the crew seemed to be from a number of races. A human woman caught his eye, her hair grey and clothes a heavy shawl over her dress. She had a smiling face which seemed to shift her wrinkles so they squeezed her eyes nearly shut. Dorian recognized the roughness of her skin, having seen it often in Clemmen among sailors who spent most of their time in the sun and spray of salt water.

“Well hello there,” she called to him, settling one hand on the rail and smiling across at him. “Just arrived?”

“Under an hour ago,” he admitted. He nodded at the shimmering wound in reality. “Is it really grey dwarves holding up the ships?”

She laughed softly and nodded. “Oh my yes. Been over a day since the wyrmgate spat out the first to travel through. Two more have tried since, but only one halfling survived from it. A shame. Certainly hope it clears soon, though. Our catch won’t keep the whole time.”

Dorian perked up a little more. “You’re fishermen, then?”

“Oh yes,” she said easily. “Working the Black for all that swims between stars. We have a hold filled with jellies waiting to be processed and quite a few fish from nearby aquatic worlds. Don’t suppose you might be interested in a few barrels, hm?”

Dorian smiled but shook his head. “We’re still pretty well stocked.”

“Shame. A few more coins wouldn’t be amiss. Delia Grain.”

“Dorian Hawke.”

“Ah,” she said, her wrinkles parting just a bit and her eyes gleaming from between her lids. “Yes, that’s right. I remember you.”

Dorian felt himself tense reflexively. “You do?”

She nodded along. “Oh yes. I was on Sphere a few weeks back. You’ve made quite the name for yourself, young man. Some starshot navigator who took on Scarro himself, eh?”

Dorian felt his cheeks warm with pleasure and cleared his throat. “Oh, well, it wasn’t much…”

She chuckled. “If you say so. Don’t suppose that means you’ll be doing something to clear up this little blockage, hm?”

“The thought had occurred to us,” he admitted.

She nodded again. “Thought so. But you don’t need to. The Elven Imperials should be along soon enough to chase these dwarves off. Happens all the time.”

“Maybe,” Dorian said. “But I’m not exactly keen to meet them again.”

“I imagine not with that fine elven ship of yours,” Delia noted wryly, her eyes travelling along the filigree that framed The Dragon’s Wing from tiller to the dragon-headed prow. “But that might be more a wish than a truth. The Imperials tend to get around, and not many can avoid them forever.”

Dorian grimaced. “I’ll keep that in mind. But not seeing them for a bit would still be preferred.”

“As you like. Best of luck either way,” she said. “As for me, I’m gonna see if any of these other ships are looking to stock up on some supplies for a very reasonable price.”

Dorian waved farewell as the old woman shuffled back across the deck, the fishing ship moments later drifting away and anchoring near what looked like a trading barge not far.

With a sigh, Dorian rolled his shoulders, closing his eyes and focusing. Like threads of light, he felt the magic within him thread its way through his body, stirring in his chest and core. He nodded to himself. Likely wouldn’t be getting any better for a while.

Turning about, he made his way back across the deck and towards the helm where Melia and the others were. As he drew nearer, he made out their conversation.

Or, rather, argument.

“I promise you, I can assist most ably,” Ariana huffed, hands on her hips and a defiant look on her face.

“And like I said,” Melia countered, her arms firmly crossed and face radiating that immovable conviction that Dorian found so intriguing, “you are a passenger aboard the ship, so no, you won’t be aloft while cannonfire is raking the deck and sharpshooters are trying to pick us off from the rigging.”

“Then how in all the stars do you expect me to write a more thorough scene of conflict if I am denied witnessing it?” Ariana cried, throwing up her hands, her tail swishing in agitation.

Melia sighed and closed her eyes. “Honestly,” she said. “I do want you to write the best book you can. Really, I do. But that might be hard if you’ve been splattered over the deck from a lucky cannon shot. So we’re going to have to insist you stay in your cabin until the battle is done.”

“Ridiculous!” Ariana said, then spotted Dorian and turned his way. “Captain, really, I must insist I be allowed to remain on deck. I have skills that truly could aid you.”

Dorian caught Melia’s warning look and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ariana. But this is going to be a dangerous mission. For your and the ship’s safety, we need you below.”

Ariana scowled, her lips pressed together indignantly and ears flicking in annoyance, but Dorian stood firm, and at last the fox-girl threw up her hands. “Oh, very well you impossible man!” she cried. “If I must, so be it. But I wish you to know that I am not happy.”

“Noted. Emberly? Mind showing her to her quarters?”

The demoness pushed herself off from the railing she’d been leaning on, sauntering over with a clink of munition belts and bandoliers. “Sure thing. C’mon, my lady. Let’s get you somewhere safe before the nitty gritty starts, savvy?”

Dorian watched the pair depart belowdecks, then turned back to Melia. “Problems?”

Melia merely sighed. “She was very insistent,” the elf said, her shimmering hair cooling from its irritated red to a more mellow purple.

“Aw, but who could blame her for wanting to see our handsome captain in battle?” Fable giggled, patting Dorian’s chest. “She was probably hoping some convenient clothing damage would give her a good view for her next book cover!”

“It’s another sight of Dorian I’d be worried about,” Melia said gravely.

Dorian nodded. “My dragon form?”

“We might be able to talk our way out of a glimpse of it,” Melia said. “But not a longer one. And we need to be careful, Dorian. There’s plenty in the galaxy that would love to cut you up to see how a dragon works. And you’d be lucky if that’s all they did.”

Dorian winced. The girls had been very explicit in describing the fates that many parts of dragons faced. From their bones mashed to powder, their souls trapped to power ships, and even a story of a dragon whose body was horrifically twisted to form a living battleship of a necromancer lord. All things he’d much rather avoid, if at all possible.

“I’ll be careful,” he said, glancing back at Fable. “You sure the distortion from the wyrmgate will hide me?”

“Absolutely! Wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise,” Fable chirped.

Dorian nodded again, tempted still. He knew he was maybe being a bit foolish agreeing to taking flight here, but the appeal of using his true form in battle again stirred his blood and quickened his pulse with excitement. And it would be fine. He was sure of it.

“Is you being here an indication you’re feeling ready?” Fable asked.

Dorian smiled. “Ready and able.”

“Are you?” Emberly said, reemerging from the hold and striding across the deck, a fanged grin on her face while her fingers stroked the ammunition in her belts. “Outstanding! Then it sounds like we’re good to go. Ladies? To battle stations!”

Melia rolled her eyes again, but moved amidship with Emberly and towards the guns. Dorian watched them go, then headed to the helm along with Fable. The faun stood close by as Dorian grasped the wheel, which glowed with a shimmer of gold and crimson as he gave it a turn, the core flaring and the oars giving a slow beat, spurring them into motion and through the mass of idling ships.

None tried to stop them, though Dorian noticed more than a few crews moved to the railings to better watch and see what the wyrmgate would spit back out. Not exactly encouraging, Dorian mused as they left the flotilla and drifted into the strange no-man’s land of wrecked ships. Spars and planks of wood and pieces of bodies floated errantly like a screen before the eye of the gate. Dorian maneuvered with care, keeping an eye close on the shimmering reds, violets and golds that swam beyond the eye of the wyrmgate.

Dorian could feel them pass through the initial distortion field, the shimmering flowing around them like a wave of heat, his equilibrium shifting suddenly under his feet and a sudden thrill of tingling through him. He shivered as he felt the scales on his hands shimmer along his upper arms. His body shifted, growing an inch in height, not counting the horns that sprouted from his brow. Wings of light flashed into being on his back, fluttering like a bird shaking off the rain. He grinned, the core in the wheel flaring crimson and gold, the same sheen as the flames that crackled in his breast and glowed in his maw.

His experience was… not shared among the rest of the crew. Instead, groans and grimaces came from those around him as the unreality of the wyrmway washed over them, throwing everyone off balance at the sudden shift of space. Dorian gave the three women a sympathetic look, then turned his attention to the warped reality on the rim of the wyrmway.

And saw the grey dwarves.

Dorian was shocked he hadn’t before, but recalled it was the nature of the wyrmway to twist the concept of distances and more, even at just the entrance. The ship resembled the blueprints to a tee, though more imposing than he first imagined. Like a lobster that had been beaten from grey iron and wood, its two huge pincer claws thrust from the sides. It had no sails, but the rear of it was composed of bulky paddles and guiding fins, the head low and flat, while a crown of cannons poked from gun ports around the peak.

Dorian’s stomach leaped as the bulky, dark ship turned, the paddlewheel at the back beginning to spin, shimmering as it churned the astral flows and sent their heavy craft towards The Dragon’s Wing.

“Take the wheel,” Dorian told Fable as he stepped away and towards the railing.

Fable quickly did so, her hooves stumbling a bit as she grabbed the spokes, leaning on them heavily from motion sickness. “Hrp! B-be careful!” she called at his back.

Dorian grinned, feeling the excitement and exaltation of his arcane nature surge up within him. “No promises,” he replied as he stepped onto the railing, his wings spreading as he gathered up the surging fire of his draconic nature within him.

And he leapt.

His wings snapped out, catching the astral winds feeding into the wyrmway in a flood. He felt his body stretch, shifting into a form so alien and yet so natural it was like putting on a new pair of clothes. Fingers extending to claws. Clothes melding to flesh as gold and crimson scales shimmered across him. His neck stretched out, teeth becoming fangs, his wings spreading further as vitality stretched his body, feeding on the heat which flamed deep within him like a bursting star.

Dorian let out a roar of power as he winged through the wavy void, having to force himself not to extend yet further into his dragon form. The last time he had let loose, he had lain near comatose for several days. And he could hardly afford that now.

And it was likely he wouldn’t need it. The grey dwarf ship was hardly a match for the Sky Kraken. The bulky vessel bore down on him, but Dorian could detect an uncertainty as the thing wavered a little, the cannons at the peak shifting as they hastily adjusted their target from The Dragon’s Wing to him. He grinned toothily.

Worked for him.

He tucked his wings, diving suddenly as the cannons boomed, the sparking cannon balls whistling over his head. His wings snapped back out and he swept towards the dwarven ship.

As he came in range, the claws swung for him, moving with surprising speed. Dorian rolled as the first swiped, the snapping of the pincers echoing in the void as he suddenly adjusted his speed with several quick beats of his wings, shooting up the face of the enemy ship.

He spread his wings again, catching the air and halting his climb, bringing him level with the cannon ports. The barrels jutted out towards him, and through the gaps around them he saw several dwarves still loading the guns. Their square, bearded features turned in surprise as his shadow fell over them. Dorian smiled broadly, flames seeping up his throat, glowing through his scales as he opened his maw.

And breathed.

The wash of shimmering flames surged into the cannon port and around the gun. Screams erupted before being suddenly cut off by the boom of gunpowder detonating. Taking another breath, Dorian flapped his wings, sending him surging across the face of the ship, more of his flaming breath bellowing into the remaining cannon ports. More screams and explosions thundered from within, shrapnel of iron and wood blasting in Dorian’s wake as the midships erupted in flames.

Dorian completed his sweep, his wings beating as he took in the ruins of the gun ports. A smirk of satisfaction lit his features.

The crack of gunfire suddenly sounded above him, and Dorian roared as several shots scored his scales, one even tearing a small hole in his wing. His head swerved up to the upper deck, where grey-skinned dwarves in heavy leather coats and boots had gathered, rifles in hand as they took aim for him. Dorian snorted, smoke seeping from his maw and nostrils, but his anger was far more at himself for getting cocky than at those puny creatures shooting him.

Though he wasn’t exactly pleased about that either.

A beat of his wings flung him back as another barrage of rounds fell about him, peppering his hide as he dove down to evade and get out of their line of sight. As he did so, he found himself once more in range of the dwarvish ship’s claws. The pair swung for him with whines of gears, and he dove beneath the creaking iron, fanning his wings to swerve around the second as it swung for him like a drunken boxer.

The dwarven ship swerved heavily about, looming above him once more, but even as it did Dorian only smiled, for he saw The Dragon’s Wing glide above the enemy ship, flanking it with cannons primed.

A sudden rain of fire erupted from the ancient arcane ship. Red and violet, it pounded down onto the deck of the dwarven ship in bursts of fiery power. One shot ripped through the joint of one of the immense claws, snapping it off and sending the immense limb drifting through the void.

Dorian laughed aloud, a beat of his wings flinging him past the second swinging claw. He dove back under the dwarven vessel, dodging debris as he came up along their keel and the spinning paddles, now reversing in a frantic bid to turn the ship about to face this new threat.

“No you don’t,” Dorian growled, flames erupting from his maw as he unleashed a streak of red and golden dragon breath, ripping across the spinning paddles and setting the wood aflame.

With another sweep of his wings he emerged from behind the dwarven ship in an explosion of fire. He soared upwards, the heat of the burning wheel warming his back as he spun back around, lazy beats of his wings letting him hang in the air as he watched the dwarven ship tilt, the flames consuming it as more cannon fire pelted it from above. A few desultory blasts of small arms fire spat through the void, but lacked the range to hit the ship.

Dorian chuckled, knowing his job was done, and he soared back towards The Dragon’s Wing, leaving the burning dwarven hulk in his wake.

As he entered the air bubble, Dorian allowed his body to shrink again, his claws and scales receding, his wings shrinking back into his human form. With a final flutter of his receding wings he landed near the helm, straightening with a sigh and a grin at Fable’s amazed expression.

“Looks like we won,” he said.

Fable squealed and abandoned the wheel, throwing her arms around him in delight. “Dorian! That was amazing! It was even better than last time!”

Dorian chuckled, doubting that but taking the compliment as he patted Fable between her antlers. He glanced back as Emberly and Melia finished off the grey dwarf ship with more cannon fire. A sudden explosion deep within the hull ripped the entire heavy ship apart, splitting it in half and flinging debris and flotsam all about the void.

“Bet they’ll notice that even outside the distortion,” Dorian observed.

Fable giggled. “Sure will. Another feather in your cap,” she said, leaning up and kissing him lovingly.

Dorian returned her kiss happily, his hands gliding over her as he held her close, her soft breasts squeezed against his chest. He could actually feel the flutter of ecstasy thrum through her as his tongue moved against hers.

“Hey hey now, lovers. Save that for later, savvy?” Emberly said as she strode back up the deck, the demoness grinning in satisfaction. “Still have some distance to put between us and this. Especially since that blast blew any decent salvage aboard their ship to pieces.”

“Mmm. You make a good point,” Dorian said, breaking the kiss and grinning as he looked back out at the distortion. “And we’ve got…”

Dorian trailed off, stiffening as he saw a ripple in the surface of the distortion field. A waver of darkness that slowly resolved into an all too familiar shape.

The skull-shaped prow of Onyx Jack’s ship sliced into the shimmering field, but the dark vessel was bulkier than before. All over it, like barnacles clinging to the menacing ship, were the smaller assault vessels that had gone after them in the asteroid field. Their smaller engines joined to the ship’s powerful ones surged the menacing craft into the void, the horned flag whipping in its wake.

He felt Fable turn in his arms and spot the approaching craft. “Shit!” she swore.

“Quick!” Emberly barked. “Into the wyrmway! Before they get close enough to swarm us!”

Dorian nodded, releasing Fable and grabbing the wheel. The core flared before him as he poured his power into it, and The Dragon’s Wing swung about with a beat of its oars, hurling them towards the deeper eye of the wyrmway. To fight Onyx’s crew after dealing with the dwarves would have been madness, and a fight starkly at odds with the one they’d just had. With a push of his will, Dorian sent them shooting forward, through the eye of the wyrmgate.

And into the swirling madness of the true wyrmway.


Chapter 14


The strangeness of the true wyrmway closed around them like a tunnel of shimmering light. The hues of gold, red, purple and blues washed over Dorian and The Dragon’s Wing as he sailed them through the strange expanse at a rapid clip.

“They still after us?” he called.

Fable peered back, her eyes glowing.

“Yeah,” the faun said reluctantly. “I got them. They’re on our tail.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Emberly said as she strode up to the helm, peering at the dark dot far in their wake. “They’ll never catch up in the wyrmway. And they definitely won’t attack. Weapons don’t work right in here. Or distances. They’d be insane to send out those smaller ships unless they want them scattered through space, never to return.”

“Maybe,” Melia said, arms crossed as she glowered at the distant vessel. “But we can’t stay in here forever.”

“I cannot believe this!” Fable said, stamping a hoof petulantly. “Even after all my aura scattering they still tracked us! Absolutely fucking ridiculous.”

Melia patted the faun on the shoulder. “It happens,” she said. “Besides, they saw which direction we were heading in. Not much of a mystery we’d end up at the wyrmgate.”

“Fair point,” Fable said, pouting hard.

Dorian shook his head, trying to shrug off his own frustration. He squinted at the strange threads of light that spread from their ship and out before him, one glowing brighter than the rest, guiding him towards where he wanted to go. As before, he instinctively sensed the distance to their destination, and the time it would take to get there.

“We got about two days in the wyrmway,” he said. “That should give us time to try and figure out what to do about Onyx and his crew. Those swarming ships are going to be trouble, no two ways about it.”

“I'll knock something together,” Emberly said, cracking her knuckles meaningfully. “Nobody’s gonna outgun Emberly Felman!”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you,” Dorian said, projecting more firmness into his voice than he really felt. “Everyone else, check over the ship. Make sure we didn’t take any damage. We’ve got time, but not a whole lot of it before we’re out the other side and have to deal with these bastards. Let’s make it count.”

He was grateful to see the three women follow his instructions, moving about with more purpose. But even so he couldn’t suppress a sigh of frustration. Damn it all. He’d dared to hope they might have left Onyx’s men far behind. But it just went to show, despite the Black being as large as eternity, it really was a small universe sometimes.

As he was musing over this, he noticed Ariana emerging from the hold. The fox woman was looking about herself in amazement, gazing at the rippling walls of the wyrmway in wonder as the hues washed over her like a kaleidoscope of colour.

“Oh my,” she breathed.

Grateful to distract himself, Dorian smiled down at her. “Would have thought you’d seen the wyrmway before,” he said.

Ariana looked his way in surprise, her eyes still shining with awe. “Oh yes. But always while trapped within the belly of a ship. Transport cruises never let us out on deck during the voyage. It’s… breathtaking,” she sighed.

Dorian chuckled. “Sure is,” he allowed. “Feel free to hang out and watch it. We’ve got a break for a bit.”

She glanced his way, her triangular ears perking up. “Do we? Then, the dwarves are dealt with?”

“They were,” Dorian said, his mood souring a bit as he jerked his head behind them. “But the demons found us.”

Ariana’s mouth made a wide O of understanding and she moved up to the helm, making her way to the portside rail and peering at the distant vessel following in their wake. She squinted. “Can’t see much of it,” she admitted.

“Distance is funny here,” Dorian said, glancing over his shoulder as well. “But they’re on our tail. Make no mistake about that. And when we come out, they’ll be right on our ass.”

Ariana’s brows flicked up at that. “I see,” she said. “Then, how long will it be?”

“A few days at most,” he told her. “Plenty of time to appreciate the wyrmway, at any rate.”

“There is that,” she said, smiling. “Mind if I do it here?”

“Not at all.”

Happily, Ariana settled down on the steps leading to the poop deck and Dorian, fetching out her sketchbook as she did. Dorian couldn’t blame her. There were plenty of impressive sights to see in the wyrmway, and more than a few passed them by.

Ships drifted past them through the shimmering tunnels like silent phantoms. Some may well have been. If a crew died aboard, asphyxiated by their air running out or becoming lost with the death of their navigator, their vessels could sail through the wyrmway for centuries, little more than flotsam in the void, eventually collecting in the graveyards which pockmarked the wyrmway.

But it wasn’t only ships that they went by. Dorian watched as a vast space whale swam past them, its hide flowing with purples and violets and clung to by barnacles. Schools of fish-like creatures that glowed like blue lamps flowed around them like a wave of lights, and now and then Dorian needed to tweak their course as chunks of earth torn from lost worlds blocked their path, many sporting ruins of cities and civilizations old when his world was young. These were all sights that still stunned Dorian with their beauty and strangeness, and he suspected always would, no matter how long he spent sailing the stars.

But not, apparently, impressing Ariana quite so much.

Instead, he caught her eyeing him between scratchings of her pencil, and he even heard her mutter beneath her breath things like, “...Jaw a bit squarer,” and, “...but what if the shirt was torn open?”

“Finding everything you need?” he finally asked.

“Oh yes,” Ariana said, still buried in her work, her pencil sweeping over the canvas. “Wonderfully so. The perfect model for my next book. Even your name shall be most dashing. Dorian Hawke! It’s perfect!”

Dorian winced. “Please don’t use my real name,” he said, having resigned himself to being her model.

“Oh come now. It would be so very perfect! Imagine, having your name on the lips of millions of women, fueling their fantasies of daring pirates among the stars.”

Dorian felt his face heat. “Really. Please, don’t. Enough people already know my name out here. The last thing I need is it attached to a smutty book.”

Ariana sighed and crossed something out on her sketchbook. “It’s more than mere smut, Dorian, but very well. As you like. I will need something else which truly captures your essence, however. The courage and vigour of the man of the stars, whom women love and men wish to be. Perhaps Burke… Or Chad…”

Dorian groaned. He’d almost prefer she use his real name than ‘Chad.’

“Aha!” Ariana, suddenly squealed in delight, wriggling and tail swishing enthusiastically as she quickly wrote something. “I’ve got it! Flavian Kane! Elegant yet refined. Subtle yet powerful. Masculine and with a hint of danger. Yes, yes, that will be perfect! And his ship will be named The Star Hawke. Inspiring!”

Dorian rolled his eyes, but decided that it was probably the best he was going to get with her. With that said, he didn’t know how much more of her brainstorming he could take. “Seems you have a good handle on my story,” he said, eager to change the subject. “But what about yours?”

Ariana paused in the midst of writing, her eyes glancing up at him. “Me?”

“Yes. You. I don’t think I know anything about you other than that you’re a famous writer.”

Ariana stared at him a moment, then shrugged, returning her attention to her book. “Hmm. There’s nothing terribly interesting, truth be told. Perhaps that's why I so enjoy writing about interesting people. I was mainly raised on a trader station by my grandmother. A small place quite out of the way, in truth, but busy in the mining section. We saw many ore freighters pass through.”

“What did your grandmother do there?”

“She was the madame of a brothel.”

Dorian mentally kicked himself and tried to mask his blush again. “I uh…”

“She was very good,” Ariana said, seemingly not noticing his discomfort. In fact, she smiled at her paper, looking quite pleased. “She ran her brothel and her girls hard, but protected them and built her house into a place of great repute. To work in the Silken Gasp was a great honour. She runs it to this day. Should we happen by, I’ll be sure to see you’re given a discount.”

“That’s uh… okay. I mean, thanks for the offer, but, well…”

“Oh I know,” Ariana continued with an airy wave. “You surely need no help in the women department. I imagine you must fend them off with a stick when docked.”

“Er, not really,” Dorian said.

“Really? How odd. But no matter. Still, I assure you, my grandmother’s girls will show you some tricks that you’ve not yet dreamed of! Not for nothing has she trained them herself, and has picked up much in her centuries of life.”

“S-sorry. Centuries? As in plural?”

“Of course,” Ariana chuckled, glancing up at him. “My grandmother is over two hundred years old. I myself have just recently passed my first century. But if we stood side by side, you would think we were sisters. She has taken very good care of herself.”

Dorian could only shake his head in amazement. Back in his hometown, it wasn’t uncommon for the village women to look ancient by the age of fifty thanks to the hard life they lead. And yet Ariana barely looked middle aged after a hundred years? The worlds beyond truly were a wonder, he mused as he steered their ship ever deeper into the shimmer of the wyrmway.


Chapter 15


The days passed in that strange, ambiguous sense of time that Dorian always felt when in the wyrmway. People ate, slept, drifted on and off deck, always with a grim sense of purpose, knowing that the moment they emerged they would need to face the enemy. Emberly spent most of her time checking the cannons and the arsenal. Melia armed herself and trained with a rifle, carefully practicing for when they would be swarmed by the smaller vessels.

Dorian himself remained at the wheel the whole time. He’d discovered that, thanks to his dragon nature, he didn’t need to sleep in the wyrmway, or even leave the wheel, as if the shimmering realm energized him by its mere presence. It was hardly farfetched. The whole place had been created by dragons to offer them passage throughout space without having to do all that tedious flying between galaxies. Dorian couldn’t blame them. Sure, they might live for millenia, but who wanted to spend ninety percent of that time commuting?

That said, Dorian wouldn’t have minded a bit more peaceful travelling, because before too long he saw the thread of magic shift, guiding him away from the boundless depths of the wyrmway and down a narrow passage, one which ended abruptly in another gaping tear in the fabric of reality, and back into the more familiar starlit void of familiar space.

“Get everyone up here,” he told Fable, who had been spending nearly every waking moment watching their wake and tracking the approaching demons. “We’re heading through soon!”

“Aye aye!” Fable said, abandoning her post, her hooves clopping over the deck as she raced below to rouse the others.

Soon enough Emberly, Melia and Fable were at their stations, Melia handing out long rifles from the armoury, even to Ariana, who looked a bit befuddled at the thing and awkwardly shouldered it. Dorian wasn’t thrilled at the idea of arming the author, but he had to agree that they’d need every gun they could get when push came to shove.

And guns they certainly had. Emberly had manned one of the pivot cannons at the gunwale, grinning viciously. “Bring us about once we’re a safe distance from the wyrmgate,” she called. “And when those bastards come through, we’ll pivot and give them a greeting to remember!”

“What if we try hiding behind the wyrmgate?” Dorian asked. “Maybe we could ambush them or make them think we ran?”

Fable shook her head from near the mast, her horns swishing as she cocked the arcane rifle, a glow of power manifesting in the runes carved along the barrel. “Won’t work,” she said reluctantly. “Bastards definitely have an aura reader. Gotta have one at this rate. They’ll track us down in seconds, and have time enough to deploy all their little fighting ships.”

Dorian grimaced grimly and tightened his grip on the wheel. “Then nothing for it,” he said. “We’ll just have to kill them all.”

“They’ll be pretty drained after going through the wyrmway,” Melia pointed out, her head turned towards the approaching rift of the exit, the hues of the ethereal realm distorting the colours of her hair even further. “Should be to our advantage.”

“More drained than Dorian is?” Emberly asked with a look his way. “Any chance you can pull your little… wing trick?”

Dorian grimaced. “I might try,” he said. “But I doubt I can. I haven’t recovered that much.”

“Then we trust steel and powder and shot, and damn the lot!” Emberly declared, waving her heavy rifle savagely in the air.

Dorian surprised himself with a chuckle at that. Despite the dire straits, there was something reassuring, even optimistic about Emberly’s eagerness to unleash burning hell and cannon fire on anyone she could. Resolving himself, Dorian widened his stance, setting his jaw as the exit of the wyrmgate loomed before them and they shot through.

A shudder went through him and the ship as it passed back into reality. A feeling of strange loss took hold, as if he’d been stripped of a layer of warm clothes in a winter’s chill. It was a sensation that was very much not shared with the others. He spotted Emberly swaying and clinging to her cannon as if debating whether to lean over and be sick over the side, and Fable’s hooves clopped about as she staggered, like the deck had shifted unexpectedly under her feet. Maybe it did.

But if Onyx and his crew had a similar reaction, then Dorian hoped it would give them the opportunity to cripple the pirate’s ship fast.

He braced himself as The Dragon’s Wing shot through real space, the oars shimmering as they beat, sending waves of astral magic flowing from their paddles. He spun the wheel, their ship drifting through the sky, turning about a short distance from the wyrmgate and bringing its full guns to bear.

“Shout when you spot them!” Dorian declared as he tensed, feeling his draconic magic rise within him, his wings of shimmering light forming as he prepared to spur their ship into motion the instant the pirates began their counter attack.

Tension tightened the air as his eyes scanned the wyrmgate, noting that everyone was doing the same. The silence thickened to suffocating depths, only the grim creak of wood and the occasional rustle of cloth audible.

“There!” Melia cried.

Dorian’s eyes snapped to the elf and to where her arm was pointing. Above them, the iris of the wyrmgate was rippling as the skull-faced prow of Onyx’s ship plowed through, ripping through the shimmer of astral winds like it were gauze. Dorian cursed and hauled on the wheel, the core in the prow flaring as he willed the oars to angle them and bring the guns properly to bear.

“Take aim!” he shouted.

“Nearly have it!” Emberly replied as the demonic ship finally left the pull of the wyrmgate.

“They’re accelerating!” Fable cried.

Dorian cursed again, realizing it was true. The slim ship, loaded with the smaller vessels like a possum carrying its young, was roaring, the smaller ships adding the flares of their engines to the mothership, moving them even faster than it had been among the asteroid field. Dorian spun the wheel, frantically turning to try and move the enemy ship back into range… When from the corner of his eye, he spotted something else emerging from the wyrmway.

A ripple shimmered across the surface of the wyrmgate as a prow pushed itself free of the rift. A graven effigy of an elf riding a wave of gold thrust forth as if leaping from the gilded spray. The barrels of huge turreted cannons split the surface and pivoted with unerring grace even as the full, gaudy bulk of The Empress’s Glory sailed from the void and into open space.

Dorian’s jaw fell slack as he stared at the sudden appearance of Luceran’s ship, its turrets still rotating before locking into place. “What the fu—”

The thunder of the immense guns firing drowned out his words. Spears of glittering gold trailed sparks like costly comets as they roared through the open sky and towards Onyx’s ship.

The demonic craft belatedly tried to evade, the engines roaring with smoke and fire as it tried to swing about, managing to dodge two of the screaming magic bolts.

The other four, however, found their marks.

Dorian winced as the cannon shots blasted apart the demonic ship, tearing great holes in its broadside. Secondary explosions erupted across the piratical craft, sending scrap metal, wood, and men flying about.

Several smaller ships managed to disconnect from the pirate’s craft, trailing smoke as they whizzed out of the ruin of their mother ship. Even as they did, several smaller arcs of gunfire snapped through the void from the Empress’s Glory, picking them off with an uncanny ease that shocked Dorian.

It all took moments, and Dorian was left staring at the ravaged corpse of the demon ship, fragments spinning about in the ruins of its frame. It was a scale and speed of destruction he hadn’t seen since the Sky Kraken chased him through the ship graveyard months ago.

“Holy shit,” he breathed, gripping the wheel tighter. “We’re getting out of here!”

“No point running,” Melia said grimly as she watched the warship fire a few more times into the wreckage of the pirate ship, as if ensuring no survivors dared cling to anything larger than a toothpick. “They’ve got us dead to rights. And if we did try and run, we’d be in real trouble.”

Dorian cursed and eased his hand on the wheel, letting his wings fade and horns recede back into his head as the massive Imperial ship swung leisurely back towards them. A flicker from the figurehead saw a projection buzzing into the void before the ship, Luceran’s priggish face soon glowing from the prow of the imperial ship.

“Aw not this guy again,” Fable groaned, her ears folding with displeasure as she let her head fall back with aggravation. “Am I that bad at hiding our trail? Am I?” she asked the universe at large.

“Crew of The Dragon’s Wing!” Luceran declared, voice booming as loud and as forcefully as his cannons had moments before. “It would appear that you did not heed my advice of keeping that blessed vessel and the contents aboard out of harm’s way. How terribly disappointing. Hmm, yes. I would strongly recommend you sail nearer, so we might discuss this face to face.”

“Wonderful,” Dorian muttered, but all the same he eased the wheel, sending The Dragon’s Wing drifting towards the imposing vessel. And, more importantly, away from the staring barrels of the turret guns.

The projection of Luceran’s eyes tracked the journey, and when Dorian went past it, the face flickered out of existence. Dorian eyed the deck of the opposing ship, noting immediately the squad of marines drawn up along the rail, but also, more importantly, the garishly dressed figure who stood alongside it.

Even had Dorian not seen the man’s face, he’d know it was the master of The Empress’s Glory. The sheer air of self-importance could belong to no other man. His uniform was as gaudily self-important as the man himself, with gold buttons shining on a double-breasted coat with golden epaulets. Braids of similar cloth hung from his collar, and were his chest any more puffed up, Dorian suspected he’d have floated away. Maybe he thrust out his chest so much to showcase the number of medals pinned there, the most prominent being one that resembled a stylized sun which hung from his neck.

His gloved fingers rubbed the tip of his shimmering mustache as he watched Dorian cruise to a halt alongside his ship, a smirk of aristocratic contempt alighting his lips.

“Hmm. Well met, captain,” Luceran said with a thin smile. “So lovely to speak to you face to face.”

“Likewise,” Dorian said, leaning a bit on the wheel and eying the other man. He hadn’t liked the look of Luceran from his projection, and in the flesh, Dorian liked him even less. Being a peasant had introduced Dorian in a very real way to the class system, and though Luceran was doing well to hide it, Dorian could practically smell the elf’s contempt for everyone aboard The Dragon’s Wing. From the tension in his fingers as they tweaked his mustache to the subtle tightness of his smile.

“And so fortunate we were nearby to lend assistance,” Luceran added with a dramatic sigh. “Only a pity it would come to this.”

“We could have handled it,” Dorian said.

“Hmm, yes. But at what cost?” Luceran said, his eyes sliding over the ship. And yet to Dorian, it didn’t seem like the elven captain lingered long on the ship itself. “A treasure without compare damaged in so petty a brawl. Really, t’would almost be seen a crime. It should be, truth be told. And so, I wish to reiterate our most generous offer. Hmm. Yes.”

“For another ship?” Dorian said.

“Mmm. Yes. One of equal value and more modern make,” Luceran said with an airy wave of his free hand. “Yet far less ostentatious, and therefore, far less likely to garner such unwanted attention. And you must realize by now that having such an illustrious craft will only ignite the avarice of others. Hm hmm. Oh yes,” he said with another oily smile. “A generous and yet, far from unreasonable exchange. Wouldn’t you say?”

Dorian smiled as he leaned his chin on the wheel. “I’m afraid we can’t at the moment, Captain,” he said lightly. “We have a passenger to deliver, and the only reason she chose us was because she wanted to experience sailing on a true High Empire ship. So my hands are tied there.

“However,” Dorian continued, noting Fable and Melia’s shocked looks, “I’d be interested in hearing more about your offer.”

The elf hid it well, but Dorian caught Luceran’s fingers suddenly tightening on his mustache and an eager flash in the eye. Luceran’s thin smile widened. “Hm hmm. How delightful. Then allow me to invite you aboard,” he said with a slight incline of his head, “to share a dinner and a productive conversation. Captain to Captain.”

“Very generous, fellow Captain,” Dorian said. “May I bring my elven crewmember with me? To avoid any cultural mistakes?”

“Hmm. No, I think there is no need,” Luceran replied, giving his mustache another tweak. “I believe I shall be able to impress upon you the terms of our agreement. And of course, I have the patience to tolerate any unfortunate errors in your decorum. Mhmm,” Luceran hummed as smooth as butter. “Please, come aboard once you are properly attired. I eagerly await our meeting.”

Dorian continued to smile as the elf pivoted on his heel, marching away and towards the ship’s cabins. Though, Dorian noted, the marines standing at attention didn’t move.

“Dorian!” Melia hissed, hurrying up to the bridge and grabbing his shoulder. “What are you doing!”

“Gotta agree there,” Fable said, quickly trotting up with a clop of hooves. “What the hell!”

Dorian turned to face them, keeping one eye on the Imperial ship as the crew prepped a boarding ramp. “Listen,” he said softly. “This whole thing makes it pretty clear Luceran isn’t going to leave us alone. He tracked us all the way out here, but I don’t think it’s the ship he really wants.”

Fable’s face scrunched with confusion. “It’s not?”

“He seemed quite clear that it was,” Ariana noted.

Dorian shook his head. “No,” he grunted. “Luceran said ‘and the contents’ when he was berating us about the ship. I think it’s more than just The Dragon’s Wing he’s after, and I want to find out for sure. This seems like the best chance of that.”

“How do you know?” Melia said.

Dorian hesitated. “Call it a… a feeling,” he finally admitted. “I just get this feeling there’s more to this than he’s telling us. And I really don’t want to be dealing with him without knowing what he’s really after.”

Melia, Fable and Emberly exchanged a look, and the demoness finally nodded, crossing her arms with a grimace. “Alright,” she said. “Not like we have much of a choice anyway. See what you can find out, Dorian. But don’t agree to fucking anything, savvy? These bastards’ll try and corner you and rob you blind!”

“Thanks,” Dorian said with a weak grin. “I’ll try. And uh… does anyone know if we have any nicer clothes down in the hold? Feel like I might need them here.”


Chapter 16


The dining cabin of The Empress’s Glory was somehow even gaudier than Dorian had expected. Candelabras all down the table were tipped with globes of magic light, their glow glinting off fine china plates and silver cutlery polished to a mirror’s shine. Over a dozen different forks and half as many spoons decorated the two places, while wine glasses were inlaid with floral patterns and golden gilt like grape vines. The walls of the dining room were hung with stunning paintings of stars, ships, and palaces worked of marble stone.

The rear of the room was taken up by a large window looking out upon the wyrmgate like a baleful, swirling eye was watching them. Numerous portraits depicting a shockingly lovely elven woman hung here and there, her crown haloed with globes of light like solar systems orbiting her head, her gown tight fitting at the top but wide around the hips, her face filled with regal condescension. The Empress, Dorian assumed, though given the air of most Elven Imperials he’d met, it could have been the mistress of the chamber pot for all he knew.

Luceran awaited at the head of the table while several servants in uniforms so starched it was a wonder they could move, waited on hand. The Captain rose smoothly as Dorian was conducted inside.

Dorian caught the way Luceran’s eyes flicked over Dorian’s jacket, hat and attire, the best that he and the girls had been able to find in the ship’s stores. A flick of a curled lip betrayed the elf’s opinion of it, but was almost instantly masked by a smile that was probably supposed to be pleasant, but showed just a bit too much teeth for Dorian’s liking.

“Captain, welcome. Welcome,” Luceran said, gesturing to the seat across from him. “Please, have a seat.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said, and did so.

As he settled in his chair, there was a whispering sound behind him and Dorian instantly stiffened, hackles rising in instinctive danger and alarm. He whipped his head around and saw another elf in the corner of the room.

At least, he thought it was an elf.

It was tall, thin, but draped in a long leathery cape like a shock of deepest shadow in the well-lit room. A pronounced collar framed a thin neck at the peak of which was a bald head with dagger pointed ears, like a vulture in finery instead of feathers. A sharp nose and piercing pair of blood red eyes looked at Dorian. Skin so pale it might have been chalk stretched over his skull, and the strange elf smiled, revealing teeth filed to points.

“Shrike. My assistant,” Luceran said.

Shrike snickered, a sound like sandpaper grinding on a rock and made a mocking bow, one arm sweeping out from under his cloak and revealing gloves tipped with long, dangerous blades like fleshing knives.

“Nice to… meet you,” Dorian said.

Shrike again gave a hissing laugh and stalked over to a chair near Luceran, sinking into it with uncanny smoothness.

As soon as Shrike was seated the servants leaped into motion like automatons finally wound up. One pulled back Luceran’s chair, then pushed it in when the man himself had taken a seat. Several others drifted in, laying out plates of fine china before Dorian and Luceran, then retreating to the wall to stand stiffly, waiting for another command.

Dorian watched the display uneasily, the whole performance unnerving in a way that was hard to put into words. There was just something so… off putting about the elves and their stiff motions. It was as if he wasn’t watching people, but mechanical things performing a scripted function. He wasn’t even sure the elvish servants were breathing.

“You’re in for quite a treat,” Luceran said, his slim fingers knitting before him. “Squavera Moden. A delicacy from the Homeworld itself. Not even the finest restaurant on Sphere is able to serve it. It must be kept in an ice chest specifically tuned to its delicate metabolism, and prepared within five minutes of being taken out or it will begin to putrefy. I always keep some around for when I meet my daughter among the stars. An admiral, in fact, and thus deserves only the best.”

“Really?” Dorian said, knowing Luceran was trying to impress him with his connections, but unable to resist needling the cocky man a little. “And you’re only a Captain?”

Luceran’s lip twitched and he chuckled. “Hmm. Yes. In some ways. But, hm hmm,” he hummed, “nothing need be too good for a Captain of the Imperial Navy.”

“So I hear,” Dorian said as a silver platter was placed before him, the lid removed with a breath of steam to reveal what looked like some sort of shelled crustacean on its back, the pale meat stirred in its shell like a serving bowl and mixed with something green, orange, and with a hint of cream. Dorian breathed in deep, wondering if his acute draconic senses could pick up on some traces of poison or magic tampering, but if he could, he wasn’t getting anything from it. Dorian also couldn’t help but notice Shrike was being served a bloody steak, which the strange elf was greedily slicing apart with his knife-like fingers with all the skills of a surgeon, spearing the bloody gobbets and dipping them into his hungry maw.

“Naturally,” Luceran said as he picked up a delicate pronged fork and meticulously served himself some of the meat, humming in pleasure as he did so. “Mhmm. As you can see, price is no object to an envoy of the Imperium, for our task takes us far from our homes in order to serve the galaxy at large. Protecting the weak, and trying to enforce some form of order upon this chaotic universe. Hence, of course, why we should want our ship returned to us.”

“Yours?” Dorian said, selecting the same kind of fork the elf had before eating a bit of his meal. Hmm. Not bad. It had a certain tanginess that he had never known before. Odd, but far from unpleasant. “I thought it was a ship of the High Empire?”

“Which the Elven Empire is the successor of,” Luceran said, lifting up his wine glass, a servant gliding forward and filling it halfway before receding like a ghost. Luceran never even looked at the man. “When tragedy befell the High Empire during the Age of Strife, we were the ones who held the line, though we needed to give up much territory during those terrible days. By the end of it, we were diminished, true, but our light shines only stronger as a result.”

“Sounds terrible,” Dorian said, and caught a twitch of the elf’s mouth.

“Indeed,” Luceran said thinly as he took another sip of his wine. “It was. Mmm. Yes. A most terrible time. When our kind were forced to battle for our survival against our treacherous dark cousins, it was a terrible time for the galaxy as a whole. And yet, we persevered, and we will restore our greatness some day soon. And it will be far easier with relics of our highest era. So much was lost in those terrible days. And by studying recovered artifacts, we may yet rebuild.”

“Artifacts like The Dragon’s Wing?” Dorian asked.

“Among others,” Luceran said.

Dorian lifted his eyebrows. “Others?”

Luceran eyed him across the table, then made a gesture with his hand. Instantly, the servants drifted away, gliding out of the cabin one after the next. Dorian sat up a bit straighter, a tingle of alarm racing through him as the door shut, leaving him alone with Luceran and Shrike.

The elvish captain eyed Dorian narrowly, his free hand once more rising, twisting the thin spike of his mustache tip. “...Others. Mhmm. Yes,” Luceran said slowly. “Any artifacts of the High Empire are in highest demand, of course. Your ship, having been lost in the wyrmway for so long, would have a number aboard as well. But a few are of particular interest.”

“To the Elven Empire?” Dorian asked. “Or to you?”

Luceran’s fingers froze. His eyes flashed and lip twitched.

And like that, Dorian knew.

Luceran lowered his hand, finger tapping the table with thought as he leaned back in his chair. “...Yes,” he mused. “Perhaps it would be best to speak plainly. Mmhmm. You see, you are in possession of the ship, yes, and on it there are certain artifacts that I would be interested in acquiring. Personally. Yes.”

“Such as?” Dorian asked.

“The items in question mean nothing to you, but would be of use to me. And the rest of the Empire need not know of it. You like your ship, do you not? This… Dragon’s Wing? Yes. I expect you do, and any ship the Empire seeks to replace it with would be substandard in comparison. Mm. Yes. I imagine you would be gravely disappointed to lose it.”

Luceran leaned forward, his narrow features sharply lit by the lamps, the hollows of his eyes seeming deeper, the shimmer of light from his mustache highlighting his thin mouth sharply, and Dorian received a sudden, vivid reminder that as foppish as the elf may look, he was dangerous.

Oh yes. He was more dangerous than even Scarro had been.

“I will be frank,” Luceran said in a voice soft as steel gliding along velvet. “I couldn’t give a copper’s piss if you decked out that ship in velour and used it as a traveling whorehouse, if you haven’t already. But there is something I want on it. Yes. Something I desire. Now, you clearly want to keep that relic, and I will help you do so. Mmm. Yes. I will even commission you a letter of marque that will proclaim you a privateer in the name of the Elven Imperium, and therefore be permitted to continue to sail it unmolested from other Imperial vessels.”

“In exchange for what?” Dorian pressed.

“No need to know,” Luceran said, his voice like the croon of a cat trying to lull a bird into its jaws. “Just let my men aboard your ship to find it, and once we have it, we will be on our way. No need for any other… unpleasantness.”

Shrike sniggered where he lurked and sucked another gobbet of meat off his claw.

Dorian glared across the table at the other captain, mind whirling. He was lying. Dorian could practically taste the lies in the air. If Luceran wanted something off The Dragon’s Wing, he would have already stormed the deck. The hell that elvish bastard was hesitating because of some restrictions from the Empire. He was a man who’d seize Dorian’s ship without a moment of hesitation. But he hadn’t. Why not?

Realization hit Dorian like a flash.

He didn’t know.

Luceran didn’t know if what he wanted was still aboard!

Dorian clutched the edge of the table as if to keep himself from rocking back at the impact. That was why Luceran was playing it so carefully. That was why he wasn’t just killing Dorian and everyone aboard the ship. He didn’t know if they had what he was looking for. If they’d hidden it. If they’d lost it. He needed to know first!

But for how long?

Dorian eyed the elf, whose expression was as readable as a book on chartered accountancy. Luceran wouldn’t have a qualm about beating the truth out of Dorian if guile didn’t work. And even less so for those aboard The Dragon’s Wing. He’d tear the ship apart without an ounce of hesitation if need be. Dorian stole another glance at Shrike, who was looking at him with those pinprick red eyes, the strange elf’s sinuous tongue licking the blood from his lips.

Dorian felt the blade of tension against his throat. He willed himself not to sweat.

And instead, smiled.

“A generous offer,” Dorian said slowly as he looked back to Luceran. “And I’d be thrilled to look more into it. The thing is…”

“Yes?” Luceran prompted silkily.

Dorian shifted, miming a look of awkward embarrassment. “Well,” he said. “The thing is, when we first brought the ship back to Sphere, we unloaded some of the stuff we found aboard to get it appraised. We were thinking of auctioning some off…”

Luceran’s violet brows moved, meeting in the center of his forehead in a very unhappy V. “Mmhmm. I see,” he said. “And, which appraiser might this be?”

“Damndest thing,” Dorian said with a frown. “Can’t quite think of it at the moment…”

Shrike hissed from his seat, shoulders hunching up, black cloak rustling and his bald head screwing up to glare at Dorian, as if focusing his considerable malevolence through his glare.

“But once this job is finished,” Dorian continued quickly. “We’d be happy to take a look through them so you can see if any of them’s what you were looking for. Would that work?”

Luceran tapped an immaculate white gloved finger against the tablecloth, his eyes staring intently at Dorian.

And then he smiled right back.

“Yes,” Luceran said slowly as he leaned back in his seat, finger rising once more to tweak his mustache. “Hmm. Yes, I think we may be able to sort out a certain… something. You mentioned being in this system on a mission with some woman? A passenger?”

“We did,” Dorian said. “We also have a delivery to do in the Dagora system. Boss Grash was very insistent about it.”

Dorian caught a twitch from Luceran at Grash’s name. Not fear, but another factor the elf would need to account for.

“Mmm,” Luceran hummed. “Excellent. Excellent. Then, afterwards, you will no doubt be returning to Sphere, where you will be able to retrieve those items you put aside to be examined. Yes?”

“I don’t see why not,” Dorian replied.

“Mhmm. In which case,” Luceran continued smoothly, his finger again stroking his mustache with lazy satisfaction, “we would be able to retrieve them at a most convenient moment for us both, no?”

“Seems like a fair deal,” Dorian said.

“Hmm. Doesn’t it?” Luceran said, rising and offering his hand. “Then we are in agreement.”

“Of course,” Dorian said, standing as well and shaking the elf’s hand.

But as the servants returned and escorted Dorian out, he couldn’t help but glance back, and just before the door swung shut, he saw Luceran take off the glove he shook Dorian’s hand with, and hold it to the flames of a candle until it burned bright.


Chapter 17


Dorian sighed as he stepped back aboard The Dragon’s Wing, feeling the stress of the meeting lift off him like he’d been lugging a ten ton rock on his back.

It also helped that he was almost instantly surrounded by four gorgeous women all worried about him.

Fable almost instantly tackled him, hugging him tight around the waist while Emberly stalked around him, pacing but trying not to show her worry, though her constant glances at him belied the effort.

“Dorian!” Melia gasped, her hair writhing with panicked purples and whites as she grabbed his sleeve and yanked it up to reveal his arm. “He didn’t hurt you, did he? Did he try and cut you? Tear your fingernails out? Stick you in a seatless chair and hit your balls with a knotted rope!”

Dorian winced at that last one and shook his head. “Nothing like that, Melia. Nothing like that. I promise. No. No,” he said, looking back at the Empress’s Glory as sailors drew back the gangplank and the battleship began to drift away from them. “No. It was… something else they wanted.”

“But he didn’t hurt you?”

“Unless you count feeding me some overly rich foods. Didn’t even let me finish the wine either, but otherwise nothing. I promise.”

“Right. Right,” Melia said, patting his arm as she let the sleeve roll back down, though her eyes continued to flick over him and her hair cooled to a less panicked purple. “Yes. It was unlikely. I just… it made me a bit anxious having you out of sight for so long. And with someone like… him.”

She practically spat the word, glaring at the heavy ship as its oars beat and engines glowed at its back, spurring it away and into the void.

“Can’t say I blame you,” Dorian said, eying the gilded battleship as it drifted away. “It was a… very uncomfortable dinner.”

“Enough of the bloody banter,” Emberly suddenly barked, striding forcefully forward. “Why in the seven pits did he want to talk to you? What happened over there?”

Suddenly feeling very tired, Dorian sighed and sat down on the steps up to the poop deck, which was made a bit awkward because Fable refused to release him. Ignoring the way her soft body felt so good against him (but then there was the not so good feel of her antlers digging into his ribs), Dorian related everything that had happened as best he could.

“...and then he set his glove on fire,” Dorian finished grimly. “Which means both we shouldn’t trust him farther than we could throw his ship, but that we bought some time. At least until we deliver Grash’s goods and drop Ariana at her destination. After that, I imagine he’ll hunt us down one way or another. So before that happens, we need to figure out what it is that he wants from us.”

“Why is that?” Ariana asked.

“Well, for one,” Dorian said. “The last thing I want is his or his crew’s hands anywhere near our ship. And two, he must want that thing bad. Real bad to go through all this trouble to try and get it. And to keep it quiet from the rest of the Imperium.”

“You think he’s trying not to let them know?” Melia asked.

Dorian nodded, having thought further about that. “Definitely,” he said. “Whatever it is we got, he wants it for himself. I don’t know if he’s going to give it to the Imperium afterwards, but I don’t think it was a coincidence he’s been stalking us like this. We got what he wants, mark my words, and he’s not going to let it go easily. Melia?”

The elf perked up. “Yes?”

“Probably going to rely on you a bit here. I doubt any of us have any idea of what we’re really looking for.

“Maybe,” she said, not sounding terribly convinced. “I might be able to notice something out of place, but I’m no expert in High Empire artifacts. I won’t be able to say what it is or does.”

“Anything’ll help, honestly,” Dorian muttered. “It’s the best we got. If we can figure out what he wanted that was aboard, maybe we’ll be able to sort out his next move.”

“You think there’s more?” Melia asked.

“Let’s just say I’m not convinced of his good intentions,” Dorian said.

“Ha! That’s our Captain,” Emberly declared proudly, giving Dorian a smack on the back. “Not a lot of privateers can go one on one with an Elven Imperial Captain and come back out with his head still on his shoulders!”

Dorian forced a smile. Despite what he’d said, he still felt ill at ease. Though they had a better idea of what Luceran wanted, he still wasn’t convinced they were better off. As far as he could tell, the only plus about the whole meeting was that Luceran still didn’t know about his draconic blood.

He watched the back of the battleship as it sailed away with a glow of its rear engines. As it did, he noticed Fable finally disconnecting from him, but only to bound up to the rail overlooking the stern. He turned to watch her lean over, face set in a determined frown as she splayed her hands over the back of the ship, her eyes and hands glowing with aura magic.

“Scattering our trail again?” Dorian asked.

“Mhmm,” Fable said.

“Think it’ll help?”

Fable sighed. “I don’t know,” she admitted grudgingly. “Probably not, honestly. Bastard still found us after everything I did.”

Hearing the anger in her voice, Dorian rose and walked up behind her, patting her back reassuringly. “Hey, he probably didn’t track us through aura. He probably just knew where we were going. Likely grilled one of Grash’s boys or paid for the information. That’s all.”

Fable glanced back at him, an uncertain pout on her lips. “You think so?” she asked.

“And he’ll know where we’re going regardless of if she disperses it, savvy?” Emberly noted. “We did mention our mission in the Dagora System.”

Fable closed her eyes and sighed, letting her hands drop and the aura magic fade away to nothing. “I guess that’s true,” she admitted. “I think I’ll just head to bed. It’s been a heck of a day.”

“Your bed? Skipping mine tonight?” Dorian teased gently.

Fable gave him a tired smile. “I think so. I don’t think I’d be good company. Especially not for the sort of fun my favourite Captain deserves.”

“Always fun when you’re with me.”

Fable giggled and leaned up, giving him a quick kiss. “Thanks, cutie,” she said softly, breaking the kiss and leaning back. “Next time though.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Dorian said, giving her ass a quick pat as she clopped away.

Emberly and Melia watched her go, the elf turning back to Dorian. “Emberly and I will start looking over the ship and listing things that might be what Luceran was looking for. Think you can get us underway meanwhile?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Dorian said, shifting in the uncomfortable clothes. Though he dearly wanted to get out of them, even more so he wanted to get away from the wyrmgate. He could still see the fragments of Onyx’s ship and crew drifting through the void, and just being in the same area that Luceran had been made him feel uneasy.

Striding back to the wheel, he took it in hand, scales and claws growing at once. As the core glowed and the oars beat the void, the sail billowing as it caught the astral winds, Dorian sighed in relief, feeling the tension begin to ease now that he was at the helm again. As if all the world suddenly made sense again. Like he was in control of his destiny once more.

And yet, the feeling didn’t remain long. He frowned, feeling something… strange. An itch tickling his senses. Unpleasant. He tried to focus on it, but couldn’t quite pinpoint it. He shook his head. He was just worried. And how could he not be? He couldn’t avoid the shadow cast by his meal with Luceran. He found himself looking again at the wreckage of the demonic ship as he passed it, and his mood soured. The sheer firepower of the elvish ship had chilled him.

Which was odd. Dorian was the better pilot. The Dragon’s Wing was surely the better ship. Why, if he had the number of crewmen as Luceran clearly enjoyed, and guns of equal caliber, surely he, Dorian Hawke, would have nothing to fear? Surely the elf and all the Elven Imperials would know better than to fuck with him?

Dorian chuckled, shaking his head chidingly. Yes. And if wishes were wings, his ship would be able to cross the galaxy in an instant. Because it wasn’t about Luceran alone, though surely he was a pain in the ass. No. The real problem was Luceran had the entire elvish empire and armada backing him. Dorian might be able to take on Luceran, but a flotilla of such warships? A navy?

Pah.

Dorian sighed, gazing out at the ribbons of galaxies fluttering among the stars. He wasn’t looking to start an armada, and that was what he’d need to defy the Elven Imperials for long. Plus, there was the whole ‘armada’ bit. So far Dorian had managed to recruit a grand total of three women for his crew. True, all were unspeakably gorgeous and powerful, but unless there were a few thousand needy bachelorettes with their own ships out there looking for some dragon-man cock, well, he was probably outta luck. Maybe he should ask if there were any planets of space amazons out in the void?

It was a thought.

A most appealing thought.

Dorian shook himself. He must have been tired to let his mind wander like that. Fortunately, his hands hadn’t wandered. His instinctive sense of direction in the Black had let him set their course once more, The Dragon’s Wing was sweeping through the sea of stars and onward through the Dagora system and towards Ixana, where they could unload their goods and bid goodbye to this strange realm. Dorian yawned into his hand, checking the course once more before locking the wheel in place.

“Going to take a nap,” he called out to Melia as he strode down from the helm.

Melia gave him a close look and let out a puff of air. “Looks like you should. Go ahead, Dorian. We’ll call you up if anything happens.”

With a flick of a salute he tromped down towards his cabin, the call of bed making his body groan in protest, as if he was suddenly paying for those sleepless days in the wyrmway all at once. Which was probably fairly accurate. He pushed open the door and paused… for there was a lump under his sheets. A familiar lump. A lump of feminine curves laid out in lazy expectation for him.

Dorian grinned, shaking his head with a chuckle. “Looks like someone reconsidered those snuggles,” he observed, closing the door behind him as he approached the bed, stripping away his clothes. His exhaustion was already forgotten in favour of the anticipation of getting Fable’s gorgeous body in his hands once more. To kiss and stroke her until she mewled with delight. Grabbing the edge of the sheet, Dorian slipped into bed. “Hey lovely,” he growled in aroused hunger. “Room for one more?”

A sigh of delight came and the sheets slid down. Dorian’s grin fell as a pair of foxy ears twitched, followed by a lazy smirk on Ariana’s face.

“Always room for you, Captain,” she breathed with a saucy wink.


Chapter 18


Dorian stared, for a moment too utterly gobsmacked to reply.

Then the sheets went lower, revealing a pair of perfectly curved breasts and a slim stomach as the fox-girl stretched lazily on the sheets, her long lashes giving a teasing flutter. “Mmm. Come, Captain. Give me something to really write about. Don’t be shy. I assure you, literature is but one of my many skills.”

Dorian quickly looked around, as if hoping he had somehow wandered into the wrong cabin, or a crowd was suddenly going to burst out of the dresser, closet, and maybe under the bed to scream ‘surprise!’

But no, this was definitely his cabin. And no partygoers seemed inclined to pop out of the laundry hamper.

Which meant…

Dorian jolted back, scrambling out from under the sheets and practically falling out of the bed as he bolted upright. “Ariana!” he gasped. “What are… what the hell are you doing in here?”

Ariana cocked her head, locks of red hair tumbling over her shoulders as she propped herself up on her elbows, the blankets pooling around her waist and baring the slim oval of her pale stomach. “Why, rolling around in your sheets to coat myself in your scent, as one does.”

“As one does?” Dorian repeated incredulously.

“Naturally. How else would I be able to properly articulate the sensation in my book? Oh, but I see you are alarmed. My apologies. When you crawled under the sheets with me, I assumed you were coming to ravish me and lay claim to my body like a savage pirate, overcome at last by his lust for my vulpine beauty.”

“I… you…”

“I had quite high hopes too,” the fox-girl sighed. “Having your thick, powerful cock plow into me as I lay helpless beneath you, my wrists shackled in your steely grip, your manhood claiming me with sharp, punishing strokes as I mewled and cried in helpless desire, trying to resist the sensations that overcame me. My!” she gasped, fanning herself a little, her cheeks reddening. “Well, as you can see, already I’ve been given excellent materials.”

Dorian swallowed hard, trying not to let his eyes linger on her body, especially since his body was reacting quite notably to her descriptive talents. Where the hell were his pants!

“Ariana,” he said, rooting about the floor, more to hide his notable erection than because he really thought he might find something to cover himself with. “This is really out of line! You shouldn’t be in here.”

“Shouldn’t I?” the fox-girl asked as she slinked out of the sheets and to her feet.

Once more Dorian found himself dumbfounded by her, the fox-girl utterly unashamed at her nudity, standing inquisitively before him in absolutely nothing. The shimmering light from the wyrmgate spilled through the window, outlining her in shifting reds, purples and blacks… Tracing her figure like covetous hands. Lingering on full breasts and slim but strong thighs.

Dorian had a sudden vision of her lying back on the bed, those legs wrapped around his head as she pulled him against her pussy, her hips rocking as she rode his tongue, her voice crying out in pleasure as she neared her climax and… and…

And then Ariana gave a short bow. “My apologies,” she said. “I seem to have overstepped. I will leave.”

“Er, yeah. Right,” Dorian said numbly, watching as she pulled her nightgown off a nearby dresser and began to get dressed. It took some considerable willpower not to tell her to stop, get back in bed, and then to crawl in after her to show her what a night with him would really be like.

Dorian shook his head, forcibly banishing the images. But his veins still raced with heat, and his cock throbbed with desire unquenched. A sensation so primal, it could only belong to his draconic blood. It was something Dorian found both disturbing and exhilarating. An almost primal lust that stirred in him, demanding satiation. Demanding conquest!

Another vision occurred to him. At how good it would feel to drape Ariana’s naked body on the wheel of The Dragon’s Wing as he rutted her, his hands piloting them through the stars as she wailed in climax, and once he finished giving her the orgasm of her life, having her on her knees before him, worshiping his cock like the pillar of virility it was.

Dorian awakened from the strangely vivid fantasy to find Ariana had finished getting dressed and was leaving. He rose back to his feet, watching her go, the way her hips swung and fluffy red tail tantalizingly swished making his pulse race and lust stir to a molten lather. She seemed to move slowly, and maybe that wasn’t entirely Dorian’s imagination, but inevitably she reached the door, opened it, and slipped out.

Dorian gasped like a weightlifter finally setting down enough metal to arm an army. He flopped back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling in shock. Gods but he was hot. Like his whole body was on fire. Not ideal, he had to say. He sighed, closing his eyes, trying to will his cock to wilt.

But it was having none of it, and in the darkness of his lids, Dorian couldn’t help but replay the image of Ariana’s body unveiled by the blankets and bed. Standing proud and lovely before him. Giving herself to him wantonly.

“Gods fucking dammit,” Dorian groaned, wondering if he should go into the galley and shove his head into a barrel of cool water to try and calm down. With his luck, the water would probably just turn to steam and warp the wood.

He sighed again, flexing his hands and feet as he opened his eyes again. “Dammit,” he repeated bitterly, wondering if he should just take care of it himself at this rate…

Before he could investigate that train of thought, he heard the door creak and raised his head, squinting at the light as the door opened. For a split second he wondered if Ariana had returned, but when a shimmer of purple glowed against the wall he relaxed again as Melia stepped into the room.

“Dorian?” she said. “What… oh!”

“Melia,” Dorian replied, his eyes running over her svelte figure outlined in the light. “Hello.”

“Hi, Dorian. I ah, didn’t expect to see you here,” Melia murmured, blushing a bit, her hair tinting pink as her eyes ran over his figure. “I was looking for any more of the artifacts, and reasoned the captain’s cabin would probably have most of them.”

“Smart thinking,” Dorian said, his voice thick and heavy. “But since you’re here, mind taking a break from it to help me with something?”

“What… what might that be?”

“Well, I was getting ready to handle this problem here myself,” he said, gesturing at his upright cock. “But now, I think you might have a better solution. Do you?”

Her eyes widened at the brazenness of his suggestion, and even Dorian was a bit surprised at how plainly he’d put it. But in the next moment her eyes grew lidded and she licked her lips, her gaze never wavering from his manhood.

“I… I think I might have a solution,” she said softly, reaching back and teasing open the laces of her blouse.

“Wonderful,” Dorian breathed, though at her suggestion or the sight of the soft orbs of her breasts not even he was sure.

Melia flushed deeper, but even so moved across the floor, tossing away her top followed shortly by her bra, leaving her in nothing but her pants. “Thank you. I needed to get rid of the top. Last time you were so… well, bountiful that it stained my blouse.”

“Sorry about that,” Dorian said.

“I didn’t really mind,” Melia assured him, her voice growing softer as she climbed onto the bed before him, her eyes riveted by the sight of his thick manhood. “Honestly. Not at all…”

Dorian watched her crawl between his legs, her hand brushing her hair out of her face as she came level with his shaft. She reached out, almost shyly, and grasped his shaft in her slim fingers. Dorian grunted, his cock twitching and pleasure surging up into his chest as she began to slowly stroke him.

“Mmm. That’s nice,” Dorian breathed.

“It’ll be even better soon,” Melia murmured, stealing a shy yet flirty look at him before she leaned down, angling him towards her face as she opened wide and took him in her mouth.

Dorian groaned, head falling back as Melia began to bob atop his cock, not too deep, but just the feel of those soft lips on him was almost more than he could bear. His hand came up to rest on her head, his fingers tangling with the fluorescent glow of her hair as she bobbed, her hand satisfying the rest of his manhood as she did so.

Dorian watched her, admiring her work, wondering what he’d done to deserve the moment he was now enjoying. But even as he thought that, he noticed that Melia was shifting, her hips rocking. He tilted his head and caught a glimpse of her other hand, currently occupied with rubbing the front of her tight denim pants with quick, urgent motions.

Dorian chuckled. “What’s this? Spare your shirt just to stain your pants?”

Melia’s cheeks blazed with embarrassment, but Dorian noted she didn’t stop.

Grinning, Dorian eased up and got his knees under him. Melia lifted her lips off his cock in surprise. “Dorian? What-”

“Shhhh,” he murmured, grabbing her hips and tugging her suddenly. Melia yelped, finding herself turned about, her legs straddling Dorian’s head. Instantly Dorian grabbed her trousers and tugged them down, panties following suit, gliding over the pale flesh of her rump and leaving her naked, the delicate divot of her pussy right above him.

Perfect.

Grinning, Dorian eased her hips down, his tongue stroking her folds, making Melia twitch, arch, moaning softly in desire as he worked.

“O-ohhhhh! Dorian. That… Mnnnn”

Dorian grunted as he felt her suddenly return to work on his shaft, her lips enfolding his sensitive tip while her hand stroked his base.

The soft sounds of pleasure filled the room. The rustle of sheets as their naked bodies undulated in the shimmering reds and golds coming through the window. Dorian’s tongue delved into Melia’s honeybox, the elf moaning sweetly, the vibrations thrumming along his cock and deep into his balls.

Dorian grunted, knowing he wasn’t long for this. Between the burning arousal he had known so recently from Ariana’s teasing and now, Melia’s eager ministrations, he could feel his orgasm coming closer. His hands squeezed Melia’s hips, letting her know as he drove his cock up into her loving lips. Her hand gave his cock a squeeze, acknowledging it, even as she bobbed faster, driving him towards the edge.

“Oh fuck, Melia,” Dorian gasped. “That’s… Fuuuuuuck!”

He groaned, tensing as he passed the peak of pleasure, his body tightening as he came. Melia moaned, doing her best to swallow the sudden deluge of his cum, but it was a losing battle even before it began, and in the end she was forced to pull free, gasping as sharp spurts painted her breasts.

“Oh…” Melia gasped. “Oh w-wow…”

Dorian groaned, relishing the moment of afterglow, but far from satisfied with it. He could still do more. And he intended to. Pulling Melia back down, he drove his tongue up and into her pussy.

“Ah!” Melia cried, arching at the sudden renewal of his oral assault. “D-Dorian. I… Oh. Oh, that’s… that’s… mmmm!”

Dorian felt her shift, her hips rocking, riding his tongue with greater urgency. His hands squeezed and massaged the softness of her ass, keeping her from moving too far as he drove her towards the inevitable height of her climax. Melia mewled in pleasure as his tongue found her clit, flicking and playing with it as she rocked to the pleasure thrumming through her.

“Dorian!” she cried, the throbbing pink glow of her hair washing across the walls, flickering faster with every moment. “Oh g-gods. Dorian, I… I’m gonna… gonna… mnnnn!”

Her whole body shuddered, muscles tightening as she came, the sudden rush of her juices spilling onto Dorian’s tongue as he coaxed her orgasm out, drawing it out as she groaned in ecstasy atop him.

Finally, Dorian drew his tongue out and gave her rump a teasing pat. Melia flopped onto the side of the bed with a sated groan, and Dorian lay there for a moment, basking in their shared afterglow.

He soon heard movement and tilted his head to discover Melia had turned about and was pulling herself up beside him. The elf’s eyes were lidded yet hot, her face faintly illuminated by the soft pink of her glowing hair.

“Dorian,” she breathed. “That was… was so good.”

Dorian chuckled, sliding an arm under her head and tugging her against his side. “Thanks. Sorry for being so abrupt. Was a bit… pent up.”

“I could tell,” Melia admitted, even as she snuggled in close beside him. “Mmm. But not complaining.”

“Good to hear,” he said, leaning over her and kissing her brow.

Melia hummed happily, her hand stroking his chest. “Was there a particular reason you were so pent up?”

Dorian grimaced, recalling Ariana’s presence. For a moment he considered keeping it to himself, but knew that would be unfair to Melia and the others, even if nothing more came of it. With a shrug, he told her what had happened when he got back to his room, omitting nothing. Not even the heat and savage lust that had threatened to overwhelm him when Ariana flaunted her figure.

Melia listened in silence, her eyes watchful and lips pursed. When Dorian finished, she sighed and shook her head. “I was afraid of this,” she murmured.

“Afraid of what?” Dorian asked.

“It seems like Fable, Emberly and I aren’t enough to satisfy a dragon.”

“...Beg your pardon?”

She gave him a knowing look. “Do you really think an ordinary man wouldn’t be satisfied with three women eager to share his bed?” She shook her head again. “No. Your draconic nature wants more, Dorian. And the three of us aren’t enough to satisfy you.”

Dorian sat up a little, frowning hard. “Melia, it’s not like that at all! I promise. It’s-”

“It is like that,” Melia said tiredly, but not angrily. “And it’s okay, Dorian. We knew this would happen. Some of the more powerful draconic navigators are often more aggressive with mates. Some have half a dozen lovers aboard their ships just to keep their lust fed. And a true dragon? Well,” she chuckled. “How could three women be enough for one such as you?”

“I swear, Melia, I’m not going to… you know. It’s my problem and I’ll take care of it. Somehow.”

She laughed softly and reached up, stroking his cheek, her eyes sad but faintly amused. “I know,” she said. “It’s okay, Dorian. And yeah,” she added with a wry smile, “you’re damn right it is your problem. But it’s mine too, because I had to go ahead and fall in love with a dragon. So it looks like we’re in this together.”

Dorian’s brows shot up in surprise. Though Melia had shown him in a million small ways, this was the first time she’d openly admitted that she loved him. And to judge by the redness of her cheeks and embarrassed pink flutter of her hair, she was aware of it too.

He reacted instinctively, his arms moving around her and pulling her into a tight embrace. Melia didn’t fight it, nuzzling his broad chest with a sigh, her burning cheeks warm against him. “I’m a real fool sometimes,” she murmured.

“Makes two of us,” Dorian said.

Melia laughed against him. The moment was broken by a knock at the door.

“Melia?” Emberly’s voice called through the wood. “If you’re about done fucking the captain, we do have a job to do. And I’m not going to be the one searching this ship from stem to stern alone, savvy?”

Melia rolled her eyes but pushed herself off his chest. Reluctantly, Dorian let her go.

Propping herself up beside him, Melia leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Just promise me,” she murmured. “Promise me you’ll never cast me and Fable aside. I’m fine with as many women sharing you as you need, but keep Fable and me close. Don’t replace us.”

“Never,” Dorian swore, his hand squeezing hers. “I’d never abandon you two. And I hate that I even need to say it, but I suppose I do.”

“I hate myself for asking it,” Melia said sadly. “But I trust you, Dorian,” she said, returning the squeeze of his hand. “What else can I do for the man I love?”

“Melia!” Emberly barked, knocking on the door a bit harder.

Leaning in, Melia stole another quick kiss, then rose, her fingers slipping from his as she turned about and moved towards the door. “I’m coming! I’m coming! Keep your damn powder dry,” she barked, pulling her pants back up, then snatching up her blouse and hastily donning it, still doing up the buttons as she opened the door, and slipped out with a creak.

Dorian watched her go, then sighed, looking at the ceiling of his cabin in pensive silence, alone once more with his thoughts.

And to be sure, there were many more than ever before…


Chapter 19


Ariana’s pen flowed across the paper in the florid curls of her handwritten notes.

He crushed her against his broad chest, his lips coming down, meeting hers, swallowing the moan that escaped her like doves freed from the confines of their cage. Her bosom heaved, her heart racing to the music of a love that threatened to sweep over her like the cresting tide. Her corset had never felt so tight. Binding her to the conventions of society and life before she knew the freedom of the waves and the roguish charm of her beloved captain. Oh how she hated him. Oh how she adored him even more! The heat of her loins was a fire that begged to be quenched by the hose of his love and seed.

She lifted her pen, lips pursed as she reread the passage. It wasn’t quite right. It didn’t quite capture the feeling that even now burned within her. A drop of ink fell from her pen, splattering onto the page. She sighed and sprinkled some sand to dry it, then eased back in her seat, arms crossed as she frowned.

No. Was it that she didn’t know the words? Or were words insufficient to capture the feeling of being in Dorian’s arms? She scoffed. Absurd. She was Ariana! Student of the Order of Archivists. Recorder of knowledge and histories the universe had forgotten! No. She just didn’t understand the sensations yet. Not fully.

Rising, she paced about her cabin, the light of the sole lamp pulsing faintly from the table. Perhaps she wasn’t in the right mindset? Yes. She needed to capture again the feeling of that moment.

The heat of her skin tingled as she grabbed her night dress and pulled it off, leaving her naked once more. She shivered as the cool air of the room kissed her sensitive skin, her tail reflexively winding around her. But yes. Much better. Much closer to what it had been like. She snatched up her journal and slid onto the silky sheets again, her ears twitching as she propped up the notes before her, her teeth nibbling at the end of the pen.

Yes, it had been like this. Her, stretched on the bed, feeling his hungry gaze upon her. Devouring her with a look. The sheer potent hunger in his eyes had threatened to overwhelm her with that single glance. That powerful figure wanting her. Desiring her. Willing and able to take her at a moment’s notice.

And how would he?

Ariana realized she’d let go of the pen, her hand now moving upon her breast. Stroking herself, finger tracing lazy circles around her nipple until her breath hitched. She shivered, her nibbling teeth moving the end of the pen in her mouth as her other hand put aside the journal and joined the first in touching her breasts.

“Mmm,” Ariana moaned softly, not stopping her right hand as it slowly slid down her chest, along her stomach and between her legs.

“Mmph!” she gasped, more of the pen moving between her teeth until she bit down on it like a gag, her fingers stroking her folds slowly, slickening her fingers as she teased herself, her hips rising, her touch strumming her pussy slowly. Yes. He would start slowly. Weakening her already paltry resistance. Relishing the conquest and taste of her growing submission. Kissing her neck as she softly mewled and whimpered in pleasure.

Yes.

Oh yes, he would.

She heard a moan through the walls, recognizing the elf. So he was fucking her instead? It annoyed Ariana for some reason. Naturally, she knew Dorian owed her nothing. But somehow it bothered her. Like he was cheating on her. Well, not really cheating. More like the elf was stealing all the hard work Ariana had put into getting Dorian so aroused and lustful.

She heard Dorian grunt and moan, and Ariana bit down on the pen harder, a thrill shivering through her from her toes to her head. Her fingers quickened their pace, her body writhing on the blankets, bushy tail swishing and pointed ears quivering. Gods. She’d fantasized about her characters before, but never like this. Never so vividly. So powerfully.

Soft, steady thumps echoed through the walls. Was he fucking the elf? How was he doing it? Was he bending her over the bed and pounding her into a puddle of moaning submission? No. Not loud enough. But she bet he did it like that too. Oh yes. She knew he did. He was a man who’d have no qualms about making sure his eager lovers felt every inch of his cock.

That thick, magnificent cock.

“Mmmm,” Ariana groaned, grinding the pen between her teeth as her finger found her clit, flicking that bead of pleasure, each one timed to the thumping through the walls. Imagining it was her on the bed, him above her, holding her hands captive as he rutted into her.

Gods.

Oh gods it would be so good.

Her tail swished beneath her as she rocked, groaning. Oh, it was so good. And he’d wanted to fuck her, too. She’d seen it in his eyes. That fire. That lust.

Gods! How would it feel? She needed to know. She needed to capture it in words! How could she finish her book without knowing? How could she go on without taking that dragon dick?

She laughed softly. Imagine the crew thinking she didn’t know. Imagine thinking she hadn’t smelled the sort of power he had the second she’d seen him in the bar, confirmed when she snuck a look above deck during the fight with the grey dwarves. Gods. A dragon’s cock. How would it feel to be stuffed by him in his human guise? Would he mate her like a beast? Make her service him like some lesser creature that should be honoured to be licking his pillar of virile might?

“Dorian,” the elf panted on the other side of the wall. “Oh g-gods. Dorian, I… I’m gonna… gonna… mnnnn!”

The sound of the elf cumming pushed the fox-girl over the edge. “Mmmm!” Ariana groaned, the pen breaking between her teeth as she bit down hard, her body quivering as she hit that peak. As she came, imagining it was Dorian within her. Imagining him rearing above her, groaning in hot pleasure, his body firm and powerful above her, handsome and perfect as if chiseled by the gods!

Ariana gasped, flopping down to the sheets, panting, hot, sweat beading her brow and body from the intensity of the experience.

Gods.

Gods, it would be so good.

So wonderfully good…

She blinked, finally feeling the fragments of her pen in her mouth. “Ugh,” she grunted and leaned over, pulling over a nearby trash bin and spitting out the splinters, joining near a dozen other broken pens in the trash.

She grimaced at the sight. Yes. If for no other reason than to keep her from running out of pens, she had to fuck him soon. She knew she should have brought that ball gag. But she’d been in such a rush. Why, she’d barely remembered to pack the padded cuffs and collar. But that was just the way it was when traveling. You always forget something.

Speaking of…

She sat up once more and reached for the Bag of Keeping hanging off the bed post. She pulled it open, willing it to give her a particular pocket, and smiled as she pulled out the scroll case.

She admired it for a moment, the hourglass symbol of the Order of Archivists stamped on the seal that bound it in a metal ring. Reverently she touched it, whispering the password, and with a click the seal opened. Turning the case over, she slid the contents out and carefully unrolled the map.

The vellum was new, and so was the ink, but the words and symbols were old. Old when worlds were young. Old when stars first kindled in the dark of the void. There were, perhaps, a dozen who could read the words written on those pages, and three of those were locked in padded cells and weren’t trusted with anything sharper than a spoon, two could only generously be called ‘alive’ and only because ‘dead’ described them even worse, and five others had scales and only spoke to mortals in guttural roars as they tore apart ships and ate the occupants.

Ariana’s eyes glowed behind her glasses as she looked at the ancient words on the page, etched in sharply accented lines more art than lettering. Even after nearly a century of study she could barely read even half of it. But she knew what she could by heart now.

And one phrase she could read was the map’s name, which was roughly translated as ‘Worlds of Dagora.’

And another which said ‘Here be Dragons’.


Chapter 20


Dorian was feeling pretty good after a nice long rest.

Then he got back on deck, and felt his good mood evaporate.

Ariana’s large dining table was back out, and all four women were gathered around it.

Dorian hesitated at the lip of the hatch, feeling a sudden urge to vanish back down into the hold and maybe see if he could sleep this one off. But that moment of hesitation was his undoing, for as if she had some sixth sense of him (and hey, maybe she did), Fable’s head whipped around and she smiled.

“Dorian!” the faun chimed, leaping from her chair and clopping towards him.

“Hey,” he said, catching her as she hopped up against him, nuzzling his neck. “What’s going on?”

“We found some candidates for whatever Luceran is looking for,” Fable said with a grand gesture back at the table and several items laid out there.

Dorian relaxed a little. Ah. Just that. Thank the gods. He’d been getting flashbacks to an unfortunate evening back at his old village. He’d spotted his then current girlfriend talking to one of his exes, the widow Juniper, who’d had Dorian ‘help’ her through a bereavement several weeks before. It had been… supremely awkward.

“What have we got?” Dorian asked as he moved up towards the table, Fable clopping alongside him, his hand resting on her hip and tucking the affectionate faun firmly against his side.

Emberly looked annoyed, her arms crossed, literally steaming as she glared at the assembled items like they’d said something uncouth about her mother. “That’s an excellent question,” she said with a curl of a lip and an angry gesture at the table. “High Empire artifacts have pretty heavy magic encryption. Figuring out what they do is almost as hard as getting them to do it!”

“Really?” Dorian asked, surprised. “Because I navigated The Dragon’s Wing pretty easily…”

“Well, yeah. But that was the ship, and we swapped out the core too. High Empire relics are different beasts entirely. Savvy? And these are the highest end stuff they had up here when we first took this ship. I’d been hoping to get them appraised properly when we had a spare few days, but things have been so busy that…” Emberly shrugged helplessly.

“Got it,” Dorian said reassuringly. He turned back to the scattered relics and scanned them thoughtfully. Trinkets mostly. Some rings, one or two mechanical looking devices that he had no idea the true purpose of and…

Dorian’s eyes gravitated magnetically to two objects on the table. Two familiar objects.

He picked the first up, examining it closely. It looked like something between a watch and a sextant, and though he could feel the power in it fairly buzzing under his fingers, as Emberly claimed, he couldn’t figure out how to make it work.

With a shrug Dorian sat it aside and picked up the second, which was a book held shut by an elaborate latching mechanism. A journal, perhaps? He turned it over in his hands and on a whim tried to pry it open with sheer strength, but it resisted without even a creak. Oof. Sturdy damn thing. And given what he knew now, odds were pretty good one or both might be what Luceran was looking for.

“These are…” he mused.

“Oh yeah,” Fable said, twirling the watch’s chain around her finger and lifting it up with a clink to dangle in the air. “We found those in the cabin with the captain’s body when we first took the ship.”

Ariana perked up sharply from where she was sitting. “You did?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Dorian said, the memory emerging from the fog of time. There’d been so many things happening since then, he’d completely forgotten about them. He glanced back at Fable. “You were going to investigate them.”

Fable shrugged. “I was, but honestly, it’s been pretty low priority.”

“Did you find anything out?”

Again Fable shrugged. “Well, they’re magic locked, that’s about it. Pretty complicated, even by High Empire standards. The book seems to be the ship’s log, so it might give us more clues about what was so special about this ship, and maybe what Luceran is so interested in.”

“If you wish,” Ariana put in quickly, rising to her feet and sidling in closer. “I could examine them further. I am something of a mage. A hobby, true, but I may be able to tease something from them.”

Dorian eyed their vulpine guest. Though she was plainly trying to hide it, her excitement shone blatantly through, her bushy tail quivering and her ears perked up attentively as if to not miss a single sound. Dorian exchanged a look with the others, and Melia shrugged.

“Suppose it couldn’t hurt.”

“I guess,” Dorian said. “Fable? Think you can give her a hand with it?”

“For you, Dorian? Anything,” she said sweetly.

“There you have it,” he said, passing the two relics to Ariana. “We’ve probably got a bit of time before the elves bother us again, so hopefully we’ll be able to figure something out between the two of you. And maybe give the rest of these a look over as well. Who knows what Luceran is really after, so the more we know the better.

“In the meantime,” Dorian continued, “we still have a job to do. We’re in Dagora now, which means we’ll be hitting Ixana soon. We can drop off Grash’s goods, get Ariana where she’s going, and head back to Sphere to figure out our next move.”

“Speaking of,” Melia said with a sideways look at the fox-girl. “I don’t think you actually told us where you were heading in Dagora, exactly.”

“Did I not?” Ariana said innocently.

“Something about inspiration,” Fable observed.

“Ah, indeed,” Ariana nodded. “Naturally, that was a large part of it. I am an author, but I am also something of an adventuring archaeologist, studying the past to understand the present and future. And thus, I came to Dagora to study some of the ruins among the worlds, after what happened.”

“You mean whatever turned it into Ruinspace?” Dorian ventured.

“Precisely,” Ariana confirmed, falling into a lecturer’s tone as she adjusted her glasses. “Once, Dagora was home to twelve worlds, all supporting life. But millenia ago, there was an incursion of some kind. The coming of an entity of cosmic significance which emerged here and destroyed them all.”

Dorian felt Fable flinch beside him and glanced down at the faun. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she said tightly, distractedly brushing some of her hair back, but Dorian felt the subtle tremor as she leaned against him, and heard the soft clop of her hooves as she shifted uneasily.

“And what are you looking for in a place like that?” Emberly asked, peering suspiciously at the fox. “Evidence of what happened?”

“That would be wonderful to find, but no,” Ariana said. “You see, there are rumours that one of these destroyed clusters have recently begun spontaneously regenerating. Such phenomena have been observed before, known as Rebirth Clusters, but are devilishly dangerous. No offence.”

“None taken,” Emberly chuckled.

“Excellent. Anyway, the Rebirth Cluster has been reported to be occurring on the fragments of the world Mayura. I’m curious as to why this is the case, and am hoping to collect some samples and, perhaps, even discover the cause.”

“I’ve never heard of that before,” Dorian said with renewed interest. “Anything we need to be aware of? Dangers? Monsters?”

“Perhaps,” Ariana said slyly.

“What?”

“Dragons,” Emberly said darkly.

Dorian’s head swiveled quickly towards the demoness. “Dragons?”

“Interested in them?” Ariana asked sweetly, sidling up beside him.

Dorian caught himself. “I mean,” he said, chuckling. “Who wouldn’t be?”

“How very true,” Ariana purred, her head tilted as she looked smugly up at him, her fox ears twitching. “Very very true. Not the colossal astral dragons that you may be thinking of, however. Mostly, the dragons which have been reported in the sector are of a smaller variety, but still potently powerful. They like to make nests and lairs among the crags and fissures, and there are even suggestions they may be building hoards.”

“And you suspect a hoard might be responsible for the Rebirth Cluster?” Melia suggested.

“It had occurred to me,” Ariana replied, her attention switching to the elf. “It’s not unheard of. If a powerful artifact were in the hoard, then it might be the cause.”

Dorian saw a grin grow on Emberly’s face, the demon’s eyes shining with avarice. “And you want to poke around it?”

“Only to benefit knowledge and learning,” Ariana said.

“Of course. Only that,” Melia said, but Dorian noted the greedy golden tint of the elf’s shimmering hair.

“Hang on,” Dorian interjected quickly. “I know I’m not the most learned here about all this, but isn’t raiding a dragon’s hoard kind of… I dunno, dangerous?” Though to him, suicidal seemed more apt. He recalled with sudden terrible vividness the dragon he’d seen when he’d entered his first wyrmway. The sheer size of the creature and the raw power it radiated still sent a chill down his spine and made him swallow.

“Well, there is some risk of course,” Ariana said idly. “But not so much as you might think. A dragon’s hoard has some defences, but the dragon itself usually slumbers—often for centuries, or is otherwise gone hunting or travelling through the void, returning only periodically to add to its treasures. Usually, the hiding of its home is enough to protect it. The chances of us actually running across a dragon are slim to none.”

Dorian wasn’t sure how much of that he believed. But it seemed the others were eager to take a look.

All but one.

It hit him suddenly that much of the technical jargon coming from Ariana would usually have been taken on by Fable, who was always eager to explain anything about the galaxy to him whenever she had a chance. He looked down at her and saw how her ears had drooped. That she’d crossed her arms and bowed her head, as if shrinking into herself.

Dorian gave her shoulder a squeeze. “You okay?” he asked the faun.

Her head snapped up and she forced a smile. “Of course. Absolutely. Just… thinking we should get a head start on that journal and watch. No time like the present, you know?”

Noticing how pale she was, he gave an uncertain nod. “Alright. You sure?”

“Of course,” she said, giving him a quick hug. “Luceran won’t be leaving us alone long, after all, so better hurry. Let me know if you need any guidance to reach the planet and I’ll be right up, though.”

“Sure,” Dorian said, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “Sounds good.”

With a quick smile that lacked her usual sunny glow, Fable slipped from his grasp. Dorian watched her trot across the deck and descend below decks. He grimaced, wanting to follow her, but when he caught Melia’s eye, the elf gave a slow shake of her head. Regretfully, Dorian sighed, running his fingers through his hair.

“Guess I’ll man the helm, then,” he said. “If we’re going to start running across these clusters soon, I’ll need to be ready to work around them.”

“Good idea,” Melia replied, taking his arm. “I’ll join you.”


Chapter 21


As Emberly and Ariana cleared off the table and brought the artifacts below deck, Dorian manned the helm once more, his hands growing scales and claws as he grasped the spokes of the wheel, his senses heightened as he guided the ship through the starlit void. The feel of the ship in his hands soothed the unease he’d been feeling since exiting the wyrmway, the sense of the oars beating and the shimmering astral winds bellying the sails filling him with a familiar calm, but his mind lingered on Fable and her reaction.

He could sense Melia watching him, the elf sitting on the rail, and when he glanced at her, he saw her pensive expression and the thoughtful blue tint of her hair, as if she were mulling over what she wanted to say. Dorian gave her the time to figure it out, his focus on the wheel, knowing the elf would share what she could when she felt it right. In the meantime, that irritating feeling was back. A grating itch like a piece of dirt stuck in his shoe. What was that?

“I first met Fable,” Melia began suddenly, yanking his attention back to the present, “years and years ago. I’d been in the Black for a few decades at that point, and had seen a lot. I got taken on to a merchant’s ship, and we were delivering some goods to a particular world.But it wasn’t there.”

Those words hung heavy in the air. Dorian nodded slowly. “What was?”

“Wreckage,” she said grimly, her eyes looking down, her hair turned a whitish grey with the horror of the memory. “The corpse of a world. Continents ripped into space. The seas gone. All life on it was just… erased. There was nothing left on the surface. Just the ruins of cities and forests sucked dry. Petrified. The huge wound in that world had surrounded it with a halo of debris from its own surface.”

Dorian shuddered and shook his head. “I can’t even imagine…”

“You can’t,” Melia interrupted. “You really can’t. There were holes gouged into the surface and straight down to the core. Nothing lived on the surface, Dorian. The very seas had been stripped from it. It was like everything had been turned to rock. Grass. Trees. People…”

Melia frowned and shivered. Her eyes were haunted as they looked at him again. “There are things out in the Black, Dorian, so horrible, so vast, that you’d go insane just by seeing them. Horrors of a scale that the mind can’t understand.

“And it found Fable’s homeworld.”

Dorian looked sharply at the elf. “She…”

“The merchant’s auramancer picked her out,” Melia continued. “A single ship floating out in the void, almost out of air. We boarded it, and she was the only one alive. Fable never talked about what happened. Even about if other ships had escaped, or if she’s the last of her planet. I don’t even know if she remembers the whole thing. But I think we can understand why she might not want to see a world that suffered the same fate.”

Dorian grimaced and nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed. “I guess she wouldn’t.”

Melia nodded and pushed herself to her feet. She walked by him and clapped him on the shoulder as she passed. “Just… keep it in mind.”

“Melia?” Dorian called at her back, the elf pausing halfway down the stairs and looking back. “Thanks. For telling me.”

Melia smiled sadly. “Well, I think you deserve to know. That’s all.”

With a shrug, the elf turned and made her way down onto the deck. Dorian watched her go, his chest tight with emotion. Sympathy for Fable of course, for an atrocity the sheer scale of which defied his attempts to understand. But also, happiness that Melia had felt he deserved to know this part of the faun’s life. And he promised himself that he would never let something like that ever happen to Fable again.

With a touch of his hand Dorian guided The Dragon’s Wing deeper into the sector.

Even as he maneuvered, Dorian felt as much as saw that Dagora was unlike any part of space he’d been in before. The blackness between stars felt larger here. More encompassing. A sense of abandonment and loneliness filled it. The ribbons of galaxies and astral winds seemed to shift and undulate strangely, like pained shudders, forcing him to push more power from himself into the oars to spur them onward at a decent clip. The whole place just felt… off. Hollow, somehow.

Dorian’s eyes roamed the heavens uneasily, but even in the strange corner of space, his sense of direction was unerring. Even more so than usual, in fact. He could sense the pull of worlds deeper in the void, and felt one in particular strongest, even before Ariana informed him of their course.

“The world of Mayura,” the fox-girl said as she sat near Dorian’s legs, her charts in her hands as she poured over them. “Once, it was the jewel of the sector. A sacred world to a long vanished faith centered in Dagora. They believed that dragons were the source of life itself, and they’d forged great temples of marble stone celebrating those magnificent beasts. It’s said that many dragons even walked among them, enjoying the fruits of their labour and magic.”

“Sounds delightful,” Dorian mused.

“I imagine you must think so,” she said, and Dorian caught a little smirk on her lips.

He frowned, wondering what that was about. But he soon forgot it as he felt the astral winds grow stronger, and something else too. The pull in his chest tugged them onward and through the void.

Where something could be seen.

It started as a faint red glow in the distance, but as they drew closer, Dorian couldn’t suppress a gasp of amazement. A world awaited them out in the Black, slowly coming further into view. Or, rather, parts of a world.

Fully two thirds of the planet remained intact, but the rest floated in fragments around the ruined part, as if torn from the world and left floating in the void. A piece of planetary pottery shattered by an uncaring hand. Chunks of crust and rock hung in a field of debris around a glowing core within the heart of what had once been a world, like islands in a sea of sky. Red light peeked through the fragments like the glow of a candle through a screen.

“Mayura,” Ariana said proudly.

“Good gods,” Dorian breathed.

“Yeah,” Emberly said, wandering over from the sails, eying the shattered world. “Yikes!”

“We’ll be looking for a large fragment,” Ariana said. “It’ll look the lushest and have a hole in it large enough for a ship to sail through.”

“Might take a while to find,” Emberly observed.

“Maybe,” Ariana tentatively agreed, then gave Dorian a winning smile. “But I’m confident you will in the end.”

Dorian shifted where he stood, not sure he shared the fox-girl’s optimism as he maneuvered The Dragon’s Wing into the field, the oars beating, shifting them to dodge around isles of riven landscape, the smallest the size of castles, the largest as big as countries.

As they penetrated deeper into the field, Dorian felt a steady tug pulling at them. He grunted, adjusting his grip on the wheel and feeding more strength into the oars.

“Something wrong?” Ariana asked him, noticing his expression.

“Something’s pulling at us,” he said.

“Ah, that would be the planet’s gravity,” she said. “With the core exposed, it exerts far greater magnetic power upon ships. Come too close, and it would drag us into the molten heart.”

“What!?”

“Oh, it shouldn’t be a problem,” the fox-girl added with a careless gesture. “We’d need to be quite close indeed for that.”

Though a bit more uneasy now, Dorian nevertheless continued to sail them further into the debris field.

As they went deeper, Dorian began to see evidence of the rebirth Ariana spoke of. Here and there on the scattered remains of the world were patches of violet foliage, though more like moss growing on a rock than the lush forests of say Asimova. Yet even that changed the deeper they went, Dorian guiding them around chunks that soon sported grasslands, forests, and even jungles. Lakes and rivers flowed across the fragments of worlds, mountain ranges lifted up wholesale, biomes of every kind fragmented and scattered without seeming rhyme or reason. And Dorian swore he saw animals here and there when they flew nearer.

And it wasn’t only greenery that coloured the topography. Now and then Dorian spotted what looked like ruined buildings clinging to the surface of the stones. Networks of streets and shattered homes like forgotten communities raised on the isles in the void. He even skimmed the ship over one specimen, which sported towering ruins consumed by a riot of jungle. Evidence of the former intelligent life, tinted a mottled red by the light of the dead world’s core.

“Gods above,” Dorian breathed as they cruised over the tomb-city.

And then he felt a tug.

It wasn’t a physical thing. More like a flash in the corner of the eye. A flicker of a familiar face in a crowd pulling his attention. Dorian turned his head about quickly and spotted a bulky fragment floating through the void, so overgrown with jungle it grew off the edges to dangle like a green carpet draped over the top.

Yet in a flash before another piece of debris tumbled past, Dorian spotted a gap. A wound in its surface plunging deep into the island.

“Is that it?” Dorian said, nodding at the fragment.

Ariana turned her head, squinting at it. She brightened visibly. “Perfect!” she exclaimed. “The growth is dramatically greater than any other. Exactly what we were looking for. Bring us down.”

“Or up, as the case seems to be,” Emberly noted.

Dorian nodded, giving the wheel a spin, the astral winds shimmering around them with a whoosh as the winged oars beat and hurried them on their new course, a mass of rock passing them by with a groaning sound, momentarily obscuring their destination until they reached the edge. They soared over it.

And beheld their destination.

Dorian couldn’t help but stare at the vastness of the scene below. An ancient city had been built upon tiers and tiers, their ruins clutched in the grasp of encroaching jungle. Trees sprouted from roofs and grew from the shattered domes of once great palaces and temples, like violet birds erupting from marble eggs. A great street cut straight through the center of the city, surrounded by broken statues of huge dragons and lizard-headed beings overgrown with violet moss and vines. An immense lake had fully swallowed a quarter of the city and, as The Dragon’s Wing soared over it, Dorian spotted hundreds of strange, reptilian birds suddenly taking flight from the surface in a swarm of small, fleeing bodies.

“Amazing,” he breathed.

“Down there would be perfect,” Ariana said, seeming to enjoy his reaction.

Dorian obeyed, the oars of The Dragon’s Wing fanning out, slowing their descent to a lazy cruise. As he did, everyone rushed to the railings to watch as the waters came up below them, kissing the prow of the ship before the wood slipped into the glittering surface. Their wake fanned out in twin waves, slowing them further, the oars now beating water instead of the airs of magic, ferrying their ship slowly near the shore.

Dorian guided them around a few of the taller buildings that jutted like pillars from beneath the waters, more of the strange reptilian birds watching them from the hollows of windows and crooked roofs. Ariana peered at them through a small telescope she lowered with a satisfied nod.

“We’re in the right place,” she said.

“How do you know?” Dorian asked.

“If your auramancer was up here, she could tell you all about the arcane residue clinging to those animals,” she said with a nod. “When a world rebirths from an artifact or dragon, the creatures upon it take on the character of that which empowers them. Evolution sped up, even as nature reforms.”

Dorian glanced again at the wary avians. “Then… a dragon?”

“We can certainly hope. But that’s half of why I’m here!” she added eagerly. “To discover. To chronicle. To know! Ah!” she cried, hands clasping the telescope to her heart, her tail bushy and swishing with excitement. “How marvelous it is. The thrill of discovery and learning! Wonderful.”

Dorian supposed. But the whole place felt vaguely disquieting. He couldn’t put his finger on what, but his hackles were up, his senses keyed and uneasy.

“You can drop me off here.”

“Sure. Yeah.” Dorian shook himself from his thoughts and looked in surprise at Ariana. “Sorry? Drop you off?”

“Naturally,” she said, already storing her telescope back into her Bag of Holding. “I will need the time to do a thorough survey. A few days should do it. Which, incidentally, should be about how long it will take you to deliver your supplies to Ixana. A perfect solution.”

“I’m not just going to abandon you out here,” Dorian grunted. “Who knows what’s on this rock!”

Ariana gave him an amused look. “It’s so sweet that you think you must look after me even here, Captain. But I assure you, I have done this on far more worlds than you have even seen. And far deadlier ones at that. But you are correct,” she noted, one hand digging into her pouch once more. “It might make things somewhat awkward if you believed me dead and sailed on.”

“I’d never!” Dorian protested.

“You are a darling, Dorian. Truly. Ah, here we are,” she said, tossing what looked like a conch to him, its surface inlaid with golden filigree. “A Speaking Shell. We may palaver through it once you are within a day’s range of me. And should I need your assistance, I shall cry for my Captain to rescue me with his rippling muscles and derring do in the nick of time.”

“Devil’s teeth!” Emberly gasped, staring at the conch in amazement. “Where in the hell did you get one of those?”

“I’m simply full of surprises,” Ariana said with a wink.

Dorian frowned, unswayed by her claims. “Just a second. Need to have a word,” he said, grabbing Melia and Emberly and drawing them away into a huddle.

“Well?” he said to the two in an undertone.

“I don’t like it,” Melia whispered. “We shouldn’t let her go alone.”

“I agree,” Emberly growled. “She’s just trying to bamboozle us so she can grab all the good treasure herself!”

“That’s… not the big issue here,” Dorian said.

“Sure it is! If there’s dragon treasure on this rock, then by the pits of the nether worlds, I’ll be damned if I’m letting her walk off with all the good stuff. Savvy?”

“Exactly,” Melia said, her hair fluttering a cold, suspicious blue.

“We also can’t let her get herself killed,” Dorian added pointedly.

“Well, that too,” Melia muttered. “She hasn’t even finished the Weird Wood series. And I have got to know if Lord Desmond will choose Lady Amberly or the Bandit Queen. Or both! I’ve been waiting months for that release, and I don’t know if I could live without the resolution.”

Dorian gave the elf and demoness a flat look. “Then we’re at least in agreement about not letting her go alone?” he asked, deciding to take the wins where he could.

Demon and elf nodded in firm agreement. Dorian sighed and let go of them, turning to face the smirking fox-girl. A twitch of her ears drew Dorian’s eyes, and he wondered how much of their conversation she had overheard…

“After careful consideration,” he said. “We’ve decided we can’t let you wander around this world alone. We’re going with you.”

Ariana’s smile widened and she leaned back against the rail, her bushy red tail swishing behind her. “Well then,” she drawled. “Far be it from me to deny such handsome company. Then, shall we lower a jollyboat? I am most eager to begin.”


Chapter 22


Naturally, Dorian intended to tell Fable about the change of plans. Making his way down into the hold, he found his way to the workshop, where Fable kept her private quarters, as well as all her maintenance gear. Rapping his knuckles on the door, he stepped back.

After a moment the door opened and Fable looked up at him curiously. Her goggles had been pushed up onto her forehead, a tool belt hanging from her hips as she eyed him.

“Dorian?” she said. “What’s up?”

“Hey,” he answered, rubbing the back of his head. Though it wasn’t as bad as before, he could detect an air of melancholy hanging about the faun, her deer-like ears drooped and face soft with sorrow. “So, there’s been a few changes of plan.”

Fable cocked her head, antlers tilting. “Changes?”

“Yeah. We landed, and it seems like Ariana planned on wandering around the chunk of world on her own. Me and the others thought that was probably a bad idea, so we decided to stay with her while we try and find the dragon’s hoard.”

“Oh!” Fable said, looking a bit more alert. “Good idea! We can’t let her get all the treasure for herself.”

“Er, yeah. That too. Anyway, I was wondering if you might want to come with us. If you’d prefer to stay here I’d totally understand.”

“No no!” Fable said, shaking her horned head in a strong negative. “No way, Dorian. I’ve gotta come along for this. Without me to check auras, odds are you all would just get chomped by a mimic almost immediately.”

“If you feel up for it…”

“Absolutely! Let me just grab my stuff.”

Dorian peered after the faun as she spun about and bustled back into the room. The interior was filled with machinery, components, and tools hung along the walls. Pipes, scrap metal, and other half finished projects whose eventual purpose he had no idea of lay scattered about. The only light was some lamps with glowing crystals inside that illuminated the interior in a dim glow.

Dorian didn’t get a better look before Fable returned, swinging a large pack onto her back. “Alright! All set,” she declared.

Dorian nodded, pleased to see she seemed more positive now. “Let’s go.”

But there was still a slight air of sadness around her, he observed as they climbed back onto deck. Fable would normally be hanging off him, but she kept a slight distance. It pained him, and he suddenly wondered if he should have tried to insist she stay aboard during the trip.

No help for it now, he supposed, and he joined the others at the stern of the ship where the jollyboat was mounted. The others were already aboard, save Emberly, who took it upon herself to guard the ship.

“None o’ the rest of you I’d trust with these guns,” she noted as Dorian helped Fable into the little boat before joining her.

“Here goes,” Melia said, turning the crank. There was a rattle as the little boat was lowered, soon landing in the waters with a small splash. Untying them from the winch, Dorian and Melia took the oars, plying them with a grunt and ferrying them towards the waiting beach, Emberly waving from the stern until she was out of sight.

“So how are we… going to do this?” Melia asked between strokes of the oars.

“Working in two’s will cover more ground,” Ariana noted as she looked over a scroll, making a few notes as they passed ancient towers jutting from the waters. “I suggest we split up. You and the faun in one group, the Captain and I in the other.”

“Who made… you boss?” Melia asked testily.

Ariana gave her a blank look. “Why, because it’s my expedition of course,” she said.

Melia frowned, and Dorian quickly cut in before an argument could develop. “I think that’d be best,” he said. “We should have at least one fighter in each group. And you and Fable already work well together.”

Melia’s lips turned with distaste, but she shrugged and continued rowing, casting the occasional worried look at Fable. The faun hadn’t even noticed the conversation, her horned head turned, her eyes distant as she watched the reptilian birds flutter from their roosts, and beyond them the sky of fragmented rock and a faintly crimson light, as if they were in perpetual twilight.

The shore soon came into view, and they ground their boat up against what had once been a road before the city had sunk. Dragging the jollyboat up onto the moss-coated path, Dorian secured its rope to one of the remaining legs of a statue that had lost its entire upper body. With that done, Dorian took in the sight of the forsaken city, trying to suppress his awe.

It was less a corpse and more like what a rotting log was to a tree in full bloom. Of what had once been a thriving metropolis, now only the hollowed remains survived. Buildings spread out before them, most of them so encrusted with moss and blooming foliage they looked more like landscape than city. Trees wormed their roots through bricks and their canopies shadowed roofs fallen in. The city had once been built of a whitish stone, now gone grey and green. Only the stonework remained. Anything less durable had rotted away or been destroyed by the ages and apocalypse that had claimed it. A scene of desolation and something stranger. Dorian thought he should feel sad to see such a catastrophic loss, but all he felt was a sort of alienation. Like two impressions were warring with each other. A sense of loss too remote to really feel tragic, yet familiar enough that it made him uneasy. Once, he had come across an old cottage deep in the forest, abandoned for decades and no more than a frame of stone and overgrowth. It felt a little like that, but on a much larger scale.

Ariana inhaled deeply, hands on her hips as she looked out at the ruins proudly. “Remarkable,” she said. “It lacks something of the grandeur, but with a literary flourish, I can already see it! Our brave Captain, come upon the ruins of a civilization half buried in the jungle. Awakened with his arrival as he and his beloved seek shelter from the nefarious Captain Obadiah Rage! I can picture it already so vividly in my mind.”

“Wonderful. I really can’t wait to read that,” Melia said. “But also, can you picture where the treasure is first?”

“Patience. Patience,” Ariana said. “If it is a dragon’s hoard we seek, there shall be a cave entrance somewhere about here that leads underground into a series of tunnels. Bolt holes and secret exits for the dragon, in case of attack. We must merely find one. All roads lead to gnomes, as they say. Shouldn’t be too hard. We’ll split up,” she said, fishing into her satchel and pulling out a second speaking shell and handing it to Melia. “Here we are. If you find anything, let us know through this and we’ll meet up and explore further. Understood?”

“Yeah. I got it,” Melia said, taking the shell and hooking it to her belt. “We’ll head east, towards those palaces.”

“And we’ll head north, towards the cliffs,” Ariana replied. “Remember, stay in contact. There are likely monsters larger than these flying lizards about. We’ll return here in fourteen hours for the night.”

“That works. Let’s go Fable,” Melia said, starting off, the faun hastening to catch up.

Dorian lingered a moment, eying the pair as they moved through the ruins. Both were able to take care of themselves. He’d seen them fight often enough to know that, but his protectiveness didn’t like letting them go without him on a potentially hostile alien world. He shook it off, turning to follow Ariana. They’d call him if they needed him, he assured himself. And even if it meant turning into a dragon in front of Ariana, he’d go to them in a heartbeat.

Ariana at least seemed unworried. She led the way into the ruins with a spring in her step, energetically pointing out various sights they came across.

“See that? The people of this world would often give their kings the features of dragons when carving statues. They saw it as raising them up to the level of divine draconic.

“Oh! That building over there? Once a temple. Those waterfalls are quite impressive, aren’t they?

“Ah! Notice there. Right there! Those feathered bipeds? The ones that look like giant chickens crossed with a lizard? Some say dragons once had feathers, but abandoned them for various reasons.”

“And that? Well, I… I actually don’t know what that is. But is no doubt a part of a profound religious ceremony.”

“Uh huh,” Dorian said, only barely admiring the ruined grandeur of the city. He was much more concerned with how many hidey holes were littered across the place. The perfect place for an ambushing monster to hide or stalk them.

Plus, the whole place was profoundly creepy. The air of abandonment seemed to yawn at them from every hole that had been a window or a door. Every heap of collapsed masonry or the fallen head of a statue they climbed over felt strange. It was hard for Dorian to square in his head how so many people could just be… gone. Even if it had been hundreds of years ago.

“You seem tense.”

“Hm?”

Jolted back to the present, Dorian gave the fox-girl a startled look.

Ariana laughed, brushing back her red hair as she climbed up the slope of moss that now carpeted the fallen-in wall of an old building. “You seem tense, Captain.”

“Oh. Well, I mean, who wouldn’t be?” he said as he followed her, practically sliding down the slope onto the other side and into what had once been the main chamber of a palace, the walls filled with frescoes of spiraling geometric designs. “We’re wandering through a lost city filled with potentially hostile monsters.”

“Somewhat of an exaggeration. But I am glad, Captain. I was afraid it may have been due to what happened in your quarters.”

“Ah,” Dorian said, trying to force back down the heat rising into his cheeks. “Right. That. Sorry about… that. I was just a bit taken aback.”

“Please, Captain. No apologies necessary,” Ariana said as they moved through an adjoining door and into the deeper gloom. “I fully understand. You did not wish to jeopardize your relationship with your shipmates. I, naturally, should have first cleared it with them before asking you to ravish me like a beast, ripping my clothes from my body before rushing to my knees to worship the pillar of your virility.”

“Er, sure. Let’s go with that,” Dorian said, who was surprised his face wasn’t glowing with how hot he was blushing.

Ariana nodded sagely. “Of course. I fear it has mainly been due to my uncertainty on the method to broach it. Were we on the world of Raveem, I would merely need to lay with your chief wife and prove I had the skills to pleasure her mate.”

“Uh…”

“And of course,” Ariana continued happily, “were we on Neptura, I would simply paint my naked body with dyes and flee from you, who would also be painted and sky clad, as they say. Then, once you caught me, had I given you a sufficiently thrilling chase, you would mate me on the spot, and claim me for your clan. And were we-”

“Right. Yes. All of that,” Dorian cut in quickly. “Too bad we’re not there. Yeah, no. I just need to, well, tell the others about your, er, interest. Exactly.”

“Hmm,” Ariana said, her vulpine eyes glinting in the dark as she glanced over her shoulder. “How terribly… pedestrian. But I suppose if that is how it is.”

“You travel around a lot, huh?” he said, eager to put the conversation on a different path.

Ariana laughed. “Oh my yes! As you can see from my cloak,” she said, sweeping the dark fabric around her, the gold hourglass flashing. “I travel frequently and far for the Order of Archivists, for it is we who preserve the knowledge that would otherwise be lost. It’s a sacred obligation.”

“Been doing it a while, then?”

“Indeed,” she confirmed, hopping over a vast crack in the floor whose depths seemed to go on forever. “My grandfather was a Collector, and would frequently take me on his journeys. A sweet man, but had an unfortunate tendency not to read up on local customs. I cannot count the number of times we were forced to flee, clutching a scroll or book while the furious locals sought to drag us back in chains to burn, torture, or, occasionally, eat.”

“You were a child?” Dorian said, aghast.

“Indeed. I would stay with my grandmother most times, but when my grandfather needed an extra hand he would borrow me. In retrospect,” she admitted, her face thoughtful as it caught a ray of light slanting through a hole in the ceiling, “it was, perhaps, somewhat traumatic. But ah well,” she said with a shrug and a light laugh. “What childhood is not?”

“Mine wasn’t too bad, aside from being an orphan,” Dorian said, pausing to flick on one of the arcane lamps they brought, its yellow glow beating back the enveloping darkness as they trudged on. “Is that a tunnel?” he said, noting a huge hole in the floor.

“Oh yes! Exactly what we’re looking for,” Ariana said happily. “No doubt this will connect to the maze which the dragon built its lair into. But you were speaking of your childhood?”

“Er, right.” Dorian shrugged. “I mean, nothing much happened to me. My childhood was too boring.”

“Oh come now,” Ariana laughed as they descended a set of stone stairs, the moss that coated it squishing under their feet as they moved into the dark maw of the tunnel. “I’m sure some matters of interest occurred to you.”

“Not really,” Dorian admitted. “Life in the village I grew up in was pretty tame. Same old year after year. The only interesting thing that happened before I sailed the Black was a punishment expedition against some goblins I joined. I went as a cook for the troops. Spent almost three weeks out in the forests blundering around, looking for a goblin tribe that never seemed to appear. Eventually we just gave up, claimed the goblins had been chased away, and went home.”

“And did you happen to learn your craft from a grizzled mentor?” Ariana asked eagerly. “Perhaps a man you at first doubted, but came to respect before he heroically died while defending you from some encroaching evil?”

Dorian thought back. “Not really,” he said. “One of the knights who was training me did die. But that was thanks to dysentery.”

“Oh,” Ariana said, looking quite disappointed, only to quickly rally. “Well, what about your village? Was it burned down by brigands most foul?”

“One time some embers caught the thatch of the Miller place. I had to help rebuild it after it fell down.”

Ariana smiled and patted his hand gently. “I understand.”

“You do?” Dorian said.

“Of course. You don’t trust me yet.”

“I—”

“You keep the memories of your youth and the many trials and sufferings you had close to your chest, deflecting the curious with tales of mediocre pastoral existence. Shhh,” she whispered, putting a finger to his mouth when Dorian opened it to speak. “No need to lie further. I promise you, Captain. I shall earn your confidence yet. When you feel the time is right, you may bare your breast to me, and I shall bare mine with joy, consummating that moment of connection with body and soul.”

Dorian considered arguing, then sighed and gave up. “Sure. Let’s go with that,” he said.

Ariana gave him another tender smile. “You will see, Captain. I shall earn your trust yet.”

“Sure. Alright then,” Dorian replied, not knowing what else he could say about that. Strange woman, he mused. Then again, he hadn’t exactly met anyone ‘normal’ since coming to the Black. And she certainly was… friendly.

Very friendly, he reflected, eyes running over her figure in its obscuring cloak, imagining her body beneath her hooded robe. Lithe and lovely. And certainly not shy about it. He shook his head suddenly. No. Don’t think about that. Think about something else.

Like what that skittering sound was.

He held out his arm, forestalling Ariana from going deeper.

“Hold on,” he growled. “Something’s here.”

The fox-girl’s ears twitched and she stepped back. Dorian slowly drew his sword, looking at the dark hole leading deeper into the earth. The sound grew. Echoing. Something moved in the gloom. Dorian tensed, his lamp coming up. A huge dark thing reared up before them.

And then the owner of that massive shadow crawled further into the light. A gecko-like creature about as big as Dorian’s thumb. The little creature looked at the pair of them, its tongue flicking out.

“Oh my,” Ariana said with an amused look his way. “How terribly dangerous.”

Dorian laughed, the tension sucked from him as he lowered the lamp. “Well, that was a mighty impressive tongue. And look at the claws on it!”

“Oh yes,” Ariana giggled. “Such terrible things! Why, I bet they could—”

Stone exploded as a maw of teeth and scales erupted from the wall, engulfing the gecko in an instant before clamping shut with a clack.

“Holy shit!” Dorian swore, his sword jerking up, only to curse himself as the reptilian creature’s sightless head swung about, maw opening with a rippling cry like tearing stone. It bunched itself and suddenly hurled itself at them, huge digging claws coming down.

Something blue flashed between them and the monster shrieked, recoiling as its head bounced off a glowing dome of light.

Dorian stared, gobsmacked. “Wha…”

“Merely a barrier.”

He looked in wonder at Ariana, whose cloak fluttered about her, one hand raised and glowing with the same crystalline blue light. She glanced at him with a coy smile. “Nothing to get terribly shocked about.”

“B-barrier?” Dorian said.

“Of course. We of the Archivists dedicate our lives and skills to protection and preservation. Even the great mages of the High Empire seek out our Shield Maidens to guard their great ships against their many foes.”

“Sorry, ships?” Dorian gasped.

“Oh yes. Were I inclined, I could project this barrier all around your ship with ease. It would, of course, be far less powerful than this one, only open to stop ranged attacks, and I could only maintain it for perhaps an hour at most. But surely long enough to save you quite the bother, hm?”

Dorian stared at her. “I uh…”

“Though,” she added a touch smugly, “if you wish me to stay below next time you face some menace among the stars, I would naturally obey the Captain.”

“We’ll talk about that later, I suppose,” Dorian said, glancing back at the monster as it shrieked, huge claws scraping across the surface of the barrier with a sound like nails on glass. “Can I stab through it?” he asked, making a lunging motion with his sword.

“Oh no. A barrier like this would let nothing pass through. Kind of the point of the thing. Usually we simply wait for the creature to lose interest and wander off should we be so trapped. A ship’s barrier though would be too weak to stop someone from entering it. Thus, if you wish to strike, merely let me know, and I shall banish this one at once.”

“Right. Alright,” Dorian said, handling his enchanted sword uneasily as he watched the monster snarl and tear at the shield. He shifted where he stood, looking for an opening, and saw it as the creature tried headbutting their shield. There was a gap in its armour along the neck, where the pink of flesh could just be seen.

“When I say so, lower the shield,” he instructed, lifting his sword and lowering himself into a striking stance.

“I await with bated breath,” Ariana said, and really did look it, her eyes shining and tail swishing with anticipation.

Dorian nodded, watching the monster as it lurched up again, then came down, slamming its paws again into the shield with a ringing sound.

“Now!” he barked.

Ariana made a swirling motion, and the barrier vanished. Startled, the monster’s paws suddenly jolted through the air, jolting its forelegs down and neck bowing at the movement, the reaction reminding Dorian of someone missing a step on the stairs. In that moment he lunged at the gap in the armour, the enchanted stone in his sword’s hilt flashing as he stabbed deep into the naked flesh.

The monster howled, wrenching its head back, and Dorian tore his sword free, dancing back as the monster staggered, blood pumping from its wound and down its scaly side, its face feelers swaying madly. It took a staggering step towards them, then toppled to the ground with a thunderous crash. With a final shudder, it lay still.

Dorian exhaled heavily, drawing back his sword, only to stagger as Ariana crashed into his back, hugging him tightly.

“Oh that was marvelous!” the fox-girl cried. “Simply marvelous! A single blow. A single one to slay the beast! Amazing. Incredible! Where’s my pen? I must get that down. I simply must!”

Her arms left him as the archivist dug into her pouch, producing a notepad and pen she immediately began scribbling onto. Dorian watched her work skeptically, then glanced back at the creature.

“What was that thing anyway?” he asked, nudging its head with his boot.

“A borer,” Ariana said distractedly. “...in his powerful arms… Yes, a borer. A monster which tunnels through the earth. And good news for us! For such a creature makes it plain that we are on the right track.”

“We are?”

“Absolutely!” Ariana cheered, glancing up at him, peering over her round glasses. “These creatures are commonly summoned by dragons. Red ones specifically! Of the lesser colours, but still mighty, red dragons use these creatures to mine for precious stones lost in the planet’s crust. Also makes a handy piece of security, as we’ve seen. But that means we’re on the right track! Most definitely.”

“A red dragon?” Dorian said in wonder, looking again at the monster. “Wow.”

Ariana slapped shut her book, beaming at him. “Well then, shall we continue?”

“I suppose so,” Dorian said, stepping forward to lead from the front. Powerful as Ariana’s barriers were, he still didn’t like the idea of her facing down the dragon first. He was the only one that stood a chance if they did meet the owner of the caves.

But even as he thought of that, Dorian felt a shiver of trepidation. He may have been a dragon too, but he didn’t much like the odds…


Chapter 23


Ariana was delighted and triumphant when they continued down, soon finding themselves among a maze of tunnels twisting through the earth.

“Marvelous!” she exclaimed in delight, clapping her hands, which sent echoes radiating around the smooth, round passage. “Look at that! These tunnels will no doubt lead to the dragon’s hoard. You see? The way that they thread through the earth? This is without a doubt the work of a dragon.”

“Seems kind of small for one,” Dorian noted.

“Ah, to the untrained eye. But this is a maze, Dorian. And a clever one. The average traveler would surely be turned around, but I am an expert navigator.”

“If you say so,” Dorian grunted. And since he didn’t have a better idea, deferred to her.

Several more hours of wandering the tunnels, a sudden hissing sound came from Ariana’s pouch. The fox-girl’s ears flicked and she dug into her satchel, pulling out the speaking shell.

“Yes?” she said into it.

Static popped and fizzled. “How does this… stupid things… Hello?”

Recognizing Melia’s voice, Dorian quickly stepped forward. “Melia?”

“Dorian! Finally,” the elf’s voice gasped through the fizz of interference. “About time. We’ve found some tunnels and are taking a look inside. Place is an absolute maze!”

“We’ve found the same,” Dorian said, glancing at Ariana.

“No surprise,” the fox-girl said, adjusting her glasses. “The dragon would have made a number of exits to his lair, in case of attack. Normally they would have a number of traps too.”

“Didn’t find any of those,” Melia noted.

“Nope. Not a one,” Fable’s voice added. “But there are some great carvings around!”

“Carvings?” Ariana said, her tail eagerly swishing as she lifted the shell right to her triangular ears. “Fascinating! Did you take a rubbing? Never mind. We should meet up anyway. Follow the chime of the shell. It will sound purer the closer they are to one another.”

“Can do,” Fable crackled.

Dorian relaxed a little. Fable sounded much more like her old self. Eager to see them again, he followed Ariana and the pinging sound made by the shell, leading them ever deeper into the tunnels. Soon it rang brightly, and even better, Dorian heard an echoing response. This became louder until, turning a corner, they nearly ran right into the elf and faun.

“Dorian!” Fable cried, bounding forward with a click of hooves before throwing her arms around him and hugging him close.

“Fable. Melia!” he said, grinning at the pair. “Find anything useful?”

“You bet!” the faun cried, wriggling back. “I made sketches of a bunch of weird symbols we found made on the walls. Definitely recent. As in after… well, you know…”

Dorian saw the faun’s ears wilt and her expression grew pained.

“How about lunch first,” he said quickly, eager to take her mind off her memories of her homeworld. “We can trade notes over it, and finally get something to eat. I don’t know about you three, but I’m starving.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Melia said, already sitting down and slinging her pack off. She cracked it open, digging out some bread and other wrapped foodstuffs.

Gladly, Dorian took a seat, Fable snuggling up against him as usual, though Ariana also kept quite close, he couldn’t help but notice. Refreshments were shared around and between bites, so was information.

Much of it went over Dorian’s head, but Ariana eagerly pored over the notes Fable had made, the fox-girl’s tail soon sweeping the dusty ground with excitement.

“Yes. Yes!” she exclaimed as she leafed through papers. “This is it. This is it precisely! You see?” she exclaimed, shoving one paper into Dorian’s face. “These signs are in draconic. Personal markings for the dragon to keep track. These ones here? They mark where the entrance of its personal hoard lies. Marvelous. Simply marvelous!” she cried, fairly quivering in excitement. She looked eagerly between Fable and Melia. “Do you think you could find your way back there?”

“Sure,” Melia said with a shrug. “It’s not far, actually. A few hours walk.”

“Wonderful! Oh yes,” Ariana cried greedily, her eyes again devouring the markings on the paper. “Yes. Yes! We’re so close I can almost taste the discovery! Why, we shouldn’t need longer than a few days to fully plumb these depths.”

“Maybe,” Dorian quickly interjected. “But we should probably head back to the surface to rest occasionally. I don’t think it’s a good idea to stay down here too long. At least, not all together. We could explore in shifts. Cover more ground that way without running the risk of whoever’s resting getting attacked while the others are away.”

“An excellent idea,” Ariana said, nodding along affably.

Melia shrugged. “Suppose that makes some sense,” she said, rising back to her feet and brushing the dust from her trousers. “Once me and Fable bring you back to where we saw those signs, we’ll take the first break. We know the way to the surface near there anyway. Be a good chance to lay some of our own markings down to guide you two when it’s your turn. Besides, we should check on the ship while we’re at it. Let Emberly know we didn’t die down here.”

Dorian supposed it made sense, though he still wasn’t entirely sold on the idea. Then again, he didn’t like them being in the tunnels at all. But all three women were utterly enthralled with the idea of raiding the dragon’s hoard, and though he shared some of their enthusiasm, he remained skeptical. Treasure was all well and good, but not at the expense of their lives.

Still, he kept those thoughts to himself during lunch and the walk back down the tunnels, to where Melia found the markings. The signs kindled a memory in Dorian when he saw the runic etchings gouged in the rock, like trying to decipher some particularly bad handwriting.

“Escape?” he said.

“An approximate translation,” Ariana said as she admired the sign by the light of her lantern. “It could also be seen as ‘this way out’ or ‘follow this path.’ All are acceptable in draconic linguistics if it lacks further context. Which means the opposite way…” Ariana said, turning and casting the glow of her lamp down the tunnel.

Fable yawned. “If you two feel ready to explore more, go for it. But I need a real rest. I’m not so used to running around like this.”

“Ha! You could use the exercise,” Melia said, poking the faun’s side. “I think you’re getting a little tubby there. Need to burn off that extra fat.”

Fable danced away, gasping. “No! I’m not getting fat!” She rounded on Dorian, her doe eyes pleading. “Am I?”

“Sorry?” Dorian said innocently. “I was too busy thinking about how absolutely gorgeous you always are.”

Fable blushed and hit his shoulder playfully. “Flattery won’t save you every time, Dorian,” she said.

“You’re right,” Dorian said. “The only solution is to strip you down and kiss every inch of your body to show you how much I love all of you.”

Fable giggled, her ears twitching in pleasure. “Horny dog! But bring me back some nice loot from that dragon hoard and I’ll think about it.”

“C’mon you,” Melia said, hooking a finger in Fable’s belt and tugging the faun back up the tunnel. “Before you and our daring Captain start stripping down here and fucking in the dragon tunnels.”

Dorian chuckled, then rolled his eyes when he heard Ariana scribble something in her notebook. He looked back her way. “Shall we?”

Slapping shut her journal, the fox-girl beamed up at him. “Let’s!” she exclaimed happily, turning about and starting down the passage, opposite the way Fable and Melia had gone.

Dorian felt another pang at parting with Fable and Melia after such a short reunion, but knew he would be together with them again soon. And the best way to do so was to find the hoard quickly. That in mind, he quickened his pace, falling in beside Ariana and delving deeper into the smooth stone passage.

Several more times they came across draconic runes carved in the walls, and each time Ariana led them onward, twisting and turning into the maze-like depths beneath the earth, their only company the echoing of their footfalls.

Until they found the door.

They came on it suddenly, the glow of their lamps ending abruptly with the passage. The doors were huge, more than three times as tall as Dorian and wide enough for ten of him to walk abreast. Made of the same rock as the passage, it seemed curiously unadorned, the surface smooth and plain, with little more than a thin gap marking the split between them.

“Wonderful!” Ariana cried, clapping her hands in delight as she beheld the door. “Perfect! Excellent! The lair must still be fairly new. The dragon has yet to enchant the door. Usually they would inscribe spells or a password into its face, but only after they feel sure their choice is good. Ours must have been confident the sheer weight of them would keep any from venturing inside.”

“They’re heavy, then?” Dorian said.

“To some,” Ariana replied, giving him a sideways look. “Would you like to test it?”

Dorian looked again at the immense stone doors. He knew he shouldn’t. Well, somewhat. He’d probably have to eventually, or get Emberly to come down and bring some heavy explosives. But he really didn’t like that idea.

“I can probably try,” he said slowly. “My sword is enchanted to make me stronger.”

“Of course,” Ariana said, stepping aside with a sly smile. “That should do it.”

Dorian eyed her, then shrugged and stepped forward. He cracked his knuckles, looking over the towering thing. It seemed even more impressive up close, and suddenly Dorian wasn’t so sure about this.

Yet the challenge of it was… oddly thrilling. As if he were testing himself against this other dragon’s strength. The thought shouldn’t have made him bristle and want to prove himself even more, yet he found the idea all the more appealing. He wanted to force open this door, he realized. He wanted to prove his strength. Especially with an attractive female watching him so intently.

He flushed a little. But why not? Better that than dragging a cannon down here. Who knew how long that would take? Or what defences it might awaken.

No, Dorian resolved, rolling up his sleeves. Better this way. And not just because he really wanted to.

Bracing himself, Dorian planted his hands on either side of the doors. He pushed, digging his feet in the stone floor, but felt not even an inch of give.

Oh, so that’s how it was going to be, eh?

Dorian heaved, putting more of his strength into it. Feeling the heat that simmered deep within him grow, filling his arms and legs with might. He tried to be subtle, feeding that surging power that rose deep within him only slowly. Scales shimmering along his forearms. Claws budding from his fingers.

The great stone door groaned, creaked as Dorian’s feet dug into the floor. With a sudden heaving bellow he threw in another burst of strength, and with a boom the doors swung wide, swishing in the air before grinding to a slow halt.

Dorian exhaled heavily and straightened, proud and triumphant. Eager applause came from behind him and he looked back at Ariana, whose eyes were fairly shining with delight at the show.

“Marvelous! Simply marvelous!” she cried.

Dorian chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck bashfully. “Thanks. That sword enchantment was worth every copper,” he said.

“Hmm. I bet it was,” Ariana cooed with a knowing look as she strolled up beside him and peered inside, lifting her lamp.

The glow fell across a large room carved from the bedrock. Steps had been etched in the stone, climbing slowly upwards towards an open doorway wrapped in shadows. Dorian moved forward, only for Ariana to hold out an arm, forestalling him.

“What?” he said.

“Hold on a moment,” she said, reaching into her bag and pulling out some bluish powder. She raised it to her lips, whispered a word of magic, and blew.

The dust whirled into the room in a gust, but where it passed among the steps, Dorian sucked in a breath, the blue powder clinging to what looked like threads strung across the room in a zigzag pattern.

“Scorch wire,” Ariana said smugly. “A common trap. Practically a cantrip, but many a traveler have fallen prey to them, and quite easily too. Should a living creature trigger them, they will wrap around you and erupt in flames! I wrote about them in Tales of the Harlot Queen. An excellent read, by the way.”

“Right,” Dorian said, eying the threads nervously. “Uh, how do we not trigger them?”

“By not touching them of course,” Ariana said. “Observe.”

Before Dorian could react she bounded forward, leaping into the air and over several crossed strands. Landing, she spun, backflipping over another, her hand catching her on the floor before launching her through another thin space with a flutter of her cloak and flash of the gold stitched hourglass. She landed on the other side, springing back to her feet and on the steps, bowing like a tumbler.

Dorian couldn’t help but applaud at the sight. “Bravo!” he said.

“My many thanks,” she beamed, straightening. “And now, your turn, Dorian.”

He stopped clapping. “Me?” he exclaimed. “But, I er…”

“A simple matter,” she assured him. “I have every confidence you can.”

Dorian wasn’t so sure about that. Sure, he was fit and athletic, but he doubted he could be so… well, lithe was the only word that came to mind.

“I uh…”

“Give it a try. I believe in you,” Ariana said.

Dammit, now his pride was stung. Sighing, Dorian eyed the glittering blue threads and flexed his hands. His body still feeling the surge of the draconic magic, he fed more into himself, his senses keying up with greater awareness. From his brow, he felt horns shimmer into being. He took a deep breath, and leaving his thoughts to instinct, Dorian charged forward.

And leapt.

He dove over the first strings but his body was too big to fit through the next gap.

Instead he landed, tucked, and rolled under the next one. Like the hairs on his arms could sense the nearness of another string, Dorian twisted up, jumping over the next.

Almost too late did he see another string between him and the steps, so near there wasn’t hope to avoid landing on it. He quickly opened his legs, landing, feeling the string zing up between his legs.

And just stop below his crotch.

Every muscle tight as bowstring, Dorian very… very gingerly tilted himself, raising his leg high and carefully stepping over that final thread. He gasped, folding up, holding his knees and breathing hard.

“Gods above,” he panted. “That was…”

“Incredible! I knew you could do it,” Ariana cried gleefully.

Dorian glanced up blankly at the fox’s rapturously bespectacled face. Finally, he shook his head and straightened fully. “Yeah. I guess I did do it,” he admitted, glancing back at the strings. He shuddered again. He didn’t know if he was immune to magic fire, but finding out dick-first seemed less than ideal.

“Come. Come!” Ariana exclaimed, tugging on his sleeve. “The next room awaits. Oh, if only we had Fable and Melia with us! Ah, but no matter. They will see it soon!”

Dorian sighed and let her tug him up the steps and through the next doorway. As they entered the next room Dorian paused, several figures just visible amid the gloom. Statues? Must be, he mused as he took another step.

A sullen glow suddenly lit the walls. Alcoves burned with red light, illuminating the round chamber. Half a dozen statues of men stood about the round room, crude and bulky as if molded by mud. And as the alcoves were lit, so too were the eyes of the statues.

Dorian took a wary step back as the stone men straightened slowly, the furnace light of their eyes blazing in their featureless heads. Golems, Dorian realized at once. And though their shapes were crude, they looked uncomfortably solid, and very deadly.

“Ah, typical guard golems,” Ariana observed. “I should have known.”

“Can you do anything about them?” Dorian asked nervously as the stone men turned their way.

“Ah… possibly,” Ariana said. “The best thing we could do is deactivate them. I do have an antimagic nullifier. Quite a useful little thing, but I fear using it here would rob us of it if we find a more dangerous trap we may need it for…”

Dorian cursed, stepping back, but already the golems were beginning to approach, closing in on them with grim, resolute purpose. And it probably wasn’t to shake their hands. Dorian glanced back at Ariana, who seemed torn between using her tool on the stone men or not. He looked back at the golems, his hands clenching and unclenching. Could he handle them as he was now? How far was he going to go here?

Oh, to hell with it.

Time to pull his own damn weight.

“Get behind me,” he ordered.

“Sorry?” Ariana said blankly.

“Do it!”

The fox-girl jumped but quickly obeyed. Dorian flexed his fingers, letting more of the molten heat of draconic power surge through him. He growled, feeling his teeth grow to fangs. His fingers claws. Scales rippled across his cheeks and neck and arms.

He felt his wings spread out on his back, shimmering in the low light, and Dorian let out a deafening roar. He heard Ariana gasp behind him, but put her from his mind as the first golem reached him, swinging a club-like arm that could have crushed his skull under normal circumstances.

But he was far beyond normal now.

Dorian blocked the swinging limb, the impact jarring down his arm, but he ignored it, grabbing the golem by the forearm and pulling hard. The stone man lost his footing, and Dorian swung it around, smashing the golem into a second.

The two went down in a mound of rubble, but the other four were now on him. Dorian slashed, his claws gouging a great chunk from the golem’s chest and sending it reeling back as Dorian continued to grow, soon standing a full head above the golems, his tail whipping behind him.

Dorian gave another bellow that seemed to shake the walls, feeling the fire of his magic blazing through him, gathering in his throat. He spun, smashing his tail into another golem, sending it hurtling back. Completing his spin, he opened his maw and exhaled a sudden blast of arcane fire. A surge of crimson and gold flames engulfed the upper half of a fifth golem, melting it like a candle left burning too long.

Only one golem remained and grabbed Dorian in a crushing hug. Dorian grunted at the strength in those heavy limbs striving to crush his ribs, and in answer grabbed the golem’s head and, with a jerk, ripped it clean off.

The now headless golem froze, trembled, and then crumbled to the earth. With a scoff, Dorian tossed away the head and looked about for his next foe.

He found none, every golem reduced to rubble or molten slag, their bodies scattered in ruins across the floor. Dorian snorted.

“Oh my…”

Dorian’s head whipped back around to spot Ariana looking at him in awe. Her hands were clasped as if in prayer, her eyes glowing with delight behind glasses slipping unhindered down her nose as she looked him up and down in amazement.

“A dragon,” she gasped. “A true dragon!”

Dorian cleared his throat. “This is… uh…”

“Amazing!” Ariana cried, then caught herself and shoved her hand into her satchel, dragging out her sketchbook. “An astral dragon. A true astral dragon, if not yet full-sized! I must get this down. I must sketch you! Please, if you could raise your head a bit. And extend your wings like so.”

Dorian cleared his throat uneasily, trying to speak softly so his booming voice didn’t deafen her. “I uh, maybe not. I can’t really maintain this shape for long, so we should probably hurry up and find the hoard. This leaves me pretty drained.”

Ariana gave him a doleful look. “But… sketches…”

He sighed. “I’ll turn into it again some other time, and you can sketch me all you want.”

Ariana’s ears perked up again and her bushy tail swished. “You mean it? Truly? Absolutely?”

“Yes, yes. Now can we hurry? I’m already feeling a bit… stretched,” Dorian admitted.

“Of course! I’ll hold you to that promise as well. Oh, how wonderful! But yes, yes! We must go on. Come. Come! Let’s hurry.”

Dorian sighed in relief, gladly following the fox-girl across the floor and towards the far entrance. All things considered, he mused, Ariana had taken him turning into a dragon surprisingly well. He eyed her back, wondering if she’d somehow suspected? But how could she have. He was probably just overthinking it. He shook his reptilian head. Focus, Dorian. Focus. He wasn’t out of the dungeon yet.

And putting truth to words, they found themselves before another door.

This one was far more intricate than the one that led into the dragon’s lair. About the same size, this one had a dizzying number of draconic runes burned like black gouges into the stone. Rings spiraled off one another, leaving Dorian gaping at their complexity.

“What the…” he said, squinting, trying to read even as the letters seemed to shift and scurry like insects before his eyes.

“Ah, a puzzle riddle,” Ariana cooed happily, pulling a strange pair of spectacles from her pouch and exchanging them for her regular lenses. The rose-tinted glasses flared with their own light, swirls of magic filling the glasses like twin whirlpools of red. “Wonderful! I was hoping to find one of these. Hmm. A somewhat basic style.”

“It is?” Dorian said blankly, trying to make sense of the designs.

“Oh yes. Just need to disentangle the lettering from the illusion, then figure out the riddle itself. Pfft,” she scoffed, smiling in amusement. “Dearie me. That old one?”

“Which?”

Ariana cleared her throat. “‘Held close but not by hands, warm as fire but no cinder flares, stronger than steel yet shatters like glass, worth more than gold, yet can weigh like leadened stone.’”

“A riddle?” Dorian asked.

“Dragons love this one,” Ariana said, taking her glasses off with a smirk. “The answer, of course, is a heart.”

Dorian started as the room trembled. The markings burned into the door flared crimson, burning away to fluttering ash. A number of runes glowed red, cut deep into the stone, and with a heavy groan the doors slowly swung wide, grinding on the floor as they did so. Dorian’s eyes bulged at the golden light that spilled the doorway, illuminating the dark room he stood in like a sun had risen.

“Wow,” Dorian breathed.

“Oh my,” Ariana gasped.

They had found the dragon’s hoard.


Chapter 24


Dorian’s imagination had failed him.

When they spoke of a dragon’s hoard, he’d tried to picture the most money he could. Enough gold to fill the inn, enough to pour down the steps and fill the kitchens.

And now he saw a true hoard, and realized how childish that image had been.

It filled a vast stone chamber, the lights of some magic lamps glowing on the heaps of gold. Slopes of it humped off the floor on glittering hills. Rubies flashed like eyes of fire. Diamonds glittered, pearls draped suits of armour piled carelessly here and there like laundry waiting to be washed. Chests embossed with jewels vomited still more riches. Dorian was pretty sure he could even make out a chariot made of silver and molded like spreading swan wings in the back.

And still there was more.

So very much more.

“Dear gods,” he breathed.

“Hmm. Not a bad haul for so young a dragon,” Ariana mused.

Dorian looked at the fox-girl in bafflement. Couldn’t she see the gold here? But she didn’t notice his look, already striding forward and scanning the treasure piles closely.

Dorian hurried to catch up to her, trying to keep an eye out for traps, but relentlessly gawping at the riches that surrounded him at every turn. Even as he did, he felt his concentration slip and his body shrink, stumbling as he resumed his human form alongside Ariana.

He was surprised at how easily he changed. Normally, he’d feel drained after even a few minutes in a more draconic form. But it seemed that the others had been right, and it was like working a muscle. The more he did it, the easier it was, and left him less fatigued. A welcome change for sure.

After a moment of readjusting to bipedal locomotion, Dorian caught up with the scholar. “What ah… what should we do?” Dorian asked.

“Take as much as you like, but don’t be too greedy,” Ariana noted. “Despite the legends, a dragon hardly counts every coin. But taking one of the artifacts or finer pieces of art would draw the dragon’s notice eventually.”

“You’re not taking anything, though,” he noted.

Ariana laughed. “Oh no no no.” She gestured carelessly at the treasure. “Such baubles have little sway over me. I am here for one particular artifact. And I have brought something to ensure it does not go amiss.”

Unsure, feeling a bit embarrassed but unable to help himself, Dorian dipped down and filled his hands with gold. As he stood he poured the precious treasure into his pockets, feeling acutely awkward about it. What he’d just picked up could have bought the entire estate he’d grown up in, with change to float the next generation with even a few inbred wastrels thrown in. And yet, it was less than a drop in the ocean of valuables spread like butter before him. Swinging down his pack, he started to load that as well. Gods, there was so much! But naturally it wouldn’t all be for him. There was…

Oh, right.

Rolling his eyes at his own forgetfulness, Dorian snatched up the speaking shell and lifted it up. “Melia? Fable?”

The feed hissed softly, then Emberly’s voice cackled out of the shell. “Dorian! Well well. Had enough of the subterranean life?”

“Not at all. Even better! We found the hoard. There’s more gold than you could dream of!”

“What!” Emberly cried, then aside. “Melia! They found the hoard! We’re gonna be rich!”

He heard several cheers and then a short scufflling sound. “Dorian!” Fable’s voice called through the shell. “Dorian, grab me a gold bikini, and I’ll give you the most expensive strip show you’ve ever seen!”

“Forget that!” Melia growled, apparently managing to wrest the shell from the faun. “Dorian! Get me a jewel encrusted goblet. I want to drink from something more expensive than a tavern!”

There was another scuffle, and Emberly’s voice barked into his ear, “Dorian! Ignore them. Just grab as many damn dubloons as you can! Stuff every pocket! Fill your pants if you have to! Just bring back as much as you can!”

Dorian laughed. “I’ll try,” he said. “Promise. Be back soon.”

A chorus of acknowledgements called into the shell as he put it away, grinning ear to ear. Well, he’d better get looting. And, more importantly, catch up with Ariana.

Spotting the fox-girl halfway across the chamber, Dorian booked it after her, his pockets clinking and slapping his thighs with every awkward step. Ariana paused and gave him an exasperated look as he rattled up near her.

“Shall I put those in my pouch?” she asked.

Dorian flushed. “Er, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Listening to you move like you carry a brass band in your pockets would be far more trouble, I assure you.”

With an abashed look, Dorian emptied his pockets into the beast-girl’s pouch, marveling as ever as the gold seemed to just vanish into it, as if being poured into a bottomless pit. When he’d unburdened himself and Ariana closed the pouch again, he cleared his throat and glanced around.

“So uh, what exactly are you looking for here?” he asked. “Maybe I can help.”

“We’re looking for where the dragon would lie at rest,” Ariana said as she resumed her journey over the dunes of gold, coins slipping under her feet as she scaled mounds of treasure as deftly as any desert tribesman. “A large, empty spot among the treasures where the wyrm would bask among his prizes and keep the most coveted of his trinkets. And we’d best hurry. The longer we intrude, the likelier it is that the dragon will sense something amiss in his lair.”

“That’s a risk?” Dorian said, alarmed anew.

“Oh yes,” Ariana said. “And I still have my prize to find.”

Dorian hurried after her, scaling the biggest hill he could find and scanning the glittering chamber. He soon spotted a valley among the treasure where the bare floor could be seen, and was surrounded by what looked like pedestals of stone.

“Over there!”

Ariana turned in the indicated direction, shading her eyes as she peered that way. She brightened visibly. “Excellent!” she cried, rushing across the chamber with new energy, Dorian forced to slide down the pile just to keep up with her.

He slowed as they neared the empty space. Now that he was closer, he saw that the pedestals all held some prize on display. A shield engraved with a rim of intricate designs and a surface so polished it was like a golden mirror. A gown of silver scales complete with an elaborate crown embedded with pearls, all mounted on a mannequin of stone. Still another appeared to be a skeleton richly appointed in silks and golden necklaces, the entire figure encased in an amber sphere.

Dorian eyed these and the other prizes with wonder. “Which is it?” he asked.

“These trifles?” Ariana said, laughing as she moved to the bare floor and got down on hands and knees, pressing her vulpine ear to the stone as she began to knock on the floor. “Hardly. Decorative, I grant you. But we want something far more. Something the dragon would hide even in his most inner sanctum. Hide right… about… aha!”

She suddenly pressed down on a spot, and a square of stone sank under her touch. A grinding sound reached Dorian’s ear and he spun about, sword half drawn just in time to see a panel slide open on the wall.

Within was a pair of hooks which reverently held a staff. Worked of gold, the tip flared outward into a ring like a bursting star. What looked to be symbols were carved in the rays of gold, and the sight of it made Dorian straighten sharply, sensing something from the staff. A feeling that was strange, yet familiar. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on…

“There it is…”

Dorian shrugged off the feeling and glanced to Ariana, who was approaching the item reverently. Her fingers twitched, her eyes shining and mouth agape with awe as she came slowly before it. “The Pillar of Ways,” she breathed.

“Pillar of Ways?” Dorian echoed.

Ariana nodded and shook herself suddenly, seeming to banish her awe. Drawing herself up, she opened her pouch and reached it, fishing about for a moment before pulling out a mirror replica of the rod. She beamed in delight, comparing them.

“Perfect,” she purred. “The dragon will never even know it’s missing.”

“He won’t?” Dorian said.

Ariana shrugged. “Well, eventually he might,” she admitted. “But by then it won’t matter. We’ll be long gone. We may even be dead from old age! Now…”

With great care, Ariana reached up and picked up the original rod, quickly switching it with the one she’d brought. She backed up hastily, tense and waiting, but there was no sign that the switch had been noticed by trap or otherwise.

Ariana exhaled gustily and lifted up the staff triumphantly, her fingers stroking the delicate workmanship as she gave another shiver of pure pleasure.

“Perfect,” she sighed. “Absolutely perfect. As glorious as the day it was hidden away.”

“Nice,” Dorian said politely, eying the thing. “Very nice. Very… shiny. Er… what is it?”

Ariana laughed softly as she continued to admire the glittering staff. “This, my friend, is a treasure beyond compare. Some say it was carried here from a distant galaxy. Others claim it was forged by the finest spell casters of the High Empire. What is known is that only the greatest priestesses of the Draconic cult were entrusted with the staff, and it was said that it could ‘bring forth the dawn and weave the heavens’.”

“Huh,” Dorian said. “That does sound impressive. I… think.”

“The High Empire enjoyed more flowery descriptions than we, perhaps, are used to,” Ariana replied. “But it matters not. I will have ample time to study it, and given how infrequently the dragon seems to return to his hoard, it will take decades before he notices the theft. Plenty of time for the trail to grow cold.”

“Sounds like you got everything you needed,” Dorian noted, admiring the staff again. Though that spot at the center of the sunburst looked strange. Almost… empty. As if something were supposed to fit in there. He was still pondering that as Ariana tucked the staff gently away in her enchanted bag.

“I very much did,” Ariana said happily.

“Seems pretty low security for such a prize,” Dorian mused, looking about the hoard again. “I mean, some threads? A few golems and a riddle?”

“Give the poor wyrm some credit, Dorian,” Ariana chided happily. “The poor dear is still young, and quite likely he didn’t really know what he’d found. Most dragons collect treasure and arcane artifacts merely by nature, not with some broader intent. And I assure you, this,” she added, patting the bag again. “This is a prize that worlds would wage wars to have.”

“That special, huh?” Dorian said.

“Oh Dorian,” Ariana breathed, her eyes twinkling like stars. “You have no idea…”


Chapter 25


The cheers were enthusiastic when Dorian and Ariana climbed back aboard The Dragon’s Wing, but it was the awed hush that came when Ariana poured the treasure from her bag onto the deck that really made Dorian smile.

Fable, Emberly and Melia gaped as the pile grew, spilling from the mouth of the bag in a seemingly endless stream. No sooner had the final baubles and coins pinged off the pile than Melia had fallen to her knees, running her fingers through the treasure with jaw slack in wonder.

“Dear gods,” the elf breathed, her hair fluttering as golden as the coins that poured from between her fingers. “Dear sweet gods above!”

“Oh! Ohhhhhhh!” Fable whined, her fists pressed to her mouth as she pranced in place with the clopping of hooves.

“Rich!” Emberly cried, grabbing a goblet, scooping up a cupful of treasure before she poured it back out, cackling with delight. “We’re sodding rich!”

Dorian hung back, letting the trio get it out of their system. He tried not to feel too superior about their reactions, having had a similar one in the vault, but he couldn’t quite hide a small, smug grin.

“There was tons more down there too,” he noted.

“Huh?” Fable said, her head bolting back up, several necklaces she’d been draping on her antlers jingling. “There was?”

“Mountains of it,” Dorian told them. “But we only took what we thought wouldn’t be noticed.”

“Gods,” Melia gasped, shaking with awe as she slipped ring after ring onto her fingers. “Imagine it…”

“You’re sure we couldn’t take more?” Emberly asked, looking between him and Ariana. “Just a wee bit more, savvy?”

“Afraid not,” Ariana said indifferently, looking amused at the trio’s reactions to the treasure. “Besides, if you went for more, then you’d never stop. The key to surviving long in the Black is to know when to quit. And I daresay you should know that.”

Emberly grimaced, but the expression faded when she looked back at the pile. “Well,” she said, pressing her hands into the heap. “I suppose we made out well enough.”

“I’ll say!” Fable chirped, pulling something out of the heap. “And I call dibs on this one! Not bad, eh, Dorian?” she asked, holding the bra made of golden linked chainmail before her chest, fluttering her lashes his way. “Mmm. I think it’ll be a perfect fit. Don’t you?”

Dorian laughed. “Sure can’t wait to find out,” he said.

Fable giggled and draped it around her neck before delving back into the pile.

Dorian grinned, their happiness infectious. He crossed his arms, leaning against the rail.

But the trip had worn him down. Despite his seemingly boundless energy, he’d definitely overdone it this time. Between the battle, the walking, and the shifting in the dragon’s dungeon, he felt the aches of tiredness stretch through him.

“Think I’m going to take a rest for a bit,” he informed them, pushing off the rail.

“Oooh, want some company?” Fable said teasingly, once more fluttering the glittering bikini at him.

He shook his head. “Absolutely. But I could really use a chance to clean off first,” he observed.

“True,” Fable replied with a saucy wink. “But don’t take too long, cutie.”

“To the Captain!” Melia cheered.

“Yarr!” Emberly cried, lifting the goblet again, only for Melia to notice and begin squabbling with the demoness about the prize.

Chuckling, leaving the girls to admire their new fortune, Dorian turned and strolled towards the captain’s cabin. Opening the door he groaned in relief, pulling off his jacket and shirt.

In the midst of that he paused, arms still in the sleeves as his eyes panned about the room. Something was… different. He slowly continued to undress, his eyes scrutinizing the cabin, trying to figure out what it was. As he kicked his pants away, he moved over to the desk and strolled along it. That chart book had been moved slightly since he left. And on opening up the chest where he kept his clothes, he noticed that some of them seemed to have been moved around. How strange.

Well, not wholly strange, he mused with a shrug. After all, Emberly was alone on the ship for hours, and he wouldn’t put it past Fable to snuggle with some of his clothes when he wasn’t around. She tended to do things like that. He’d put a stop to it, but couldn’t deny it was cute.

Smiling to himself, musing again at how lucky he’d been with the trio, he threw open a cask of water and dipped a towel into it. At least they wouldn’t have to worry about water for a bit. The lake would more than restore what they needed, so it seemed like the perfect opportunity to enjoy a good wash. With that in mind, he got to work.

***

Fable had finished weaving her antlers with necklaces and admiring their newfound fortune. And now, her eye was on something else entirely. Ariana was seated on the steps leading up to the helm, her notebook open as she scratched away in it, occasionally muttering to herself.

Fable caught Melia’s eye, the faun smirking. “So Ariana,” Fable said aloud. “Did you enjoy your little trip into the dungeon with the captain?”

“Oh yes,” Ariana said, sparing the faun a quick smile before returning to her book. “The adventure was quite illuminating in a number of ways.”

“I bet,” Melia said, picking up a crown and spinning it around her finger, her hair burning a playful pink. “And did our dear Captain rescue you from any foul enemies? Maybe swept you in his arms as he defended your honour from some monster of the depths?”

“Well, there were some golems,” Ariana mused.

“Ha! Golems? Fine danger,” Emberly said. “And did you try anything down there? Maybe propositioned him in the deep dark for a moment of passion?”

“Ah, well, as for that, I’m afraid we were a bit busy…”

“Too busy to fuck him atop a pile of treasure?” Emberly cried in mock horror. She shook her head. “Dear oh dear. How could you have missed that opportunity?”

“Well I—”

“But surely you must have gotten your clothes scandalously torn in order to entice him with your body, like Lady Ribald did with Duke Range in the Curse of the Nefarim Harem?” Melia asked teasingly.

“Actually…”

“Did you at least ask him to see how you looked dressed in nothing but ruby nipple rings and maybe some golden bracelets?” Fable asked in mock surprise.

“The opportunity hadn’t quite—”

“Then surely you ‘tripped’ on some doodad, fell down, and ‘accidentally’ presented your luscious bottom like a ditzy trollop to a horny blackguard?” Emberly said with clanging quotation marks.

Ariana looked between the trio blankly. She pursed her lips and closed her journal. “Ladies,” she said. “Might I ask what you are implying?”

“Us?” Melia said innocently.

“Imply something? Oh heavens no,” Fable protested.

“Just musin’ of course,” Emberly said, rubbing a ruby contemplatively between her thumb and forefinger. “Because it seems to me and the rest of us that it’d be a right shame if we were to dump ya out here in Ruinspace without even getting a good pounding from our resident stud. Savvy?”

“You mean Dorian?” Ariana asked.

“Not exactly a lot of men otherwise on this rock, is there?” Emberly observed with a flash of fang.

“We all know you’ve been eying Dorian,” Fable continued with amusement. “You haven’t exactly made a secret of it.”

“I’ll say!” Melia scoffed.

“Aye,” Emberly agreed. “You couldn’t have been more blatant if you were humping his leg.”

“So we’ve been talking,” Fable continued with a chiding look at the demoness, “and we know we’ll need more crew sooner or later. And the rest of us aren’t too keen on another man. Bound to be some… unwanted tension aboard.”

“Absolutely,” Melia said with a grimace. “Always is. Make some drama or awkwardness.”

“Not to mention make it harder to wander around the deck in the buff,” Emberly said, hefting her chest with a rattle of bandoliers. “Men’ll ogle, I accept that. But I only want one man getting an eyeful of this glorious figure and trying to act on it, savvy?”

“Of course,” Ariana replied in a reverent hush.

“So we were thinking,” Fable continued with a sideways glance at the attentive fox-girl, “that, since you clearly have an interest in him, and seem to have some really useful skills, we were wondering if you were interested in a quick fling? Or maybe something a bit more… protracted.”

Ariana blinked slowly. “Ah,” she said, setting aside her book with a smile. “I believe I see now.”

“Damn well hope so,” Emberly grunted, crossing her arms. “We’ve been dropping hints like bloody depth charges.”

“Very true,” Ariana said, serenely looking between the three of them. “You are proposing to make me a member of your crew.”

“Provided you have the skills for it,” Melia added quickly.

Ariana chuckled. “Of that,” she said, making a circular gesture with her hand, “I believe I do.”

With a flash a shimmering barrier manifested between them. Melia drew back with a gasp and Emberly bounded to her feet in shock. Fable gaped, staring with wide eyes.

“You’re a barrier mage?” she exclaimed in amazement and delight.

“Indeed,” Ariana said, her hand again flicking, banishing the shield. “And I believe I would be delighted to be a part of this most wonderful crew. Your captain’s raw, animal sexual magnetism aside, I quite suspect that you all will see some truly incredible sights, to say nothing of treasures that you may come across. Therefore, I find no objections to joining your body.”

“Hell’s fangs!” Emberly cried, grinning wolfishly. “You kidding? Finally, we’ll have a proper battleship with a barrier mage aboard!”

“Amazing!” Fable cried, clapping her hands. “You have to show me how you do it! I’d love to see!”

“Hrhm!”

Fable quickly stifled her excitement and turned to Melia, who had a more stern look on her face, though Fable noted with mild amusement the excited flutter of the elf’s shimmering hair.

“That’s all well and good,” Melia noted with a nod towards the captain’s cabin. “But there is someone else we need to ask. Kind of the important one.”

Fable blinked, then blushed. “I mean, of course,” she said quickly. “We all knew that. But you know, I think we’ll make a good case.”

“And we’ll make an even better one convincing him right now,” Emberly noted slyly, rising from the rail with a saucy grin.

Fable giggled. “Good point,” she said, standing, only to undo her belt and shuck her pants off. “And you know? I was just thinking I could use a bath too…”


Chapter 26


Dorian had just spilled the pitcher of water over himself when he heard the door to the cabin open.

“Yoo hoo!” Fable cheered. “Dorian!”

“Just a second,” he said, shaking his hair of water droplets and groping for a towel. “Be right out.”

“Heck no you won’t. You’re gonna stay right there.”

“What? Why-ah!” Dorian gasped, straightening sharply as two soft somethings pressed into his back. And it didn’t take much brainpower to figure out what those somethings might be. Before he could turn his head to confirm it, a towel was thrown over him, obscuring his eyes.

“Honestly, Dorian,” Melia sighed as her hands roughly rubbed the towel around his head. “How did you get along before us if this is what you think is enough to clean yourself? You’d better leave this to the professionals.”

“Melia! What are you talking about?” Dorian muttered, though he felt his face redden further as he heard giggles from two others. In a flash he realized all four women were in the cabin with him.

And if they were as naked as the one pressing against his back…

“It’s almost insulting,” Fable giggled near his ear as her hands twined around his neck, stroking his chest. “Here you have four gorgeous girls, all ready to bathe that wonderful body, and you try and do it alone?”

“We not good enough?” Melia asked.

“I mean…” Dorian floundered.

“Guess we’ll have to show you how it’s done,” Fable cooed.

Dorian sensed more than felt two other figures moving around him,kneeling between his legs. He sucked in a breath as two different sets of hands began to touch his cock.

“Oh f-fuck Who’s-”

“Shhhh. That’s the mystery,” Fable cooed, her hands continuing to move about his chest. “That’s the fun.”

Dorian stiffened in a number of ways as a pair of tongues began to flick at his tip. He groaned, his searching hands soon finding two heads, the insides of his legs knocking against two shoulders as the women kneeling before him got to work.

Dorian grunted, his fingers intertwining with soft hair, his head bowing, but Melia kept the towel firmly on his head, obscuring the view. A fact which only caused the sensations buzzing up through his cock to be all the more potent. He grunted as those two tongues lathed him, stroking him from the root to the tip, flicking at the end while hands teased and stroked his balls.

“Gods above,” Dorian panted.

“Good, huh?” Fable giggled. “They better be. We gotta get our captain clean from tip to tip. And our crew’s pretty good at it, huh?”

“Y-yeah,” Dorian gasped, trying to resist the urge to surrender to the glorious sensations surging through him with every flick of a tongue. “Very good…”

He heard a chuckle, and suddenly felt a pair of lips caress his tip. Dorian sucked in a breath, hand tightening on the head of the woman in question as she lovingly kissed his cockhead, and then bent forward, and went deep.

“Fuuuuuuuck,” Dorian groaned as whoever it was began to bob, taking him deep into the warm tightness of their waiting throat. Things became even more tenuous for his wavering self-control when the second pair of lips began to kiss his root and balls.

Dorian shuddered, every muscle tightening with the urge not to cum too soon and end the glorious sensations currently throbbing through his manhood.

“Pretty good, right?” Fable giggled in his ear.

“Y-yeah. Not ba-ah! B-bad,” Dorian managed.

“I think it’s the linguistic skill. A girl who can speak a lot of languages can do some amazing things with her… tongue.”

Melia chuckled. “Good one.”

Dorian was having a hard time concentrating. He was having an even harder time not pushing the head bobbing on his cock down and forcefully fucking her throat. He grit his teeth with the effort, but no man could have resisted those soft lips and sinuous tongue long.

“Oh… f-fucking gods!” Dorian groaned, that final word loaded with ecstasy as his head dipped back beneath the towel, his balls tightening as he came in a sudden burst of such euphoric pleasure he could barely understand it.

“Mmmm,” the head in his lap moaned as he felt her mouth and throat work, swallowing all she could.

Dorian sagged back, wheezing from the effort, sweat stinging on his naked body as he basked in the wonderful afterglow.

He blinked as the towel was suddenly lifted from his head and he looked between his legs to see a pair of triangular fox ears above lush red hair and an impish smile. Dorian gaped at Ariana in shock.

“Wha…”

“Your girlfriends agreed that I would be a welcome addition to the crew,” she said, licking her lips. “Have you any objections, Captain?”

Dorian opened his mouth, failed to find the words, and instead looked at the two smiling faces on either side. Melia stood by, smirking, half covering herself with a towel, while Fable straightened, hands on her hips, breasts mere inches from Dorian’s face.

“We’d never make a decision without our Captain’s clearance first,” Fable said.

“Mhmm,” Emberly grunted, using Dorian’s leg as leverage to push herself to her feet, grinning down at him. “And we think she’d do a fine job as our personal barrier girl. Could use one. Not to mention she can suck the rivets out of a bulkhead, savvy?” she added with a wink at Dorian.

“How about it, Dorian?” Melia asked with a nod at the kneeling Ariana. “Want to hire her?”

Dorian looked at the quartet of lovely faces surrounding them, his gaze finally settling on Ariana who, despite her normal teasing mien, looked decidedly eager and nervous, her bushy fox tail swishing as she looked up at him wantonly.

Finally, Dorian merely shrugged, giving in with a sigh and a smile. “Well, she does come highly recommended.”

Ariana beamed and Melia laughed. Fable whooped and draped herself on Dorian again. “Darn straight!” she cheered. “And you know what that means,” she added with a playful grin. “It’s time to properly ‘initiate’ her!”

“Didn’t we just do that?” Dorian asked.

“Ha!” Emberly scoffed, eyes flaring and a wisp of smoke seeping from her mouth. “You sodding wish! No no. A simple blowjob isn’t going to be enough to show her what it means to be a part of the crew of The Dragon’s Wing. Nah! We need a proper bit of fun for that. Savvy?”

“And what did you have in mind?” Dorian asked, happily surrendering to the inevitable of discovering just what the girls had planned.

Glances were exchanged along with grins. Emberly and Melia suddenly grabbed Ariana, the fox-girl’s eyes shooting wide open as she was dragged over to the bed and slung onto the mattress. Laughing, Fable pushed Dorian off of the stool, playful shoving him towards the bed, where Melia and Emberly had pushed the lovely beast-girl down, her rump raised and tail swishing above her bared nethers, slick with need.

Dorian stared at the blatantly erotic sight, his cock making the swift journey back to full hardness.

“Go on, Dorian,” Fable cooed in his ear, walking him towards the presenting scholar. “Show her how we ride on The Dragon’s Wing.”

“Bit dramatic, don’t you think?” Dorian observed.

Fable giggled. “Maybe,” she said, easing him forward another step. “But that’s what makes it fun.”

Dorian certainly wouldn’t deny that. Ariana looked over her shoulder at him and her tail began to swish with eagerness. With a chuckle, Dorian grasped her hips, his hands tracing the curves of her ass, the fox-girl shivering, her rump pushed out further in tantalizing invitation.

“Ever written about this kind of thing?” Dorian asked idly as he rubbed his tip against her slit.

“Oh, ah, once, in fact. A scene similar to this was the penultimate meeting between Lady Qurrant and Sir—”

“Fascinating. Was it like this in your imagination?” Dorian interrupted, pushing forward, his spit-slickened shaft spreading her lower lips with his lazy thrust.

Ariana gasped, arching, her body stiffening in shock as Dorian’s cock filled her with a slow, teasing thrust. “O-oh! N-nooooo!”

“Might have to send in some edits for the next edition, then,” Dorian chuckled.

“Gotta say, this is much hotter than reading it,” Melia observed, holding down Ariana’s arm.

“Definitely,” Emberly cackled. “Come on, Dorian. Show her what a dragon can do!”

“Gladly,” Dorian grunted, and began to saw in and out of the lovely fox-girl.

Ariana moaned, clutching at the blankets, her inner walls flexing, tightening deliciously as her pleasure rose in answer to Dorian’s thrusts. Her voice rising in gasping whimpers of pleasure as she was taken, Dorian’s slow thrusts growing faster, his hands gripping her hips, lifting them subtly in order to drive him deeper into her.

“Oh g-gods!” Ariana gasped. “Gods yes! That… nnn! That’s so g-gooood!”

“Is it?” Dorian chuckled, but his eyes glinted as he leaned over her. “Well, it’s only going to get better.”

He increased his pace, pounding her into the bed. Ariana cried out in ecstasy, her face buried in the mattress as Dorian claimed her with quick thrusts, fucking the gorgeous fox-girl, her frantically swishing tail fanning his chest and tickling his skin.

“Mmm. Mmm! Mmmmm!” Ariana groaned into the mattress, actually biting the blanket to try and suppress the sounds escaping her. “Mnnnnnn!”

“Saucy fox,” Dorian gasped, grinning as he fucked the eager fox-girl, his hands squeezing her hips as he drove her down, his hips spanking off her soft rump.

“Mn! Mmmm! Mmmmmyesssss!” Ariana cried, tearing the blanket with the sudden climax of her pleasure, her body quivering, tightening, squeezing his cock as she came in a sudden swell of sweet pleasure.

Dorian groaned in answer, the sudden tightness pushing him over the edge, three more thrusts did him in, and as he buried himself in her a final time, he cried out, “Gods yes!”

“Ohhhhh!” Ariana moaned as she felt the heat of him filling her, aftershocks rocking her as she took the spurts of his warm seed.

Dorian rode that wonderful peak for a blessed moment, feeling the wave of euphoria carry him into the warm comfort of post-orgasmic bliss. Dorian sighed as he fell back into a chair, the wood creaking at the impact as he took a well earned breather.

“Oho! You ain’t done yet,” Emberly growled, slinging herself suddenly into his lap with a grin. “The Captain needs to satisfy his whole crew! Savvy?”

“Gods!” Dorian groaned. “I’m only one man.”

“Wrong!” Fable said, nibbling lovingly on his ear, her voice husky with excitement. “You’re our man! And that means it’s time to get to work.”

Dorian rolled his eyes, but couldn’t hide his smile as Emberly shimmied around in his lap, straddling him so his manhood pressed against her slit. She lazily rocked her hips, rubbing herself against him, and Dorian groaned as he felt himself harden in answer.

Well, one thing was for sure.

Dorian was in for a long night.


Chapter 27


The oars of The Dragon’s Wing beat, skimming them through the waters of the lake as Dorian urged them on. The dragon-headed prow nosed at the surf as it built momentum, then began to rise, lifting from the licking waters with every sweep. Between the fingers of the oars glowed the shimmer of astral magic as the hull lifted from the waters, startling a flock of reptilian birds roosting in a listing tower. Honking, they took to the sky, yet even as they did The Dragon’s Wing rose among them, outpacing them in moments as it soared into the air and towards the black canvas of space.

Dorian breathed in deep, exhilarating in the feeling of freedom as he spurred their ship out of the gravity pull of the immense chunk of the former planet, breaking through its small atmosphere and into the buoyancy of zero gravity.

“Woooo!” Emberly crowed from the prow. “Home freeeee!”

Dorian grinned at her exuberance, but as he guided their ship through the scattered remains of the ruined world, he felt again that strange itching sensation. He shifted his shoulders as if to knock it free, but it persisted. He really needed to fix whatever was doing that, he mused with annoyance.

“How far to Ixana?” he called to Fable in the crow’s nest.

The faun was peering about the heavens, her eyes aglow with aura magic as she scanned for threats. Blinking away the spell, she looked down with a smile. “A day or two,” she shouted down.

“Good,” Melia said, prowling about the deck, her hand on the hilt of her sword, fingers slowly flexing as she scanned the deck with a frown. “I want to get back to Sphere as soon as possible.”

“Looking forward to seeing Grash that much, huh?” Dorian said with a light teasing.

Melia rolled her shoulders, a motion that made Dorian frown, so similar to the one he’d just done. “Just want this job finished,” the elf growled, giving Dorian a wary look. “Have you noticed anything… strange about the ship?”

Dorian straightened. “Strange?”

She made a vague gesture, her hair fluttering a wary blue. “Yeah. Strange. Odd. Things out of place. That sort of thing.”

Dorian cocked his head. “...Now that you mention it, a little,” he said. “Some things in the cabin were moved around when I got back. I just assumed you, Fable, or Emberly did it.”

She shook her head. “Not that I know of. It’s probably nothing. Just a… feeling I’ve been getting.”

Dorian frowned and glanced about the deck again. “...Let the others know to keep an eye out, I suppose,” he said.

Melia sighed. “Probably nothing. But I think that’s a good idea…”

Dorian nodded along, glad that he wasn’t the only one feeling that strange sensation of uneasiness. And though he hoped it was merely passing, it wasn’t. As the days sailed by, whenever he was at the helm the sensation returned, rarely in the same place. Always a tickle, like a fly landed on him, only to be gone when he tried to focus on it.

Dorian was relieved when Ixana station finally hovered into view two days after leaving the ruins of Mayura. The station was unusual, that much was clear at once. Far, far smaller than Sphere, Ixana was a planetoid floating out in the void. Much of its blue surface was barren, but as Fable guided them towards the largest collection of life, Dorian saw that a number of craters they passed over were filled with what looked like fields of bluish mushrooms. Suspended over them on tall poles were strange, tent-like constructs, projecting an umbrella of shimmering air shields over the fungal fields.

“There’s Ixana!” Fable cried as she shimmied down the crow’s nest.

Dorian turned his attention from the field they passed over as they neared a larger crater. What looked like a meteor had been tethered there, attached to the planetoid by huge chains bolted into the rocky surface. The surface of the meteor had been worked into buttresses and arches and towers, like a citadel made from a single vast chunk of rock. Dorian spotted a number of cannons here and there among the towers, and stone piers jutted from the four corners. Red light glowed from windows in the vast structure, and from its peak plumed a twining cloud of shimmering smoke of red and orange and purple.

“Manufactorum,” Fable explained as Dorian gawped at the strange castle. “Known as the World Makers. They build new colonies among the stars and sell them to those looking for a better life, remaining until the new colony is firmly established before moving one. One of those citadels can terraform an entire barren world in a matter of decades, building everything from plowshares to temples. This is a new one, but soon enough it’ll be a planet worth living on.”

Dorian shook his head in amazement. “Incredible,” he could only say.

Fable grinned and hit him lightly on the shoulder. “Sure is! Now dock us, Dorian. Or… Uh oh.”

Dorian followed Fable's eye and sucked in a breath. A vast gilded battleship was docked at one of the large, projecting piers. At first Dorian thought it was Luceran’s craft, but a closer look let him relax. The ship was a scale larger than the Elven Captain’s craft, and also looked quite mauled. Masts were down and chunks of the hull were missing as if torn off. From several of Ixana’s towers, spidery cranes were descending on the damaged ship, bulky figures swarming over the craft as they worked on repairs.

Emberly gave a low whistle as she came up beside them. “Morningstar class battleship,” she said. “Whatever did that to it must have been a real beast!”

“Even so, don’t think we should hang around long,” Dorian noted, steering their ship with a flap of oars away from the pier in question. Another galaxy wouldn’t be far enough from any Elven Imperial, in his opinion.

No argument was made, and Dorian soon brought them down to the pier farthest from the immense warship. The oars fanned out at his command, slowing their descent as they came along the black stone bridge. Melia threw out some mooring ropes, and several armoured figures grabbed them, securing their ship to several pegs.

The Dragon’s Wing glided to a gentle halt and Dorian released the wheel, scales receding from his arms as he made his way down the bridge while Melia spun out the gangplank. The elf grinned, joining him in descending along with Emberly, the demoness scanning the docks with the heel of her hand resting on her gun.

They were met at the base by several of the bulky figures, and as they did, Dorian realized with a start that they weren’t wearing armour. They were armour!

Dorian tried not to gape at the towering figures wrought of bulky steel and iron, their heads sunk deep into gorgets so only a pair of glowing yellow eyes could be seen. Pauldrons bigger than his head led down to metal hands as big as shovel blades, and probably equally as able to cleave through dirt and bone. The figure between them was slim, but made of metal as well, with a body of silvery material like a winnowy woman in a gown of shining brass, her face radiant and lidded eyes glowing blue.

“Greetings,” the feminine figure said in a voice like silver bells. “This unit is Larana, wharfmaster of the Eastern Dockyards. May we of Ixana know the purpose of your stay?”

“Greetings, Larana,” Melia said with a formal bow. “This one is Melia, and this one is Dorian, captain of The Dragon’s Wing. We have come bearing supplies to the colony from the one known as Boss Grash.”

Larana’s eyes flickered like a fading lamp, then glowed bright again. “This unit is aware of this delivery. We of Ixana are delighted to have the supplies. If you would come with this unit, we will have the papers filled and supplies unloaded.”

“We would be happy to,” Melia said, nudging Dorian.

Dorian started from his staring at the metal woman. “Huh? Oh, er, yes. I, er, I mean, this one will follow, er, you.”

“Then please, follow this unit,” Larana said, turning delicately and gliding towards the main citadel.

Dorian moved after her, Melia and Emberly sticking close. Dorian glanced behind them and saw Fable giving instructions to the two metal golems. Seemed things were well in hand there.

Satisfied, Dorian turned his full attention to the towering gateway into the citadel. The reddish hue washed over them as they entered the great stone fortress, leading into a sprawling main chamber of thick stone and steel. They passed by what looked like shops, taverns, even a few homes, all built into the very walls of the citadel.

He followed Larana through another door, and found himself in a gallery overlooking the center of the citadel. The floor below was a vast array of forges and workshops, where the bang of tools and grind of metal reached them. Golems moved about the floor, a massive forge filling the center of the room. The flume rose like a vast central pillar or chimney, gaps worked into its sides spilling forth crimson, gold, and purple light that illuminated the entire citadel.

The sight awed Dorian in its complexity. Never had he dreamed of such immense and singular industry under one roof. He shook it off with difficulty as they reached a room guarded by another pair of iron golems.

Larana led the way inside, the silver woman opening the door to reveal a well kept yet spartan office. Everything inside seemed made of black stone or silvery metal, all as elegant and slim as its owner. The contrast to the dark brutalism of the forge was striking, but Dorian tried not to dwell on it as the construct took a seat behind her desk.

Larana opened a drawer and pulled out a folder. She flipped it open, then turned it around for Dorian and held forth a fluted pen. “The order form,” she said. “If you would be so kind as to sign here, asserting that all of the supplies requested are in order.”

Dorian glanced at Emberly, who dug out their own copy of the order forms and laid them out side by side. Leaning over, Dorian quickly compared them, nodding when he saw that they lined up perfectly. He took the pen and signed, Larana doing the same a moment later.

“This one has confirmed that you have delivered the supplies,” she said. “Once it has been confirmed all is in order, this one shall ensure that your pay is delivered at once. Do any of your ones have any objections?”

“These ones are grateful to the promptness of the Forgers,” Melia said. “And pleased to be of service.”

Larana nodded. “Then, this one invites you to enjoy the citadel while the supplies are unloaded. And this one thanks you on Ixana’s behalf for your work delivering the materials.”

“These ones are grateful for your offer, and would be glad to do so,” Melia said, bowing.

Dorian bowed as well. “Uh, yeah. Thanks,” he said, taking their copies of the forms and backing out of the office along with Melia and Emberly.

Once the door was closed Emberly let out a heavy breath.

“Phew!” the demoness sighed. “Always so formal, these things. But gotta say,” she added, giving the paperwork a slap, “they make things run smooth as butter.”

“So, we just wait for them to unload the stuff?” Dorian asked.

“That too. But now’s a good time to restock our supplies,” Melia suggested, starting back down the stone hall, her shadow thrown up starkly by the shimmer of the forge’s glow.

“They got some to spare?” Dorian asked as he joined her along with Emberly.

“Absolutely!” Melia said. “Hell, they’ll be glad to. Though it’ll mostly be mushrooms for food, and the materials won’t be anything fancy. But it’ll work! The Forgers always have that going for them. Their stuff isn’t anything special, but it gets the job done.”

“That has its own appeal, I imagine,” Dorian mused.

“Out here, that’s the best you can ask for,” Melia said as they returned to the promenade and the shops built into the walls of the long hall. She scanned the signs until she spotted a chandler’s, the elf brightening and zeroing in on it.

“Remember to save the receipts,” Emberly said.

“You there!”

The words came like the crack of a whip and Dorian stopped short, turning sharply towards the voice.

An elven woman stood not far, and the sight of her sent Dorian’s stomach sinking to the very floor and down into the bedrock. She oozed dangerous aristocracy, her shimmering rainbow hair done up in tight rolls, a tricorn hat bursting with feathers on her head. She wore tight pants and a shirt which outlined the trimness of her figure, while a long red jacket utterly ablaze with medals and officious marks hung off her. Gold epaulets with enough tassels to hang a small village glittered from her shoulders, and at her sides stood two elven marines, standing at attention in their silvery armour.

“You mean us?” Dorian asked her, noting from the corner of his eye that both Melia and Emberly had stopped as well and looked in wary alarm at the elf, their hands lingering near their weapons.

If the Elvish Captain noticed she gave no sign. Instead she marched towards Dorian, her chin tilted back and narrow eyes taking him in with a glance. “You are the Captain of the ship that just docked at the eastern wharves?”

“Who’s asking?” Dorian replied.

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. “I am Rear Admiral Fara Luceran the fifth, heiress of the Eastern Rim, Protector of the Crown, Sworn Sword of the Empress, and High Slayer of the Empire.”

Dorian heard a hiss of shock from Melia and a soft curse from Emberly. Probably not a good sign, he mused. And her last name hadn’t escaped him either. The thought of lying to the elf and running away briefly flashed in his mind, and was as quickly discarded. Even if he did, their ship was still being unloaded, and Dorian really didn’t want to anger the golems. Besides, she probably couldn’t do anything to him on seemingly neutral ground.

…He hoped.

Reluctantly, Dorian nodded. “That’s us,” he said. “Why?”

Her eyes roamed across him, assessing him with a steely glare. She didn’t seem impressed. “Your vessel appears to be of High Empire make,” she observed shortly. “Something that our empire would be very interested in acquiring.”

“Is that right?” Dorian said with a glance back at Melia and Emberly.

“Indeed,” Fara said. “A particularly well preserved one. May I enquire where you found it?”

“A ship graveyard in the wyrmway,” Dorian said. “And no, it’s not for sale. Your other Captain already made an offer. Seems you all should talk to each other more.”

Fara’s brows furrowed. “Which Captain?”

“Luceran.”

The corner of her lip peeled up in a sneer, a hiss escaping the elf like a cat. “Him,” she spat.

Well, that was an interesting reaction. “So you do know him,” Dorian said.

“I should. That wretch is my father.”

Dorian stiffened, and he sensed Melia and Emberly do much the same. “I uh,” Dorian began.

“And I suggest,” Fara added shortly, “that you trust not a thing he says.”

Dorian blinked in surprise. “Sorry? What do you mean?”

“That fool of an old man is all but a pirate,” Fara growled, her hand flexing on the hilt of her sword. “We have credible reports that he has been extorting, seizing, or plundering ships among the Black. As well that he has been using Imperial supplies for his own purposes, including running cargo and dealing with pirates. Though the evidence has been somewhat lacking to tie him to it directly,” she added bitterly, “I can assure you he has no authority to offer anything for your vessel.”

Dorian shared a shocked look with Melia and Emberly. “We… uh…”

“If he’s been up to all this,” Melia put in, “then why hasn’t he been stripped of his captaincy?”

“My father has some influence in the admiralty board,” Fara admitted reluctantly. “But the blade of justice closes on him soon, and there will be no place among the stars he can hide when I have him marked as outlaw. But until then, I warn you, trust nothing he promises and says.”

“Er, yeah. Sure. We’ll… we’ll do that. Thanks,” Dorian said limply. He turned woodenly and started to walk away, his mind tumbling like dice.

Lies.

All of it had been lies!

Dorian felt a chill rush over him at the realization of what Luceran had almost done. A shudder passed through him. Luceran had almost had him. Had them all. The promise of a trade of ships. The reward offered. Had even saving them from the demons been a show? Had Luceran hired them?

“Dorian. Dorian!”

“Huh?”

Dorian stopped walking and looked back with surprise to find Melia and Emberly behind him, the demoness holding his shoulder, both looking at him with concern.

“You alright?” Emberly asked. “You were walkin’ like the dead, savvy?”

“Yeah,” Dorian said, wiping his clammy hands on his pants. “Yeah. I… I am. Just… Bit of a shock is all. Knowing that Luceran was bullshitting us the entire time.”

“Maybe. Or maybe that elf’s the liar,” Emberly suggested, jerking a thumb back the way they’d come.

“Unlikely,” Melia said with a flutter of cold blue hair, her eyes glancing back down the hall to where Fara stood, speaking to her guards firmly. “Those medals are real, and so is her rank. And I’d put more stock in anything she says than that bottom feeder, Luceran.”

“Gods above,” Dorian breathed, shaking his head.

Melia crossed her arms, lips twisted in anger. “At least now we know for sure not to trust him,” she said. “And so long as we can avoid him until the Elven Imperials discharge him and hunt him down, we’ll be fine.”

“How long will that take?” Dorian asked.

Melia glanced away uncomfortably. “Knowing their bureaucracy? Decades, maybe.”

Dorian groaned and shook his head. “Good gods,” he sighed.

“Well, what do we do?” Emberly asked.

Dorian considered that. The shock was wearing off, and his mind was thinking clearer. “For now?” he grunted. “We let Fable and Ariana know. Then, we get back to Sphere. Maybe hunker down there. Or at least get his tracking magic off our ship. After that?” He shrugged. “We’ll see. But all the more reason for us to get out of Ruinspace as soon as we can.”


Chapter 28


It took two days to unload the supplies for Ixana and to take on new stores for the journey out. Two days too long, in Dorian’s opinion. After they told Fable and Ariana of Luceran’s true nature, the faun had spent every moment not working on unlocking the journal scanning the sky for any trace of the Elvish Captain’s aura, while Ariana worked feverishly on decoding the runes on the journal. Emberly meanwhile prepped the guns and cannons with a grim stolidness, as if expecting any moment for the gilded mass of the Imperial warship to appear overhead.

Melia purchased and haggled on goods, and Dorian lent a hand wherever he could. He was glad to. Anything to get his mind off the lurking danger among the stars. He imagined it was how a deer would feel, moving through the woods, knowing it was being stalked by a wolf. Every moment on guard for the sudden attack, the flash of fangs and frantic struggle for life.

It was a discouraging thought, and he was more than happy when the last supplies were brought back aboard and he prepared to launch.

As he took his place at the helm once more, Dorian sighed in relief, flexing his grasp on the wheel, scales flowing over his fingers and forearms as his draconic nature filled him with molten power. The core in the wheel glowed hot, and as the mooring lines were cast off, and Dorian urged The Dragon’s Wing into motion once more. The oars beat, awash with astral magic and the sails bellied, shimmering as it caught the winds of mana blowing through space. The engravings along the bows shone gold as they were infused with his power and smooth as could be, The Dragon’s Wing climbed into the heavens, nosing the horizon with its dragon-headed prow.

Dorian inhaled deeply and let it out, once more feeling that relaxed sensation that always accompanied making sail. His hands flexed on the spokes of the wheel, the core humming before him like a heart of gold and fire, the whole ship as much a part of him as his hand or tail and horns. When he was in the skies, it truly felt like everything would be fine.

Aside from that itch.

It continued to bother him, and Dorian didn’t much like it either way. In fact, his irritation only seemed to grow as they soared into the Black, riding the shimmers of astral winds breathing from distant stars. Two days they sailed, passing by Mayura as they went, Dorian giving the ruined world a wide berth. It had been nearly a week since their raid on the dungeon. Had they tripped some hidden alarm, it wouldn’t surprise him to see the dragon back home.

Fortunately, they passed the broken world without incident, and soon those masses of floating rocks receded in their wake, the bared core glimmering like a red star behind them as Dorian watched it fade away.

“I got it!”

He jumped as Fable’s voice rang from the hatch, a clatter of hooves announcing her return as she bounded out. She held the journal triumphantly before her, the watch/sextant tucked under her arm. From all over the ship the rest of the crew turned towards the prancing faun.

“What?” Dorian said blankly.

“I did it!” Fable cheered, spinning in place before thrusting the journal towards Dorian. “Look! I unlocked it!”

Dorian peered closer and grinned when he saw the intricate latch flopping open. “Good job!”

“Fantastic, Fable!” Melia cheered, sweeping up the faun in a hug.

“About time!” Emberly groused as she sauntered over, but grinned all the same as she marched over from the prow. “So what’s it say? Eh?”

Locking the wheel in place, Dorian joined the others amidship as Fable slowly opened the journal. He peered over her shoulder, trying to read, only to squint at the strange, elegantly written characters crawling over the pages.

“What is that?” he asked.

Fable groaned. “High Empire script,” she said miserably.

“Can you read it?” Dorian asked.

“Not me. You?” Fable asked the others.

Emberly snorted. “Not a bit, savvy?”

“Me either,” Melia said. “I don’t think there’s four people living who could read that.”

“Then lucky you all are that one of those four happen to have taken passage with you,” Ariana said smugly, adjusting her glasses.

Dorian and everyone else looked her way.

“You?” Melia said.

“Me,” Ariana replied, holding out her hand. “If I might demonstrate…”

Wordlessly, Fable handed over the book. Taking it, Ariana cleared her throat and flipped to the beginning of the journal.

“‘Year thirty of the Age of Starfall, day five of Mirriana. I, Captain Ardell Anderassen, have been given the great task by the Emperor Corran the Third himself to deliver the pride of our people to the great temples of Mayura. To rejoin the Eye of Eternity to the Pillar of Ways. The priests speak of messages relayed through the High Towers. Of a threat coming upon those sacred hills and seas and mountains. That the tendrils of the menace of the Feeders come upon us.’”

“Feeders?” Dorian asked.

Melia shrugged and Emberly shook her head. “Not a bell rung on that one,” the demoness said.

“There are references to it among surviving High Empire chronicles,” Ariana said. “They were a sort of interstellar creatures. Immense monstrosities capable of crossing systems. Records are spotty, for they leave few survivors, but they are often called world eaters.”

Dorian glanced over at Fable, the faun suddenly pale. Gently, he reached out and pulled her close against his side, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “What else?” he prompted.

Ariana flipped through the journal. “Gods,” she murmured, her eyes shining. “A treasure trove of knowledge! Records, references, charts. Why, the information in here should advance our knowledge of the High Empire by bounds! First hand accounts of the navy of the greatest empire the galaxy has ever known.”

“Bit more focus, please,” Dorian said. “Why was it floating in a wyrmway graveyard?”

Ariana blinked at him as if stunned he didn’t want to learn the minutiae of sailing logistics from millenia past, but then she shrugged and flipped through. “Hmm,” she murmured over the rustle of pages. “Seems they journeyed quite far before… aha!” she cried, brightening as she settled on a page. “Here we are. ‘Year Thirty of the Age of Starfall, day eight of Ultan. I, Captain Ardell Anderassen, have tragic news to report. We were en route to the wyrmgate in the Stellara Cluster when we were ambushed. An Ixxanan Devourer was lurking near the gate and attempted to seize us as we passed.

“Though the war was long ago, those horrors retain a hatred for our blessed people, and surely sought to delay, if not damage us so we could not rush to the aid of our holy world. Our escort sought to buy us time to enter the wyrmgate, but was quickly torn apart. We raced the fiends towards the gate, our navigator Miria trying to see us through before the beast’s writhing limbs could capture us.

“We reached the gate, mercifully, or so it seemed. But too late did we realize the tragedy that had been done to us. For as we entered the wyrmway, Miria succumbed to the Ixxanan’s psionic assault. Whether it was planned, or merely a tragedy of chance, our navigator was burned from the inside out, her mind ripped asunder, and she died in agony upon the core.

“We are alone now, and I do not know what awaits us in these dark realms…’”

“Oh gods,” Melia said, pale as a sheet. Even Emberly looked horrified by the narrative, and Dorian couldn’t blame them.

He’d been told when Melia and Fable had first recruited him what fate awaited a ship that tried to enter the wyrmway without the assistance of a navigator. The shimmering realm’s space did not conform to sanity or reason, but twisted in strange ways. To try and sail without someone skilled at reading its flows would send the ship adrift without hope of rescue.

“Anything else?” Dorian asked hoarsely.

Ariana flipped through, every rustle of a page accompanied by a flick of her eyes and ears, the latter of which began to slowly fold with horror.

“They… they lasted until the air ran out,” she said softly. “There were some attempts at mutiny. Some went mad. Others… it’s not good,” she said, shaking her head. “The last entry is dated two weeks later, the captain consigning his soul to Astara, the then empress, and asking for her forgiveness for failing.”

Dorian swallowed hard, glad she hadn’t read those last pages. He could only have imagined what had happened as the air ran out over the course of days, death all but inevitable as they sailed aimlessly through the shimmering crimson and black of the wyrmway.

“Gods,” Fable shuddered against him. “How awful…”

Dorian nodded, but quickly turned his mind from the horrible fate of the crew, focusing instead on the artifact they were transporting. “So it was the sextant?” he said.

All eyes turned to the watch-like artifact in Fable’s hands.

“And the staff?” the faun asked.

“Hey! She’s right. Bring that out,” Emberly said eagerly. Almost too eagerly, which Dorian took for eagerness to think about anything but the fate of the previous crew of The Dragon’s Wing. “Let’s take a looksie.”

Ariana’s eyes shone as she shut the book and stowed it away in her pouch. When her hand came back out, it drew forth the strange staff, the golden filigree that ran along it seeming to glow brighter in the light of the astral winds. She held it up, and Fable did the same with the sextant.

Dorian inhaled sharply. A perfect match. The strange artifact he’d found in the captain’s cabin would be a perfect fit to the gap in the starburst gold of the staff’s top.

“Gods,” Melia breathed.

“Do we… do we try and put them together?” Fable asked.

As if the idea urged her, Ariana dipped the staff towards the relic. A sudden crackle of red electricity sparked between them and both women yelped. Ariana far louder, for the shock seemed to blast the staff from her hand, sending it flying to skid with a clatter across the deck.

Dorian and the others stared at the staff, then the device in a stunned Fable’s hands.

“I… think we’ll hold off on that,” Dorian said.

“Aye,” Emberly added. “And for good reason! These sorts of relics are protected by all sorts of spells. Try and fit ‘em together wrong, and they’re liable to rip open a black hole! Savvy?”

There was a concerted shuffle away from Fable who, far from looking alarmed, was gazing at the watch in awe. “Ooooh,” she breathed, licking her lips hungrily as she admired it. “But what fun figuring it out…”

Dorian wasn’t sure what he thought of that, but he also realized that leaving it with Fable was probably the best choice at the moment. After all, she’d been handling it so far, and certainly knew the most about such devices.

“Alright,” he said, clapping his hands, jolting everyone else from their fascination/horror. “At any rate, it seems we probably know what Luceran is after. Not sure what we’ll do with it, but I’m not too keen on forking it over. Especially since it sounds an awful lot like he probably wouldn’t let us live if we did.

“So for now,” he continued. “Fable? You keep that. See if you can figure anything out about how it works. Ariana? Try and see if that journal has anything more to say about all this. The rest of us will get us heading towards the wyrmgate. The sooner we’re back in Sphere, the better.”

“Aye aye, cap’n!” Fable said, throwing a teasing salute to her antlered head. “You can count on us!”

Dorian knew he could. Yet he eyed the thing the faun held, and had a sneaking suspicion it would be far from as easy as he made it sound.


Chapter 29


Dorian couldn’t sleep.

Which wasn’t that unusual, but normally his sleepless nights were caused by sharing his bed with one or more lovely crewmates.

But not tonight.

He lay, staring at the ceiling of his cabin, his mind continuing to whirl with the discoveries. Knowing he was in the room that men had suffocated to death wasn’t exactly helping things. He felt claustrophobic. Uneasy. And one thing was damn sure.

He wasn’t getting any sleep.

With a sigh, Dorian gave up to the inevitable and threw off the blankets. Getting up, he threw on some clothes and paced towards the door, stepping out onto the deck.

Silence was his companion as he wandered about the ship. Not true dead silence, but a sort of oppressive eeriness. The soft creak of rigging and subtle flutter of the sails followed him as he wandered about amidship, hands in his pockets and eyes on the canvas of the endless black sky. Shimmering ribbons of astral winds striped the heavens and stars peaked and gleamed like lonely eyes winking down at him. He spotted Melia in the crow’s nest and gave her a wave, which was returned before the elf returned to scanning the skies. Someone was, naturally, always on deck to keep watch. Dorian’s own turn would be in a number of hours. He should still be trying to sleep. Yet he just couldn’t.

And the itch was back.

Dorian growled and scratched his back with irritation, but the sensation eluded him. He shook his head, leaning on the rail and staring out into space. But he couldn’t lose himself even then. Thoughts constantly intruded on him. Worries and tension. Knowledge of the dangers they only now understood but that had dogged them the whole damn voyage.

Dorian shook his head and pushed off from the rail, heading below decks. The steps thunked under his feet as he descended, rolling his shoulders in discomfort. The ship felt off tonight. Strange and dangerous in a way he didn’t like. Which was odd. He’d been sailing it for months and the feeling had never been like this.

“What is wrong with me?” Dorian muttered, and even his voice seemed to echo weirdly in the crowded silence.

Dorian let his feet guide him, pacing through the midship. Problems turned over in his mind. Things without solutions or concerns he couldn’t solve now. Gods, what a misery.

He paused as he spotted a slash of light striping the cramped corridor. He recognized Fable’s workshop in an instant. But why was it still open? She usually worked late, but with the door closed. It was nothing, really.

And yet, that sense of unease in Dorian redoubled. Some instinct chilled him and made him walk with silence. He inhaled deep, his senses heightening suddenly. There was a smell in the air. Something… strange. Dry. Fetid. Something like soil overturned and left to dry to dust.

He sensed more than saw the movement in the room. A shift of a shadow across the band of light. His hand stole to his sword and he slowly drew the blade, the enchantment in the hilt simmering with a reddish glow. It was nothing. Surely it was nothing…

Yet with the tip of his sword, Dorian gently opened the door further and peered inside.

The workshop was a jumble as he remembered it. Tools hanging from the walls and various experiments and devices scattered around in their parts. Some lamps hung from hooks, throwing sharp shadows all over the interior. Fable was inside.

But so was something else.

A shadow stood tall before the workbench, Fable hanging from its grasp, her eyes shut and head lolling limply.

Dorian’s heart stopped.

Time seemed to freeze for a terrible moment. Then Dorian burst into the room, a roar of fury escaping him so strong it shook the room. The figure whirled, dropping Fable with a thud to the floor. The shadows suddenly fanned out, revealing huge dark wings. A pale head on the end of a thin neck reared up. Pointed elvish ears jutted from a bald head as the intruder’s face twisted hideously revealing sharp, needle teeth and eyes like pinpricks of red light.

Shrike!

Recognition flashed in Dorian’s mind an instant before he lunged for the figure. Shrike’s hand flashed, claws like blades crashing into his sword with a screaming sound of metal on metal, and then Dorian collided with the creature.

He slammed Shrike into the wall, shocked at how light the elvish man was. Yet strong! Shrike struggled in his grasp, whipping a clawed finger at his face. Dorian pushed himself down and slammed Shrike again against the bulkheads. The pale elf thing hissed, mouth opening wide, his chest swelling like a robin about to sing.

A blast of air and sound howled from Shrike’s maw, slamming into Dorian and throwing him back across the room, his sword flying from his hand. He hit the far wall hard, the back of his head slamming against the wood. Stars exploded in his eyes, his ears ringing as the world swam. He shook it off, just in time to see Shrike lunge after him, claws swiping.

Dorian ducked the blow, five tears gouged in the wood behind him by raking talons, sending splinters raining down on his head. Dorian snarled, his eyes flaring with draconic light, scales shimmering down his arms as he grabbed for the monster.

Impossibly quick the elf retreated, evading Dorian’s hands with a flap of midnight wings. Shrike hissed, and crouched, talons swaying from the ends of his fingers hypnotically.

“Bastard,” Dorian growled, stalking forward, claws sprouting from his own hands. “I’ll rip out your throat!”

Shrike hissed again, forked tongue flicking. He suddenly bounded forward and Dorian threw up an arm, Shrike’s claws shrieking as they cut along his scales, shredding his jacket but leaving him unharmed. Dorian threw a punch but the pale head dodged back.

Dorian heard the pounding of feet coming down the stairs. Shrike did too and hissed, his chest suddenly swelling up for another wailing cry.

“The hell you will!” Dorian barked, wings of astral magic bursting from his back, throwing him across the room in a flash. He tackled the creature, one hand grabbing Shrike’s throat just as the monster opened his mouth to scream his damning wail.

The cry was choked off, Shrike gagging as Dorian’s hands gripped his neck, taking the creature to the floor. The elvish monster rasped for breath and writhed under him, claws swiping, slashing, and clawing at Dorian with fingers like flaying knives.

The cuts bit into his flesh, but thanks to his scales not deeply. Dorian ignored the pain, his fangs bared as he squeezed, choking off the monster’s attempt to unleash another deafening blast of sound. Shrike’s struggles grew more desperate, pupils shrinking to slits in the whites of his huge eyes.

Dorian grit his teeth, closing his own eyes tight as Shrike’s claws raked his face with stinging pain. His eyes stayed shut as he squeezed the incredibly powerful neck muscles of the slim horror. Shrike’s legs kicked, pounding on the floor. Slowly growing weaker. Weaker.

And with a final shudder, finally stopped.

Dorian finally dared open his eyes, panting. Droplets of blood splattered from his face and onto Shrike’s, the elf’s eyes rolled back, his mouth wide open as if to take that desperate gasp of air now forever denied him.

Slowly, reluctantly, Dorian took his hands off the elf’s throat. A thin whistle came from Shrike as his chest deflated like a balloon, and finally lay still.

“Dorian!”

Dorian looked back, panting, and managed a weak smile when he saw Emberly and Melia in the doorway, both with weapons drawn, the former in nothing but a bra and panties as she hefted what looked like a small cannon. Ariana peeked over the pair, still in her own pajamas, her eyes wide behind her glasses.

“I’m… I’m alright,” he gasped. “Check Fable.”

“Gods above! Fable!” Melia cried, instantly going to the faun’s side. She knelt beside her friend and quickly checked a pulse, exhaling in relief.

“She’s alive,” Melia said. “I think she was just knocked out.”

“With this I bet,” Ariana said, picking up a rag that had been dropped on the workbench. She gave it a wary sniff then pushed it away sharply. “Ugh! Soaked in Slumberweed.”

“Fable,” Melia murmured, patting the faun’s cheek. “Fable, wake up! Fable?”

Fable moaned, her head lolling as her eyes slowly opened. “M… Melia? What… nnn,” she groaned, touching her forehead. “I have a headache from hell. Did we go drinking?”

Dorian smiled with relief, sagging where he crouched atop Shrike as Melia laughed breathlessly and hugged the faun tight.

“By the ages,” Ariana said, drawing Dorian’s attention as the fox-girl drew near, staring at Shrike in awe. “A banshee!”

“Banshee?” Dorian said, looking down at the dead thing.

Ariana nodded in amazement. “A twisted creature. Some say they were elves cursed by the goddess for betrayals. Others hint that they were born of experiments done by certain rogue alchemists and mages to create the perfect assassin and predator. They relish blood and slaughter, and are deadly to anything that crosses their path. But how did it get here?”

“I think I know,” Dorian said, looking at the dead thing again, recalling the itching sensation he’d been feeling since they’d left Luceran’s ship and that grim dinner. “He’s Luceran’s right hand monster. He must have snuck aboard when we set sail and been lurking somewhere on the ship ever since.”

Ariana shuddered and drew back from it. “Oh,” she said, paling.

Dorian couldn’t blame her. Knowing a monster like it had been hiding aboard for nearly a week was a terrible thing to think about. Not to mention Shrike had probably been what had been going through their things. A muffled sound jerked Dorian’s attention back to the dead banshee. He tensed, but it didn’t come from Shrike’s mouth, but from his jacket.

Frowning, Dorian pulled open the monster’s jacket and found an inner pocket. Reaching in, he felt something and pulled out the familiar spiral shape of a speaking shell.

“...’ere? Shrike! Do you have the Eye? Answer me you wretched pigeon!”

Dorian’s grip tightened at the sound of Luceran’s voice. He lifted the shell to his mouth. “Hello, Luceran,” Dorian said, a sort of terrible, lucid calm in his voice. “Sorry, Shrike is a bit… indisposed. May I take a message?”

Dead air came from the shell for a moment.

“Ah,” Luceran finally answered. “Captain Hawke. And how are you?”

“Not well,” Dorian said coldly.

“Mhmm. Yes. I imagine so,” Luceran said, his voice as cool as ice and about as friendly. “It would appear you lied to me, Captain. Yes. You were carrying my prize all along. I must admit that I am gravely disappointed. And so will be the Empire. But should you be willing to relinquish it in good order, I may be able to assuage the admiralty about your little… indiscretion. Mm. Yes.”

“Bullshit,” Dorian said, rising to his feet, his voice trembling with fury. “You snuck your creature aboard my ship to spy on us, steal your prize, and murder my crew. And don’t give me that crap about working for the Imperials. I know you’re rogue. You don’t have any of their authority.”

“...Well well,” Luceran said coldly. “It seems you’ve learned quite a bit, haven’t you, Captain Hawke? Hmm. Yes. But there’s a price to being too clever. I’d hoped that Shrike would be able to recover my prize and kill the lot of you without issue. But it seems I’ll have to take the Eye from the wreckage of your pathetic ship after all. A waste, but a necessary one. Mhmm. Yes.”

“Just try it you bastard,” Dorian snarled. “I’ll see you dead first!”

Smug laughter reached him. “Oh my, on that I highly doubt. In fact, I’m already on course to meet you, Captain. But I’m afraid I’ll not see you in my dining room, unless it’s in chains. I do enjoy a good meal while the torturer works. The screams add a certain something to the taste of the wine. Mmm. Yes. So I will be seeing you very soon, Captain Hawke. Very soon indeed…”

The line went dead with a soft hiss of sound. Dorian grit his teeth in fury, his scaled hand tightening, the shell shattering in his grasp.

The sudden shattering shocked Dorian from his anger. He let out a slow breath, an emptiness filling him as he opened his fist and let the fragments fall to the floor.

“Stars and gods,” he heard Melia whimper. “That’s not good.”

Dorian looked up at the four women grimly and shook his head. “No,” he agreed. “No, it’s not.”

“What… what do we do?” Fable asked, hands knotting and unknotting, pulled to her chest as if shrinking into herself. “Do we… do we run?”

Emberly barked a bitter laugh. “Where to? That bastard is probably right on our tail. And he’s still tracking our ship! He’ll run us down like hellhounds on a sinner slathered in barbeque sauce, savvy?”

“Well we can’t stand and fight an Elven Imperial battleship,” Melia snapped back, her hair flashing crimson. “They’d rip us to pieces! Even with Dorian’s dragon form.”

“You got a better idea?” Emberly demanded.

“Do you?” Melia snapped back.

Dorian looked between them, hearing the panicked edge in their voices. “Everyone calm down!” he barked.

Silence instantly fell. Dorian took a deep breath, let it out.

“We can’t run,” he said, and felt the truth in his own words. “We can’t hide. So we have to fight.”

“A battleship?” Emberly said incredulously. “Dorian, you know I’m always in favour of a good firefight, but that thing’s got more guns than a pirate auction! They’d blow us apart as soon as look at us!”

“In a straight firefight, yeah,” Dorian said, his mind already working, the germ of an idea sprouting. “But we won’t do that. We’ll both run and fight.”

“Howzat now?” the demoness said, scratching at her sawed down horns.

Dorian looked back to Ariana. “You said Mayura’s core has a powerful gravity pull, right?” he asked.

The fox blinked blankly. “Oh, yes,” she said, adjusting her glasses. “The bared core is managing to keep the pieces of the planet more or less around itself. And as I warned, the nearer we get, the stronger the pull.”

Dorian nodded, remembering the sensation all too well. That draw from the molten glow of the planet’s core. “Then the way I see it,” he said. “We have two options. We either draw Luceran in near Mayura, fight him near the core, and try to disable his sails and engines so he’s pulled in, or we try and make a break for Ixana, and hope his daughter can and will lend a hand.”

He saw the uncertainty on the faces of the four women as they looked between each other.

“I am no tactician,” Ariana finally said. “Though I have studied the great ones, I lay no claim to the skills itself. Therefore, Dorian, I defer to you.”

“The core idea could work,” Emberly mused, stroking her chin before grinning viciously. “And it’d be fun to try it either way!”

Fable swallowed hard. “I… I don’t know about this. But…” She exchanged a look with Melia, and looked back at Dorian, her expression firming with purpose. “But I think you’re right. This is probably our best chance.”

“Agreed,” Melia said, even as she squeezed Fable tightly against herself. “It’s our best chance.”

Dorian looked at the four women, all of them gazing back at him with uncertainty, fear, but hope as well. Hope in him. Hope in his plan. Only once before had he felt the weight of their stares. The grim necessity of his choice and what it would bring them.

“Then time to set sail,” he said.


Chapter 30


Dorian had barely gotten back aloft and taken hold of the helm when Fable scrambled into the crow’s nest and fitted her spyglass to her eye.

“Can you get a read on Luceran’s ship?” Dorian called up to her.

“Y-yes!” Fable yelped from above. “And it’s not far at all, Dorian!”

Dorian swore again as he hauled on the wheel, The Dragon’s Wing swinging about in a sharp turn. The oars cut the air with their beat as the ship turned sharply about and was sent soaring back the way they’d come.

Mindful of needing to conserve his strength and lure the Imperial Captain into the trap, Dorian braced himself, sending a surge of power into the ship. The core flared crimson and gold, glowing against him like a forge as The Dragon’s Wing jumped ahead, oars sweeping through the void to ferry them swiftly forward.

Before too long, Fable cried out, “I see Luceran!”

Dorian looked back, his sharp eyes able to make out the Empress’s Glory framed against the Void. The immense ship tore through space after them, a bulk of cannonade and gilt. Gold shone from its filigree, and turrets proudly pivoted about it. Practically a palace asail more than a warship with its fluttering banners and garish gold trim, but Dorian had seen too well the destructive power of that craft.

Tension tightened in Dorian’s gut as he turned forward once more, sending another surge of power into the ship’s core. Horns flashed into being in a burst of sparks upon his brow, his wings flaring as he urged more speed. The oarscreaked as they beat against the void, shadowed by the bulk of Luceran’s gilded battleship.

“They’re closing!” Fable called from aloft.

“Bastards!” Melia growled from near Dorian and the stern railing, her sword drawn and clutched in a white-knuckled as if to fight the battleship by hand. “Must have some insane enchantments to move that tub this fast.”

Dorian said nothing, his jaw tight as he focused on sailing. By the time the fragments of Mayura were visible ahead, the battleship was closing the distance, bristling with sail and armaments.

“Nearly there!” Ariana called from the prow, hanging from some rigging as she eyed the fragments of the dead world. “Nearly-”

A distant boom reached them. Dorian looked back sharply to see something crimson soar from Luceran’s ship, burning like a comet through the dark. He watched it fly wide to starboard.

Then explode.

The blast rippled through space, rattling the rigging. “Hell!” Dorian cursed, clutching the wheel. “What was that?”

“They’re lobbing mortars at us!” Emberly barked from where she clutched a cannon.

“Missed us wide,” Dorian noted.

“They’re still sounding out range,” Emberly said grimly as she abandoned her gun and bolted up to the helm, moving beside Dorian and looking at the distant warship with narrowed eyes as another flash came from it. “But they’ll get closer. Elven Imperials train their gunners hard.”

Dorian glanced back as another blob of burning crimson magic screamed overhead, bursting ahead of him. He felt the shudder as the blastwave washed over them.

That had been closer.

“Incoming!” Fable screamed from the crow’s nest over another wailing of a lobbed shot. Dorian glanced back, tracking the mortar with his eyes, feeling his chest tighten with alarm as he quickly calculated its trajectory.

“Hang on!” he shouted, hauling on the wheel.

The Dragon’s Wing swung, tilting sharply to starboard as the oars gave a sudden beat. The howling mortar spell soared near them, the explosion rattling Dorian’s teeth as the shockwave struck their ship.

Emberly staggered from him before regaining her feet, clinging to the rail. “Too close!” the demoness barked.

“Ariana! Can you shield us a bit?” Melia called.

“A direct hit might be a bit much,” the fox-girl said from where she clung to the mast.

“Just keep us from being knocked around by the shockwaves,” Dorian called over the scream of another mortar detonating near the keel, sending shudders through the ship.

Lips tight, Ariana nodded and peeled herself from the mast. She ran towards the prow, and as she did, Dorian saw a mortar howl over them and explode before the foresail.

The explosion sent the front of the ship bucking like it had been kicked by a giant mule. Ariana screamed as she was flung off her feet and into the air in a flutter of cloak and robe.

“Ariana!” Dorian shouted, his heart leaping into his throat. Before the archivist could fall away, Melia swung from the rigging and grabbed the fox-girl, yanking her close.

Dorian grit his teeth with worry as Ariana managed to steady herself once more, Melia finally releasing the redhead, who practically crawled onto the prow. Wedging herself there, Ariana threw out her hands, a sphere of blue light surrounding her with a hum, then spreading forth so it covered the whole of the ship like a thin bubble of light

Dorian shivered as the magic field passed over him and encased the ship in its glow. Another mortar exploded above them, raining down crackles of magic and another wave of force, but Dorian hardly felt it that time. He grinned in relief, especially when he saw the outer layer of stone from Mayura’s rubble drawing closer, the gaps between the fragments of the world open wide for them, the world’s core shining through like the gates of hell beckoning them forth.

“Nearly there!” Dorian called, risking a look back.

And dearly wishing he hadn’t.

The blasts from the mortar may not have destroyed their ship, but their evasive efforts had allowed the Empress’s Glory to close the distance. The gilded bulk of the ship’s prow loomed like a finely decorated axe head, the figurehead of a regal elven woman arching from a spray of carved waters like some vengeful Valkyrie leading the charge on them. The warship’s sunburst sails bellied and shimmered golden in the astral wind, and he could see the shuddering flames of the ships engines roaring behind it as it pursued. Cannon turrets along the prow were being angled their way, and Dorian turned sharply.

“Hold on!” Dorian shouted and sent a rush of power into the core.

Wings burst from his back like starlight as The Dragon’s Wing lurched forward and tilted sharply, just before a ray of light seared space from one of the cannon turrets, the heat of it making Dorian wince as it came so close. He could feel his wings quivering on his back with a rush of red and gold as he fed more power into the ship. His senses grew sharper. Keyed to the feeling of the astral winds and sounds of the pursuing ship. He felt again the glow of magic as Luceran’s ship charged another cannon.

He swung The Dragon’s Wing sharply to the left with a snap of the oars, tumbling them out of the way as two more rays of light speared through space, slicing the void where he’d been a moment before. More screaming mortars thundered around them, their explosions beating at their ship even through the barrier they’d thrown up.

“Shit. Shit! Shit!” Dorian cursed as the great stone masses of the planet’s shattered crust rushed towards them. Dorian braced himself and gave the ship a sudden surge of power. The Dragon’s Wing leaped forward, oars trailing sparks with the force of magic Dorian pumped into them, the ship pulling ahead and between two great looming fragments of the planet.

Flares of light washed over them as several more mortars exploded against the chunks of rock which now enclosed them, and Dorian let out a sigh of relief. One less thing to worry about.

But a big thing remained, which made itself known with a scream of heat as a crimson ray of magic smashed into the shield, washing over it like a splash of blood.

The impact shook them hard and Dorian looked wildly about as the shield cracked like a ball of glass, but held, the fissures already beginning to fix themselves. A shudder went through Dorian as he wondered what might have happened to the ship had the barrier not been there.

“Ariana! You okay?” he called to the fox-girl.

He could see the mage’s shoulders tighten with strain, her tail bushy with fear. “It would… be good if we were not hit like that again,” she gasped through gritted teeth.

“Right then,” Dorian muttered beneath his breath, grip tightening on the wheel as he sent another surge of magic into the ship. “Hold on tight to something!”

He saw the girls race to secure themselves to ship, even as the filigree which spun its way across The Dragon’s Wing glowed gold and ruby red as it absorbed his power. With a roar, Dorian sent them flying like a rocket deeper into the rubble field, so much power pumped into it the oars left streaks of light with every beat.

Magic burned through Dorian’s chest, swirling through his arms and into the wheel as he handled it. His senses grew hyper-aware, keyed to their limit. He could sense the battleship plunging after them, Luceran’s craft like a furnace against his back as the Imperial warship pursued, engines roaring with force. Dorian felt the build up of magic in its cannons as they thundered, blasting apart chunks of rock that came too close while smaller fragments smashed off the ship’s barrier. Dorian sensed a shot aimed at them and he jerked the wheel to the right, The Dragon’s Wing tilting sharply as another ray of magic crashed through the air they’d been a moment before. Dorian dipped suddenly as another blast came at them, scoring a burning line along a chunk of rock ahead of them. Fragments rained down on their shield like rain.

And Dorian felt something even stronger growing in the Imperial ship.

He risked a look back and horror dropped his jaw. The prow of the Empress’s Glory was splitting open with creaks of metal, the elven maiden of the figurehead bowing lower as the barrel of a massive gun pushed its way into the open.

“Uh oh,” Dorian breathed as he sensed the magic building in the immense cannon, golden light roiling in the barrel. He looked up, spotted a chunk of rubble soaring through the air, a massive hole in its front. Instinct told him there was a way through.

He prayed it was right.

Dorian jerked the wheel, the dragon headed prow of The Dragon’s Wing bounding towards the chunk of planet like a dog set free. The shadowy gap in the rock chunk yawned before him.

“Dorian! What are you doing!” Fable screamed from the rigging.

Dorian didn’t answer, all his focus on the dark passage. As the chunk of planet tilted away, he sent The Dragon’s Wing soaring into the hole, the keel scraping on the rock as the entrance tilted upwards.

Darkness enfolded them.

And then light.

A scream of magic howled behind them as the rock in their wake was vaporized, blasted to pieces as the immense cannon in the prow of the Imperial warship fired. Dorian roared back in desperate defiance, the flare of the glow illuminating the passage before him as the one behind him was blasted away. He spun the wheel, The Dragon’s Wing swerving wildly through the bends of the tunnel. Another glow shone ahead, even as the one behind them grew brighter. Brighter. The heat burned on his back. The ship’s shield popping and crackling as the sheer heat melted it like glass.

The Dragon’s Wing burst from the tunnel’s mouth like a cork from a bottle, and Dorian swung them down as the ray of light speared through the remains of Mayura’s bedrock, shattering it once more into a mass of rubble that was sent pinging off other chunks of planet. Dorian stole a quick look back and saw the Empress’s Glory plunge through the cloud of debris, scattering it in its wake.

But the pursuit hadn’t gone all the mighty ship’s way. Rubble knocked off it, battering the crackling shield that formed around it. Dorian managed a grin, tilting the wheel and ducking them among more debris, even as the hunting warship came ever after them, slowed by the sheer destruction its own cannon had wrought.

“Ha ha!” Emberly cried, grabbing him in a crushing hug from excitement. “Did you see that? They won’t be able to shoot that bastard for a while.”

“They better not,” Dorian grunted, feeling the weighty pull drawing them further towards the burning crimson glow. Seeing a break among the debris, he turned the ship that way, flying into the draw of the planet’s gravity. “Because we’re almost through!”

He put on another spurt of power, a sudden sweep of the oars spurring their ship through the fragmented crust of Mayura. They flew through and to a clearer realm. Smaller chunks of stone waited within, floating like dark islands in the hell above the world’s core, and Dorian felt the pull of the planet’s gravity well like shackles trying to drag him down. The seething sea of magma of the planet’s core boiled below, the rubble of the world floating above it like a patchwork ceiling made of rock. A fragmented puzzle of what the planet had once been.

Dorian felt sweat bead his brow and back from the radiating heat as he turned the wheel sharply, the oars beating to keep them from dipping too far into the relentless pull of the core. “Melia!” he shouted. “Take the wheel.”

“On it!” the elf said, disentangling herself from the rigging and bounding across the deck. Dorian handed off the wheel to her and stepped aside, facing the rubble behind them.

“Good,” Dorian said. “Keep away and distract them until I’m aboard. Try and stay out of range.”

“Count on us,” Melia said with a grin.

“Dorian!”

He looked back, spotting Fable as she shimmied down from the crow’s nest, riding down the mast and to the deck with a clopping of hooves before stopping before him with an uneasy smile.

“Be careful.”

He grinned. “You too,” he said.

Then turned back, took four running steps.

And leaped from the ship’s rail.

He barely needed to try. So much power surged through him from his chest, he simply funneled it into his body instead of the ship. He felt his arms grow, his talons becoming huge. The wings of light growing from his back expanded, filling out. His head elongated, his mouth filling with fangs. He didn’t try and keep himself small this time, but let the fullness of his draconic nature take root, expanding his body immensely, his scales shimmering gold and red as he flapped his new wings, soaring high.

He flapped up to one of the shards of rubble and grabbed it, his claws digging into the stone as he clung to the underside, tail swishing in the air. And not a moment too soon. Through the gaps in the world the Empress’s Glory plowed after The Dragon’s Wing, the gilded behemoth tilting as it reoriented itself, locking on to The Dragon’s Wing as the other ship skimmed through the chunks of planet.

With a rumble of its engines the vast elven warship moved in pursuit, the great cannon in its prow receding and more conventional guns lining up. Several fired, slicing rays of magic at The Dragon’s Wing, which swung wide to try and evade and only barely managed it, ducking behind some isles of rock.

Fury surged in Dorian at the sight, but he forced himself to wait as the great ship drifted by. As it roared past, he let go of the fragment of the world, hurling himself at the battleship.

Dorian landed on the side with a bang, his claws gouging out chunks of wood and gilt for purchase. Quick as he could, he crawled around the hull towards the stern, careful to keep out of sight. Every boom of the arcane cannons made him wince. He was passing by the helm when he heard a voice.

“What do you suppose they’re thinking, captain?”

“Hmmm? Who knows,” Luceran’s oily voice replied, the ever-present sneer in his tone making Dorian’s claws tighten in the wood. “The common races are barely above the intelligence of animals, after all. Mhmm. Yes. But the end of the line is here. Yes. The gravity pull of the core must be far too much for their feeble ship. A relic is a relic, in the end. Hmm. Yes.”

“Will we have trouble recovering it?”

“No. We have ways of ensuring it doesn’t go down into the core. Mhmm. Yes. Not before we have what we need, at any rate.”

“Still, sir…”

There was a pause. “Mmm. Perhaps you’re right. Inform the gunners to cripple it, and bring us in close. We’ll board it. Mhmm. Yes..”

Dorian grinned toothily. Perfect. He surged along the belly of the ship, finally reaching the stern. Looking past the corner, even his dragon form flinched back at the heat throbbing from the air before him.

There were six boosters flaring from the back of the Empress’s Glory, glowing hot with whatever fuel sent the warship sailing forward with all its grim power.

Well, not for long.

Toothy jaws grinning, Dorian inhaled deeply, feeling the molten heat within his chest rise through his throat, flickering in his maw.

This was going to be so very satisfying.

Dorian exhaled, howling crimson and gold fire erupting from his maw, tearing through the stern and its humming engines. Explosions tore through the ship’s stern, ripping apart wood, gilt, and metal as engines and boosters erupted under his dragon’s breath, fragments of them blasting off the mighty warship in a hail of shrapnel.

Under his claws, the Empress’s Glory jumped and sloughed, listing with a groan of tormented wood and metal. Screams erupted from above as only one booster still sputtered on, struggling to fire.

“What the hells was that!” he heard Luceran scream.

Dorian growled. He’d show that elvish prick what it was.

Clawing his way up the stern, Dorian saw several heads poke over the rail above. Eyes widened in horror.

“Dragon!” one elf screamed, lurching back as Dorian hauled himself up past the rail, his sinuous neck lunging high, his claws digging into the elaborate shrouds like the back of a throne of gilt. Luceran stood near the wheel, the peacock-like captain staring in shock as Dorian loomed over the helm, several robed elven mages and marines around him, all looking up at Dorian in gobsmacked horror.

The sight of the Elvish Captain sent a surge of hatred rushing through Dorian, gathering in his chest and coming up to his maw. He opened wide and let it loose.

His flaming breath scoured the deck, turning several elven marines into living torches. But when his breath reached Luceran and the mages, it crashed into a shimmering barrier that sprang up around them. The barrier hadn’t saved several other sailors, who screamed as the backwash of shimmering fire scoured the helm in an inferno. Dorian let his fiery death die and snorted, but he could feel his draconic form taking its toll. Regretfully, he turned from Luceran and spotted his target.

The sails.

Dorian saw Luceran turn and horror drop the elf’s jaw.

“Stop him!” Luceran screamed. “Stop him now!”

Too late, Dorian thought smugly as he opened wide.

And breathed.

The blast of superheated magic and dragonfire hit the sails and mast, the fabric instantly torching while the wood roared into a sudden blaze.

By now, however, some of the crew had recovered. Rifles in the hands of marines about the deck fired, their stinging assault making Dorian wince as they hit his scales. He released the rear of the ship and took to the air once more with a beat of his wings, soaring over the Empress’s Glory. Another burst of flame erupted from his maw, scouring the remaining sails and sweeping across the deck, slashing through the ranks of scrambling elvish marines and into the belly of the warship.

Dorian let his breath die, feeling like he’d pulled immeasurable power from himself. But with satisfaction he observed the damage. The Empress’s Glory was aflame, the main mast falling over like a felled tree, every sail little more than fluttering ash. Marines rushed about, trying to put out the flames to no avail.

And ever on, pulled by the hungry gravity of Mayura’s molten core, the warship began to fall.

A sinking ship that Dorian had no intention of staying on.

His wings feeling like they weighed a hundred pounds, Dorian scanned the crimson area, quickly picking out The Dragon’s Wing.

It wasn’t far, which made his stomach tighten with anxiety at knowing how close Luceran’s ship had come to taking his. He saw Fable and Emberly along the rail, cheering and waving him in.

Grinning, he soared away from the falling battleship, already shrinking as he shed the wearying draconic form. By the time Dorian landed on the deck with a bang, he was almost human, though still sporting a tail, wings and horns.

Fable bounded up to him and threw her arms around his neck, hugging Dorian tightly. “I knew you could do it!” she cried.

Dorian chuckled, mussing her hair between her antlers. “Was there ever any doubt?”

“Not from me!” the faun said, her eyes glowing in adoration as she looked up at him.

“Whooo! Look at that baby burn,” Emberly cackled.

Dorian looked back, and with no small amount of satisfaction, watched the Empress’s Glory slowly drift down, drawn towards the bubbling molten core far below. Its engine sputtered uselessly, only managing to make the once mighty warship circle the depths to which it was consigned, marines rushing about the deck like ants.

“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,” Dorian said.

But Luceran was far from done.

As Dorian watched, the warship listed, baring its side to The Dragon’s Wing. And as it did, several cannon ports suddenly erupted. Dorian’s breath caught, but it wasn’t magic that fired from the dying ship.

It was chains.

Dorian’s eyes shot wide open as great harpoons smashed through the barrier and bit into the hull of The Dragon’s Wing, the impact throwing him off his feet. Fable squealed as she went tumbling against him.

Then the deck tilted with a groan.

Dorian scrambled back to his feet and to the rail, forced to look down at the dying warship as it sank inevitably towards the molten core below. Their smaller ship was tilting sharply as it tried to escape the clutches of the other ship, even as it was being reeled in closer.

“Fucking hell!” Melia shouted from the wheel, cranking it for all she was worth. But without success as, with creaks of chains and groans of spars, the two ships were drawn closer together.

“We have to get those chains off. Now!” Dorian shouted, looking about.

“Can you do your dragon thing again?” Fable asked as she clung to him.

Dorian grit his teeth, trying to summon the flame within him once more, but it was like trying to coax a candle to fill a hearth. Though he grew a bit in size, his wings fanning out, he couldn’t do any more. He shook his head. “Not… not that much.”

“You!” Emberly barked, pointing at Fable. “You’ve got metal cutters below, don’t you?”

Fable blinked. “Y-yeah! For repairs. I-”

“Then get below and start cuttin’!” Emberly barked, grabbing two pistols at her belt as she looked grimly over the rail. “We’ll be doin’ enough a that up here, savvy?”

Dorian looked over the rail and felt his stomach drop. Boarding ramps with hooked clamps were being prepared by elven marines, several of whom were starting to take potshots across the divide, flashes of crimson magic snapping between their vessels, only to disperse uselessly against Ariana’s barrier.

“Go. Now!” Dorian said, pushing Fable towards the hatch.

The faun stumbled a step, then broke into a clopping run as she belted for it, her antlered head vanishing below seconds later. Melia, meanwhile, had abandoned the helm, instead racing down and joining them amidship, her sword and a pistol in hand, her hair a mane of crackling red like she wore a crown of fire.

“Ready for some real fun?” Emberly asked Dorian, the demoness grinning savagely as the gap between the ships grew closer, the air bubbles joining with a squeaking sound, the scent of woodsmoke, blood and gunpowder rushing at them like the stinking breath of some infernal god.

“Guess so,” Dorian growled, drawing his blade as the three huge planks came down, hitting the rail with a crunch as the hooks bit deep into the wood.

With a howl of the condemned, elven marines charged across the planks, passing through Ariana’s barrier with barely a stumble.

Emberly cackled, whipping up her pistols. “Get some!” she howled, opening fire, every round knocking a marine down, dropping them through the divide to tumble between the warring gravity wells of the two ships like pinballs. Dorian in turn hopped onto his plank as an elven marine in silver armour and wielding a curved blade came at him with a swift slash.

Dorian’s new sword blocked it, then with a quick kick he swept the elf’s legs out from under him. The marine fell, slamming hard into the narrow plank before sliding off, screaming over the edge to plummet down towards the molten core, only to whipsaw back into the Empress’s Glory’s gravitational well so hard his whole body bent double like someone had folded his spine in half. The sight made Dorian wince, but there was no time for sympathy as the next marine bulled forward, swinging savagely.

Dorian blocked the man’s cut, but the force of it actually sent him back a step. He rallied, surging forward, parrying the elf’s next slash before delivering a wicked lunge across the chest.

Dorian’s enchanted sword sliced through the filigreed armour like it was butter, the elf falling away as he coughed up blood. The one behind him however proved smart enough to have brought a pistol and as soon as his companion fell, he fired.

Dorian twisted out of the way as the shot crackled past him, skimming his cheek and nearly sending him tumbling over. The elf gaped in shock at Dorian’s agility, and for his trouble Dorian found his footing and viciously slashed at him.

The marine hastily raised his sword in a parry, but the impact crashed into him, sending the elf tumbling into the man behind him, both screaming as they plummeted off the plank and into the void.

Dorian paused as his next foe strolled towards him as if enjoying a summer jaunt, one arm crossed behind his back, the other rubbing the flickering hues of his pointy mustache, a look of contempt on his powdered, aristocratic face. Dorian slowly straightened, glaring at Luceran, who merely paused halfway across the plank. His eyes roamed over Dorian’s wings, horns, and the scales on his arms before at last locking with Dorian’s eyes once more.

“Well,” Luceran mused. “It appears you are filled with many surprises. Many annoying, frustrating, absolutely infuriating surprises. Hmm. Yes.”

“I get that a lot,” Dorian growled.

“Mhmm. No doubt. And not only have you ruined my day, but you ruined my ship.”

“Yeah? Well, you can’t have mine,” Dorian said, lifting his blade.

“I beg to differ,” Luceran said, lifting his arm before his finger brushed one of his rings.

Dorian was utterly unprepared for the blast of magic that erupted from the foppish Captain’s hand. Reflexively, he swept his wings around himself, the impact of the spell hurling him back and across the deck. Hit hit it hard, but rolled back to his feet, sweeping his wings back open as Luceran calmly walked across the plank and delicately stepped onto The Dragon’s Wing.

“But you are not the only one with surprises,” Luceran observed. “Hmm. No. I have spent a considerable amount of my career amassing items of arcane power. Relics whose powers you, with your pedestrian grasp of education, cannot comprehend. And this,” he said, touching the gemstone in his sunburst amulet, “is one of my favourites.”

Dorian backed up as the stone glowed, the amulet blazing with power. Metal seemed to peel from it, wrapping about Luceran’s chest, spiralling outwards and encasing his arms and legs.

Dorian’s jaw fell slack, his head tilting up as Luceran grew, his body encased in a bulky frame of gilded steel. Elegant golden filigree worked in the guise of dragon wings, claws, and even ribs wrapped about the towering suit of armour, and soon Luceran stood over two heads above Dorian.

“Mhmm. I see you are impressed,” Luceran purred as the iron form creaked. “In the ages of old, the High Empire’s greatest knights bore armour of dragonsteel. Hmm. Yes,” he said as a helmet with sweeping wings on its sides encased his head, his voice booming through the grill. “Elegant. And deadly.”

Luceran drew back a fist and swung for Dorian., who jumped back with a flap of his wings, the metal fist slamming into the deck of the ship, shattering spars and planks. Dorian slashed at the arm, but his blade merely scraped uselessly off.

Luceran chuckled, his voice echoing as he lifted his fist and straightened with a groan of steel. “Oh well done. But so little, so late. With armour like this, the High Empire conquered the known galaxy. And the fact that you have not become a dragon implies you’re nearly out of juice. Mmm. Yes. So, try to die cleanly. I’d hate to have to clean your blood off my new deck, and would enjoy selling your blood and parts to my associates. Hmm. Yes.”

“I think I’ll pass,” Dorian said. Yet despite his bravado, he knew he was in trouble. His strength was well beyond human, but he was feeling the weight of the chase and fight. And even as he fought the immense Luceran, he saw Melia and Emberly were equally hard pressed. Elves were pushing them back with sheer numbers, almost fighting each other to escape their doomed ship as it sank steadily towards the molten core of the world below.

But Dorian couldn’t spare them much attention, for Luceran was already moving towards him once more, his suit of gilded armour bringing a fist down like a sledgehammer. Dorian jumped back as the blow slammed into the deck, only for Luceran to swing his other arm wide, slamming into Dorian’s side.

Dorian cried out in agony, hearing something break in his arm despite all his draconic endurance. He flew across the deck and slammed into the mast so hard he swore he heard the thing crack. Or maybe that had just been his spine.

Either way, not great.

Dorian slumped to the deck, gasping, pain throbbing through him as he struggled to get his breath back. He saw Luceran amble towards him, the immense armour’s steps vibrating through the deck. Dorian grit his teeth. Move, dammit. Move!

Pressing his back against the mast, using it for leverage, Dorian managed to struggle to his feet. But to little avail, for no sooner did he get up than Luceran’s massive metal hand grabbed him. Dorian cried out again in agony, nearly blacking out with pain as the Imperial Captain lifted Dorian from the deck, squeezing his now broken arm against him.

“Mhm hm hm!” Luceran chortled, voice thrumming from his helmet. “Don’t pass out yet, Captain. No. I want you awake. Oh yes. I want to see your pain in your eyes as I squeeze your guts out of you like syrup from a sweetbun! Maybe I’ll even keep those eyes. Yes. A wonderful centerpiece for a new necklace. Mhm. Oh yessss.”

Dorian groaned as Luceran’s grip tightened, crushing him with steely fingers. He glared down at the grill, seeing the Elven Captain’s leering face illuminated by the man’s own priggish mustache and fluttering hair.

And Dorian grinned.

A puzzled expression crossed Luceran’s face.

Right until Dorian breathed a gout of crimson flames right through the grill.

“Gyaaaaaaaaah!” Luceran howled, his pompous hat igniting along with the rest of him in a sudden inferno. He dropped Dorian to the deck as his hands went up, pawing at the helmet that he couldn’t take off, trying to extinguish the flames that spewed smoke and cinders from the grill like some infernal oven. Dorian landed hard on his feet, nearly losing them as the deck abruptly tilted.

He turned his head as a great snapping sound came, and the boarding planks were suddenly wrenched out of the rail, tearing chunks of the wood with them. Marines screamed as their footing was suddenly yanked from under them, dozens falling back to the Empress’s Glory as the Imperial vessel fell away once more towards the molten depths of the world’s core, the great chains that once bound it to The Dragon’s Wing flailing like great metal tentacles.

Seeing his chance, Dorian bit back the pain, and hurled himself bodily at Luceran with all his remaining strength. A beat of his wings shot him at the armour, and he slammed his good shoulder into Luceran’s chest.

Off balance, still aflame, the immense suit of armour fell back, tripping on the rail. Another scream escaped the Elven Imperial as he fell away, caught in the gravitational pull of the Empress’s Glory in the final moments that the air bubbles connected the two ships. His arms and legs flailed as he fell along with his warship, descending towards the bubbling hell of the world’s core below.

Dorian gasped, sinking against the rail, watching the ship and its Captain slip away, becoming no more than a black dot. He never even saw the splash as they hit the molten sea below.

Fitting, Dorian thought in the strange clarity of agony. After all, a Captain should go down with his ship.


Chapter 31


“Ow. Ow!” Dorian groaned.

“Hold still,” Fable chided. “I’ve almost got the splint in place. Honestly!” she sighed as she gently wrapped the gauze around his arm. “What were you thinking jerking around a broken arm like that?”

“I was thinking I didn’t want to die,” Dorian groused, but submitted all the same to Fable’s efforts.

As he did, he looked about the deck with a sigh. It wasn’t looking great, he had to say. Damage was extensive, though they’d cleaned up as best they could. Anchoring to one of the smaller rocks that floated about Mayura, repairs were ongoing thanks to Melia and Emberly. Dorian had volunteered to help, but was met with firm denials until his arm was better. He sighed, feeling awkward and useless. At least they’d let him help shove the dead bodies off the ship…

Dorian grimaced at the memory. More than a few elves had managed to get across the planks, and the fight aboard the ship had been bloody and brutal. Everyone was somewhat injured, though Dorian had gotten the worst of it.

Still, things could have been much worse.

“You’ll not need to wear it long anyway,” Ariana said, gliding over to them and sitting down on the steps to the poop deck. “Dragons heal quickly, so it is written in various accounts. An injury such as that should only put you down for a few days. No more.”

“I hope so,” Dorian said. “I don’t really feel right leaving all the repair work to you four.”

Fable patted his shoulder. “You did a lot already, Dorian,” Fable said gently. “It’s the least we can do.”

“But we’re still keen for some help when you can,” Emberly added as she walked past, lugging some planks over her shoulder.

Dorian winced. “I still have one good arm. I can help,” he said, moving to stand.

“No you can’t,” Fable said, pressing down on his shoulder and making him sit back down. “You’re going to stay right here, relax, and heal up until you’re back to one hundred percent! And if you don’t, I’ll strap you down to your bed and make sure you do.”

Dorian gave her a look, which was returned with pointed warning from Fable as she lifted some more gauze and gave it a menacing tug. He rolled his eyes.

“Fine. Fine. You’re the boss.”

“Darn right I am,” Fable huffed. “Now lie back and get comfy.”

“Comfy?”

“You heard me,” Fable said, pressing Dorian down onto the deck.

“Uh, why?” Dorian asked as he found himself lying down.

“Because it’s time for your further treatment,” Fable replied, and began unbuttoning her vest.

Dorian’s eyebrows snapped up in surprise. “Uh, Fable? What are…”

“Relaxation helps the healing process,” the faun said as she shrugged her top off, revealing her firm breasts in their tight bra. She gave Ariana an amused side glance. “Right?”

“Oh, very much so,” Ariana giggled, wriggling out of her robe. “In fact, many studies have shown that sex has a tremendous effect on recovery of patients who have suffered blunt force trauma. Why, the people of the Adivan Gulf are famed for their hospitals, and their nurses are said to be able to bring a man to orgasm with nothing more than a pair of calipers and a tongue depressor.”

“W-wait. How does that work?” Dorian asked, or tried to, but the fox-girl’s sudden nudity struck him like the broad side of a boat, making him stammer and falter as his skin grew heated.

“Ah, I believe I have a few books about it, if you’re interested,” Ariana cooed impishly. “They have some truly interesting pictures that might be worth recreating.”

“Less talking,” Fable said, leaning over Dorian, planting her hands on either side of his head and lowering her face to his. “More kissing!”

Well, Dorian certainly had no objections to that.

He met Fable’s lips with passion, a zing of delight coursing through him as the faun moaned into his mouth, her soft breasts rubbing against his bare chest. His good arm rose, fingers twining in her hair as he passionately deepened the kiss, his tongue stroking Fable’s lip until she opened her mouth, surrendering eagerly to his affection.

“Hey! What’s the big idea, stealing a kiss while we’re working?”

“Yeah! Not fair, savvy?”

Dorian broke the kiss, looking aside to see both Melia and Emberly had stopped work, Melia still holding a hammer as she planted her hands on her hips, while Emberly had swung about, boards still riding her shoulder as she glared at the pair.

Fable giggled, snuggling against Dorian’s chest rather possessively. “Sorry! Part of his treatment,” the faun said.

“I bet,” Melia scoffed. “I suppose that treatment also includes worshiping his fine cock?”

Fable stuck out her tongue playfully as her hips ground against Dorian’s leg. “You’re just jealous you’re not getting a taste.”

“Damn right I am,” Emberly said. “I’ve not been labouring and hammering away all day to let you steal a sail on me, savvy?”

“In that case,” Fable giggled with a sly look Dorian’s way. “I think it’s time for a break and do some team building activities. Don’t you?”

Dorian chuckled. “Do watch the arm, though.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Fable said, hooking her fingers in her pants and shimmying out of them. “You just lie back, Dorian.” Dorian licked his lips as the sight of the faun’s tempting quim came into view. The pillar of his manhood responded instantly to the development, but she wasn’t alone in her actions.

“Aye!” Emberly said, grinning as she dropped the planks and sauntered towards them, kicking off her own trousers and yanking off the dark strap of her top. “Just relax, and leave it to the crew. Savvy?”

Dorian laughed, and gladly did.

The women gently guided him below decks, to his bed, onto his back, and Dorian let out no protest as, before any time had passed at all, all four women in his crew finished shedding their clothes. The rustle of sheets, the creak of the bed and floorboards competed with the sound of hot breath in all directions as Dorian watched, felt, and listened to the women shuffling around him and finding their stations in his bed.

Fable had moved down to Dorian’s groin with Ariana tagging along. He hardly noticed his pants seemingly vanishing before he felt two pairs of lips and tongues gorging themselves full of his immensity. As he shuddered from the bliss of wet mouths pleasuring him, Emberly and Melia scooched into place beside him. He felt their bared breasts mash against either shoulder as the women competed for the right to have their tongue in his throat. In the end, they found a way to entangle their own tongues and work together toward that goal.

Dorian let out a harsh groan as soft fingertips teased his bollocks, while three other hands ran up and down his exposed chest. Before he knew it, though, those sensations were gone, replaced by the heat of Emberly’s sex as she gently mounted his face.

“I’ve got some medicine for ye, cap’n,” the demoness growled in her sultriest tone, though Dorian only barely made the words out before his entire world became the taste of her cunt. With his good arm, he grabbed hold of her hip and rightly made out with the demoness’s pussy while Melia started riding his working hand.

“Dorian!” she gasped, her voice nearly tearful from the bliss and draconic virility that soared through Dorian’s fingertips and churned inside her depths. “F-fuck!”

Soon, the activity below also shifted and escalated, and he felt curious developments taking shape that it took him a little time and some imagination to interpret, obstructed as his view was. Two pairs of plush, wet pussy lips ground against either side of his pillar, the women’s legs entwined with each other as their centers massaged his cock. They slid their sexes up and down his length, and the lewd warmth of it almost inspired him to burst a shade too early for his ego to bear.

Dorian found himself thinking of baby goats and goblin warts, managing to manage his arousal just in time to stop himself from caking the women’s fine abdominals with his seed.

Oh, but the sounds! The wet squelches of womanhoods mashing against each other, against his cock, against his very lips and tongue, the sonorous, nigh choral moans of four women all eagerly devoted to his satisfaction and their own, the whining creak of the bed beneath him—exquisite, imperiling lust spread through him like magma.

“Dorian!” Fable squealed as she came undone, Ariana coming in close behind her. “Guh–haa! I’m—I’m cumming for you, Captain!”

She was only the first of four, and Dorian considered it a small miracle that each woman managed to take their fill before he himself completed. Although he couldn’t see them, Dorian used his working hand to pinch Ariana’s ass, sending a message—ride me.

The vulpine scholar accepted readily. “Of course,” she giggled huskily, “Far be it from me to defy the wishes of my dearest captain.”

A sort of line formed, then, much to Dorian’s amusement, as the women all crowded around his waist, helping Ariana balance and bounce atop their fearless Captain’s magnificent cock.

Dorian instantly missed the taste of Emberly’s juices, but was grateful for some fresh air. He bent up at the neck to watch as Fable and Melia pinched Ariana’s nipples and Emberly strummed her pearl, forcing the fox-girl into an early climax that sent her crying out over the edge of orgasm. This, of course, was by design, because each woman wanted her own turn, and all failed to realize that each of them was to receive the same treatment from the other girls.

One by one, they fell to the majesty of Dorian’s draconic cock—and their team efforts. “Oh, Hell’s teeth!” Emberly hissed as she grunted out her finish. “Almighty gods!” Melia moaned, more lewdly and whorishly than her usual. “I l-l-love you b-baby!” Fable managed to squeal. “Most fine reference material, indeed!” Ariana hissed as her climax came to a stop.

At last, with a sigh, Dorian came inside the last of the women and instantly starfished among his spent lovers like the sole survivor of some epic battle, smiling in heady satisfaction as soft groans came from the various women around him.

“Mmmm. Dorian,” Fable said, rolling up beside him and taking her accustomed snuggling position at his side. “That was just what the doctor ordered.”

He chuckled, good arm looping around her fondly. “Does that mean I’m allowed to help with the repair work going forward?”

Melia snorted where she lay, panting, draped on the steps leading to the helm. “After that? You’re lucky we really don’t tie you to the bed to keep as our personal fuck toy.”

“Ah, now there’s a thought,” Emberly cackled from where she lay sprawled near him, smoke seeping from her mouth.

Dorian rolled his eyes. “Maybe leave me free. At least until I drive us back to Sphere.”

“No promises,” Fable said, leaning up and giving his cheek a kiss.

***

A short time later, Dorian was back on the deck, sitting at Ariana’s table with a bottle of wine. His eyes gazed up at the scattered islands of the dead world’s crust, the stars visible between them, winking through the cracks. One by one, the women of his crew cleaned themselves and dressed, taking their sweet time in doing so, but eventually they had all joined him near the helm. He was just about to give a rousing speech about the importance of teamwork when he sensed something.

Dorian sat up straighter, some instinct thrumming inside him with alarm. A sense of danger so strong it thrummed up his spine and tingled in his fingers.

“Mmm. Dorian?” Fable said, sitting up as well. “What’s up?”

“I’m… not sure,” he admitted, scanning the rubble surrounding them. “I just feel like-”

A huge shadow swept over them. Dorian’s head whipped up as he felt a chill rush through him. What he saw didn’t improve matters. A great, scaly orange belly flew over them as huge black wings beat, swerving a mass of crimson scales around. Dorian stared in horror as an immense red dragon landed deftly on the prow of the ship, its dark claws digging into the wood, the whole vessel tilting under its weight. Its head snaked low, horns gleaming in the low light. Malevolent yellow eyes flashed like newly minted coins and nostrils seethed black smoke.

Dorian scrambled to his feet, heart leaping in his chest as the dragon reared its head up, a low growl escaping it.

“Found you,” the immense creature snarled.

“F-found us?” Dorian stammered.

“You’re the ones who robbed my hoard!” the dragon roared, teeth like swords snapping. “I know your smell. My cave reeked of it!”

From the corner of his eye, Dorian saw the girls struggle upright, looking at the immense wyrm with shock and terror, and Dorian couldn’t blame them. Though the beast was probably only about as big as him in his dragon form, with his broken arm and still feeling the effects of his battle with Luceran, Dorian wasn’t sure he could match the monster in size, to say nothing of collateral damage to the ship and the women behind him.

“I… Look,” Dorian said quickly, trying to grasp the moment. “We didn’t mean… well, okay, we did mean to. But we’ll return everything we took. Promise!”

“You think I care for those petty baubles?” the dragon roared, rearing up before them.

“D-don’t you?” Dorian said.

“Feh!” the red dragon snapped, embers crackling from its maw. “You can keep them! I want something far more valuable.”

Dorian really didn’t like where that was going. “What?” he asked, channeling magic through him, gathering it in himself as best he could. If he had to go down, he’d do it fighting!

“Your seed!”

Dorian blinked.

“Sorry?”

The dragon slid forward, and as it did, it changed. A whorl of fire engulfed it like an infernal tempus, seeming to squeeze the bulk of the monster inwards and into a new form.

Dainty feet stepped free of the flames. Slender thighs leading to a toned stomach and firm, high breasts cradled with scales. A mane of black hair fluttered above a face of cruel beauty, eyes glinting gold, pupils reptilian slits. A crown of horns rose from among her dark mane as the dragon, revealing it was in fact a she, planted a hand imperiously on a cocked hip, her chin tilted back so she was looking down at Dorian with smug satisfaction.

“You,” she declared, her voice a throaty growl that shot straight down to his groin as she pointed at him. “You are the High Astral Dragon! I could fairly taste your magic in the very stones of my chamber! I could feel the force and purity of your blood in the wounds of my guardians. Yes!” she said, inhaling deeply, letting it out in a shuddering breath. “Yes. I can smell it on you. The power. The strength! You are the rarest of our breed. The mightiest! Some trinkets from my hoard pale to the greatness that would be our young. Keep those treasures,” she exclaimed with a dismissive gesture. “They mean nothing to me! But your children will bring me more power and prestige than a hoard a hundred times what I possess ever could. And I aim to collect!”

Dorian stared at her, his whole body slumping with disbelief. “What?” he said.

“Oh my gods,” Fable breathed, staring up at him in awe. “A High Astral!”

“Sweet spark and cinder,” Emberly gasped from where she crouched.

Melia just stared at him, jaw slack.

“Write… write this down. I have to write this down!” Ariana babbled as she feverishly wriggled to her bag and began pulling out random items in her haste to find what she needed.

Dorian looked between them, then again at the red dragon.

“What?” he managed.
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