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Astral Odyssey 3



Chapter 1


There was a dragon aboard the ship, and for once, it wasn't Dorian Hawke. Entorinacalpis the Firestarter – or Rina, as everyone else was calling her, much to her vocal annoyance – lounged atop the crow's nest of the aptly named The Dragon's Wing. Her tail twined around the mast, her red scales glowing against the dark void, cut with ribbons of galaxies and the distant shapes of planets. Her wings fanned impressively, her horns curving back along her head, which was cast in a proud, imperious look. This was owing to the fact that she had an admiring audience.

"You are simply gorgeous!" Ariana gushed, the fox-girl sitting on the steps leading to the helm, a sketchpad in her hands and her bushy red tail swishing eagerly. "Inspired. Amazing. Glorious!"

"Of course!" the dragoness scoffed, a tongue of flame licking from her muzzle. "I am a dragon! It is only natural."

Dorian felt her eye on him and shifted uneasily, flexing his scale-coated hands on the wheel. More than a week had passed since he'd sent the Elven Imperial warship and its captain, Luceran, plummeting into the molten core of a shattered world. Nearly as long since the dragon had appeared on his ship, demanding payment for treasure taken from her hoard. But it wasn't store credit she wanted. Nope. She wanted something more. She wanted kids – Dorian's, specifically – and she wasn't taking no for an answer.

Yep, more than a week to think of what to do about her, and sadly there’d been no flashes of inspiration yet..

Dorian sighed. At least the added weight wasn't too much. Of course, were she in her true dragon form, it would be a different story. That had been nearly the size of The Dragon's Wing. As it was, the ship's sails bellied in the astral winds, the oars along the sides sweeping to Dorian's command, obeying the glowing core in the wheel and ferrying them on through the stars and back to the station world of Sphere. Dorian had hoped some time at the wheel would give him some inspiration about what to do about their new guest. When he was feeding his draconic power into the core, he always felt more at peace, more alert, skilled, and in tune with his draconic heritage.

So far, no luck.

He heard a familiar clopping of hooves and felt a pair of arms ease around his waist, making him grunt as they suddenly hugged him tight, pressing a pair of soft breasts into his back and a cooing face against his neck.

"How's flying, captain?" Fable asked, her voice muffled against his skin.

He chuckled, glancing back. "No complaints so far," he noted.

Fable grinned up at him, the faun strikingly beautiful, with delicate features and long brown hair bound back in a ponytail. A pair of antlers rose from her head, which she was careful not to knock against him as she rose to the tips of her hooves, the tools on her belt rattling as she delivered a quick kiss to his nose. "Really?"

"Sure," he shrugged. "We're making good progress. We have an asteroid belt coming up soon that we'll have to weave through to reach the wyrmgate. Shouldn't take long. But you knew that already," he continued with a knowing look. "So maybe this was all an excuse to hug me?"

Fable giggled. "Maybe. But can you blame me?” she asked with another squeeze. “You're very huggable."

"Not as much as you," Dorian replied, leaning in and kissing her nose back.

Fable blushed, her hooves clopping and doe-like ears flicking in pleasure. "Mm. I know."

Dorian eyed her, sensing more behind the sudden affection. "What's really going on?" he asked, casting a quick look at the dragoness on the crow's nest, whose golden eyes were watching them both closely. "Is it about Rina?"

He felt Fable's arms tighten subtly. "Maaaaybe," she said. "Just making sure you know I love you. Since, you know, you're both dragons and unbearably sexy. And maybe in the long run, you'll end up flying off together some day..."

"Doubt that'll be a problem," Dorian murmured with another look at the red dragon. "I'm not exactly her biggest fan."

"No? Don't like her?" Fable asked, her voice laced with curiosity.

"It's not that I dislike her," Dorian clarified. "I'm just not exactly thrilled about being blackmailed into fatherhood. Or having people force themselves onto my ship."

"I suppose," Fable said. "But remember when we first met? Melia was seconds away from killing you. And now look at her! If she had her way, she'd be on her knees right now, sucking you off as you pilot us back to Sphere."

Dorian laughed at that, glancing over at the elf in question, whose short mane of hair fluttered with fluorescent red, betraying her anger as she forcefully worked on repairing the ship's rail, her rump outlined starkly against the tight pants she wore. "You're exaggerating," he said with a smile.

“Only a little,” Fable said with another squeeze. “But feelings evolve over time, Dorian. Though I hope it never does for me and you. I want to keep you loving me like your cuddliest crewmember for the rest of my days.”

“Is that so?” Dorian mused, sneaking a hand off the wheel to wrap it around the faun, tugging her against his side.

Fable giggled again, nuzzling him adoringly.

A sudden shift above had Dorian's eyes snap back to the crow's nest as Rina suddenly moved, rising from her crouch and leaping off the mast. A flap of her wings engulfed the dragoness in a sheet of flames, and as she dropped through them, she emerged in her more human guise.

She still sported wings and scales here and there, but now she was strikingly womanly. A short tail lashed behind her, growing from above a pair of firm, rounded ass cheeks. Her breasts were bare and proudly thrust out, plump but firm. Her hair was a mane of crimson framing her head, as well as two curving black horns, while her eyes remained gold and slitted as she stood, proud, just below the poop deck.

“Did you see my pose, my mate?” she demanded of him, her voice husky with expectation.

“Yeah, I did,” Dorian replied, his eyes tracing her figure shamelessly.

“And were you impressed?” she asked, her tone daring him to deny it.

“Sure was,” Dorian admitted, his voice a little softer than he intended.

The dragoness beamed, flashing a row of shark-like teeth.

The sudden heat that flashed through Dorian made him uncomfortable. He was no stranger to lust, having had his fair share of romantic entanglements with the women on his crew. But Rina kindled something different in him – something he wasn't altogether ready to confront yet. It was a heat, yes, but it called to him in a different way, a way that made his scaled hand tighten on the wheel, a fire flash deep in his belly, and a heaviness grow in his groin.

He cleared his throat. “Just so you know,” he added, “if you're planning on tagging along, you'll need to do a bit more around here than just look impressive.”

“Of course!” Rina declared, tilting up her face, light blazing in her lovely eyes. “Bring me your foes, and I shall show you my worth! I shall rip them apart and bring you their bloodied heads. Between you and me, what mortal ship could withstand us? What magic could touch us? And once we are wedded and we've finished sating our appetite for blood and destruction, upon the burning hulks of your enemies, you shall take me – mate me, and breed me with a clutch of young that will grow to be the mightiest dragons in a dozen systems!”

Dorian swallowed hard at the very vivid images conjured by the dragoness. “Er, yeah. Right. But see, our work is a bit more... nuanced than that. Sometimes we need to be a bit more subtle.”

“And how am I not subtle?” she demanded, a hand pressed to her naked breasts. “Who dares declare me unsubtle? Show me them! I shall rip out their spine and beat them to death with it!”

Dorian heard a snort and gave Melia a quick warning look. The elf rolled her eyes and went back to hammering.

“...Right,” Dorian said, turning his attention back to the dragoness. “Well, it's more about not attracting the wrong sort of attention. When we get to Sphere, there'll be a lot of people who'd naturally be interested in your... grandeur. And if we have too many, it'd be hard to go about our work. Not to mention you'd be getting all sorts of attention – the kind we don't need.”

“Hmph!” Rina said, crossing her arms. “It would be difficult,” she admitted. “My impressiveness shines through no matter what I do. But if a male of your caliber can go about without being swarmed by every fertile woman in two miles, then perhaps I shall try.”

“Right. Good,” Dorian sighed. “Good start. Then, can you take a less... grand form?”

“Why? Is this form not pleasing?” Rina demanded, running her hands over her vivacious figure.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Dorian replied. Gods no, he’d never even dream that. “But if ah… if more males saw you like that, then I’d be so busy fighting them off, I could never get anything done.”

“Then I suggest you kill a few and hang their bodies from your yardarms in order to demonstrate what happens to those who dare even dream of touching what is yours!” Rina declared.

Cackling laughter drew Dorian’s attention to the hatch leading below deck as Emberly, the fourth member of the crew, emerged.

“See? That’s what I’ve been saying,” the demoness said, bandoliers of ammunition bouncing about her waist and across her curvy chest, stubs of sawed-off horns rising from her dark hair. She grinned, smoke seeping from the corner of her mouth as the powder mage unloaded another pile of lumber amidship, the short dark leathers of her jacket and pants subtly creaking with her motions. “Make things so much easier.”

“You’re not helping,” Dorian informed the demoness, earning him a playful if rude gesture. He shook his head, returning his attention to Rina. “Look, if I did that, I’d rapidly run out of yardarm. Besides, we’re going there for business. Not murder tourism. So if you’re going to stay with us, then I’m gonna have to insist on a few ground rules. Number one, you stay close to me.”

“Not a problem,” she remarked, her golden gaze devouring his body, lingering on his crotch as her tongue licked her lips hungrily.

“Er, good. Number two, don’t do anything on your own without consulting me first. And number three, don’t hurt anyone unless it’s to protect yourself. And even then, try to do it nonlethally.”

“It’s hardly my fault these mortals are so squishy,” Rina replied, a hint of a pout in her voice.

“Maybe. But this is all non-negotiable,” Dorian said firmly.

Rina pursed her lips, pouting a little. Dorian held his breath, praying she agreed. Because if she refused, he wasn’t sure he could force her off the ship. He’d only been in a few fights as a dragon, and none against another of his kind. And he would really rather not test it out aboard The Dragon’s Wing with all the girls around.

Finally, Rina huffed, spitting a gout of flame. “I dislike being commanded,” she growled, arms crossed. “But if my mate insists, I suppose I can obey him in this. For now. But when we do finally breed, I expect you to overpower me before properly claiming my womb with your seed. I refuse to accept a mate of lower quality.”

“You mean if I was a wimp you’d leave?” Dorian asked hopefully.

“Of course! But I have no fear of that,” she added with a longing look at him. “No minor male would have been able to steal into my hoard, nor slay so many. And with your strength, our young shall be mighty indeed!”

Heavens give me patience to handle horny dragon girls, Dorian prayed silently. “Alright. Finally, can you look a bit less… dragony? It’s a lovely look, but maybe draws too many eyes.”

Rina scowled, touching her chin contemplatively. At last she nodded and snapped her fingers.

Flames fluttered from her horns and tail, burning them down like fuses. Two more flared from her ears, extending them to slight points, and the scales that patterned her skin faded away, leaving tanned, flawless flesh.

“How’s this?” she asked, spinning in place, finishing by resting her hands on her luscious hips.

Fable leaned past Dorian, scrutinizing the other woman. “A half-elf?” the faun mused. “Not bad.”

Dorian was inclined to agree. “Yeah,” he said. “That should work.”

Rina preened at his words. “Then I am ready to accompany you onto this Sphere,” she declared.

“Looks like it,” Dorian said, turning his attention back to the void ahead.

But he wondered if Sphere was ready for her…


Chapter 2


The wyrmgate shimmered as The Dragon's Wing plowed through it, the snarling reptilian figurehead breaking through the membrane of reality followed by the rest of the shimmering ship. Dorian had to give a quick twist of the wheel, the oars banking to skim them around the bulk of a great transport barge that honked a bellowing fog horn at the tinier craft.

Dorian resisted the urge to gesture rudely at the hulk as he quickly righted their ship, and in the next moment, he forgot about it as he beheld Sphere once more. A smile rose to his lips at the sight of the layered planetoid. Slices of it had been carved out ages ago, and into them had been stuffed whole cities stacked upon one another like a cake of miniatures. Docks spun out from each like tentacles of wood and stone, servicing ships of every make and variety that ever flew the void between worlds. The whole planet glowed with lights, beckoning them home.

Dorian felt a thrill at the sight, as he always did. Though he might not consider Sphere a true home, if any sailor did, he knew it as a familiar and comfortable presence in the chaos of the Black.

“Thar she blows!” Emberly crowed from the mizzenmast.

Dorian chuckled, but another sight quickly tempered his mood. Not far from the grandeur of Sphere, he spotted a less welcome sight. Glittering with gilt and golden Filigra, he spotted the unmistakable bulk of an Elven Imperial warship.

Dorian frowned, gently easing the wheel to glide The Dragon's Wing among the rest of the traffic, keeping an eye on the Imperial vessel. Fortunately, it seemed to be busy stopping a skiff, no doubt demanding registration. For what purpose, Dorian didn't know. The arrogant elves of the Imperium believed themselves to be the police of the galaxy, though their authority only really extended within range of their guns. Impressive guns, to be fair, he mused, eying the cannons that emerged from among the elaborate Filigra that gilded the ship, more a palace with sails than a proper warship. Still, Dorian wouldn't underestimate them, especially after the trouble Luceran had given them. Though apparently, that elf had been rogue, he'd still rather avoid a confrontation with the elves.

Once they were past, Dorian released the breath he'd been holding and turned his attention back to the present and Sphere. He was aiming for one of the mid-tiers, where taverns, bars, clubs, and shops were crammed between layers of space rock like a hive of wood and lights. The piers welcomed their ship, Dorian easing the oars to glide them to a halt. Melia threw the rope down to a waiting sailor who tied them off, and with a gentle tug, The Dragon's Wing came to a halt.

With a sigh, Dorian released the wheel, the shimmering scales on his arms receding and the red glow of the core fading. He shook off the familiar longing to take hold of the wheel again and taste the freedom of his draconic power, instead turning to the girls as they gathered amidship.

“Alright,” Dorian said as he walked down the stairs, conversation lulling as four lovely faces turned towards him. “We're here, and we all deserve a break after that last job. You all get some rest and shore leave. I'll go visit Grash and give him an update on the job.”

“You sure you're okay going alone?” Melia asked, her brow furrowed with concern.

“I'll be fine,” Dorian said. “Besides,” he added, voice dropping as he glanced over at Rina, who was leaning on the rail, scrutinizing the roughly hewn shops and taverns suspiciously, “I need as many eyes on our new guest as I can get.”

The dragoness, perhaps sensing herself as the topic of conversation, glanced over, and Dorian gave a small wave. She smirked, returning it. She certainly looked piratical, Dorian mused. When he insisted she wear clothes, she’d raided various closets for an outfit. With a white shirt hanging practically open but for a few straining buttons, a crimson sash around her waist, and tight pantaloons, she'd fit in well among the rest of Sphere's transient population.

Melia glanced over at the dragoness, her hair cooling to a wary blue. “Right. Still,” the elf noted with another glance at him, “I'm surprised, Dorian. Wasn't so long ago you were petrified of the thought of going alone on Sphere.”

He snorted. “That was back when I was basically a grounder on his first trip.”

“And look at you now,” Melia observed, and there was a hint of amused admiration in her voice that made Dorian straighten a little.

“So don't worry about it,” Emberly said, slapping him on the back. “We'll handle things.”

“Oh yes!” Ariana gushed, the fox-girl's ears flicking and her cloak rustling from her eagerly swishing tail. “We shall enjoy ourselves most tremendously! And Rina, I simply must show you some of my favourite shops! You would look utterly incredible in some of the dresses I've seen.”

“Are they valuable?” Rina asked suspiciously.

“Of course!”

Though with a little reservation, Dorian left the five women to sort out their business. Descending the gangplank with a thunk of boots on wood, he met with the hooded warder and paid the mage. With a gesture of his staff, the strange figure cast a bubble of a barrier around The Dragon's Wing, giving Dorian a pass stone to dispel it, and allowing him to head into Sphere's cramped streets, confident no one would meddle with the ship.

He liked Sphere. It was a planet of bustle, of movement and energy and flow. Few people lived on Sphere, but it was a major hub for oxygen and supplies, and as a result, it catered to the transient nature of its clientele. Everywhere he looked, he saw sailors spilling from taverns whose open doors rang with shanties and the tunes of honky-tonks. Ribald laughter came from whores perched on balconies, beckoning men to spend their coins in their glittery establishments.

And there were all types on Sphere. Dorian saw hulking orcs and slender elves with shimmering hair. Beast-like humanoids and other stranger ones. He saw a creature that was little more than a floating mass with tentacles. A squid-faced man in a frayed captain's jacket, and elsewhere a hulking bear-man in a striped shirt and bandana argued with a halfling over the price of whatever was in a massive stewpot.

The sights made Dorian smile. Though he'd grown up in a small fishing village and never strayed from its borders before taking to the stars, he felt more comfortable in the chaos of Sphere than he ever had in Clemmen. He shook his head. He'd never dreamed of ending up in a place like this.

But then, he'd never dreamed of being a dragon either.

Dorian chuckled to himself, hands in his pockets as he made his way forward. It felt good to amble along like he was. Though he'd never say he resented the attention of the women aboard The Dragon's Wing, it did feel nice now and then to be on his own. But his good humour died when he found himself before Boss Grash's place.

It was deep in Sphere's mid-tier, down where few lamps reached and the buildings were built so tight together you couldn't slide a playing card between them. Bulky warehouses jockeyed for space among seedier taverns, and side streets held all the promise of a blow to the back of the head and emptied pockets when you woke up, if you woke at all. Dorian's glare made any who hoped to do the same to him slink back into the shadows, allowing him to push open the winged doors and inside.

The interior was hazy with smoke that lingered about the ceiling. The bar saw a lot of action, but even more was a stage set up against the wall where two burly ogres were pummeling each other, the meaty smacks of fists on flesh earning coarse cheers from patrons who looked big enough to join the pair on stage.

As he peered about, Dorian caught the eye of an ogre bodyguard, clad in a sleeveless vest, tusk-like teeth jutting from a low-slung jaw. The ogre caught his eye and nodded his bullet-head, prompting Dorian to slip through the room and up to the brute.

"Here to see Grash," Dorian said.

"You Dorian?" the ogre asked in a plodding voice. "Boss out. He say you wait."

"How long?" Dorian asked.

The answer was apparently two seconds, as the door to the bar suddenly banged open and Boss Grash's bulk squeezed through.

Dorian turned quickly as the massive orc straightened, a gaudy white suit stretching over the orc's bulky build. Bigger than any orc Dorian had seen before or since, Grash nearly stood as tall as the ogres he employed, but was far stronger, not to mention smarter. The orc smoothed his tie with a metallic arm ending in a pincer claw like a guillotine, his blunt head studded with strange red stones set with metal. His eyes panned the room and locked instantly on Dorian, his tusked maw grinning.

"Well, well! If it ain't moi fav'rite cap'n," the huge orc bellowed, the crowd instantly making a path as Grash strode towards him.

"Hi Grash," Dorian said. "I-"

"'Ere now!" the orc laughed boisterously, slinging an arm nearly as wide as a mast around Dorian's shoulders, guiding him past the ogre guard. "Dis ain't no place ta talk business."

"It's not?" Dorian ventured uneasily.

"Naw! Not fer moi faverite cap'n! C'mere. Much nicer ta do in moi office. 'Nd you lot!" he suddenly bellowed, nearly deafening Dorian. "You keeps it down! No smashin' up da place for a few minutes, eh?"

A roar of acknowledgement came from the denizens, and Grash chortled, shoving open the door to his office and leading Dorian inside.

The interior was more ordered than the rest of the bar, and considerably cleaner. Paintings of naked women were on the walls, and some wilting ferns of ambiguous species occupied the corners. A single huge desk dominated the middle of the room, and Grash released Dorian's shoulder as he made his way around it

"Go on. Sit. Want somefin' ta drink?" Grash asked, throwing open a liquor cabinet. "Got some good stuff 'ere I does."

“I’m fine, thanks,” Dorian said as he sat down.

“As you’z like,” Grash said, grabbing a bottle and strolling back to the desk. He sat down in the other chair with a creak of wood straining to support his bulk. The huge orc snipped the entire top part of the bottle off with his claw before pouring a generous helping into his open maw.

“Ah! Dats da stuff it is. Now! ‘Ow’d your job go, eh? Deliver dem goods ta tha station?”

“We did,” Dorian confirmed, wondering how much to tell the big orc. “And retrieved your payment.”

“Good! Good. I’ll be sendin’ da boys round soon ta pick it up, den. Ya do me proud, Dorian. Sure ya do. Ain’t gotta chase you’z down and don’t need ta worry ‘bouts you’z tryin’ ta cheat me none. Aside from dat first time, eh?”

Dorian tried not to wince. In his first job for Grash, they’d used one of the ship cores they were delivering to empower The Dragon’s Wing in order to survive a battle with a pirate. Grash had not been pleased, and showed it in no uncertain terms along with an ultimatum. “No worries,” Dorian assured the orc. “But we were wondering about new work…”

Grash took another long quaff from the bottle before slamming it down, wiping his tusked maw with the back of his hand. “Hr. Ain’t nuffin’ right now.”

“Nothing?” Dorian said with some surprise.

“Nuffin’ worth you’z time, any rate,” Grash chortled. “You’z lot’s too valuable to send on simple missions like wot I’ve gotz. Only stuff I’m sittin’ on right now’z ‘n escort mission fer some cows ta a frontier world. Not even proper cowgirls! Now dat’s a mission I wouldn’t mind sendin’ yer way, or takin’ on meself! Hr hr.”

“Honestly,” Dorian said with a shrug. “A simple mission would probably be welcome right now.”

“More welcome den a couple weeks a R ‘n R aboard Sphere?” Grash asked, his tone dripping with amusement.

Dorian considered that. “Well…”

Grash barked a laugh. “Hr hr! Don’t you’z worry nuffin’. Give it a couple o days ‘nd I’ll have sumefin’ fer ya, no worries on dat. Gonna get da most I can outta dat contract we’z got. But what abouts dat job I gave you’z? Any troubles?”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Dorian said with forced casualness. “Got attacked by some pirates and some dwarven wreckers, but pretty smooth sailing.”

“That so?” Grash said with a leering grin that made Dorian shift uncomfortably. The orc again chortled. “If you’z sez so. If you’z sez so, hr hr. But ‘ere!” Grash said, yanking open a drawer and fishing through it, soon producing a heavy coin pouch. “Yer pay fer the delivery. Gimme a run down a your expenses, and I'll ‘ave that sent ta ya when me boys pick up the goods.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said, grabbing the sack of coins, the jingling sound brightening his attitude considerably. He was in no shortage of gold, but maybe something about his dragon nature made him happy to receive payment all the same. “I’ll wait for them.”

Grash’s hand suddenly grabbed Dorian’s. “Not so fast dere,” the big orc said, the low light of the office playing off the rough features of the grinning orc. “You and me, we’z got some more business we does.”

Dorian froze, tensing as he stared into the beady, malevolent red eyes of the orc. “What?”

“But dis ain’t da sorta place ta talk about it,” Grash added, cocking his head a bit, still grinning. “You’z ever ‘eard of a place called Ladies fer tha Lads?”

Puzzled, Dorian frowned, vividly recalling the establishment from his first time on Sphere. “Isn’t that a strip club of some kind?”

Grash chortled. “Somefin’ like dat. ‘Nd I think you and I could do some real good talkin’ dere. Yes I do.”

[image: image-placeholder]

If there was something you wanted, you could find it on Sphere.

Which was why Fable hadn’t been concerned about keeping Rina entertained, but even she was surprised at how easy it was to distract the dragoness.

Rina’s eyes were wide with wonder as she walked with the quartet, barely paying attention to where she was going. Wonder was stamped on her face, along with confusion and perhaps even fear, as they pushed their way through the crowds and down sloping streets, deeper into the town. Ariana never ceased to talk to their new companion.

“And you see there? That’s Capper’s Castle! Wonderful dining rooms and excellent meals.”

Rina inhaled deeply, shivering at the thick scents that wafted from it. “I smell meat,” she said, fairly drooling.

“There’ll be plenty where we’re going,” Fable assured the dragon.

“Not sure it’s a good idea bringing her there,” Melia noted with a sour look.

Fable patted her friend on the shoulder. “Come on. All three of us will be with her. What’s the harm?”

“Do you want a list?” Melia asked dryly.

Fable snorted and patted the elf again as they continued on, a knot of sanity in the madness of Sphere’s trade districts. Then they turned a corner, and Fable grinned as Rina stopped dead in amazement at what lay before them.

The glow of lamps illuminated a wide market street filled with people from every race imaginable. The scent of innumerable spices filled the air, along with the smell of cooking from food stalls, the squawking and barking from menageries, and the waves of sound and conversation so thick it was like a physical force.

“Here we are!” Emberly declared with a broad gesture, the demoness grinning wildly. “Millenia Street! Anything you can dream, you’ll find down here. Trinkets! Treasure! Weapons illegal on most worlds. And the best part? Cuisine from a thousand planets! Many with wonderful ways of preparing meats.”

Now Rina truly was drooling, the dragon’s head turning every which way as if trying to catch everything going on. Fable felt a little bad throwing the dragoness into the flames of civilization like this, but also found a small smugness at shocking the arrogant dragon a bit.

“This way,” the faun cheered, grabbing the dragoness’s hand and pulling her into the street. “Time for some shopping!”

“Shopping?” Rina asked dazedly.

“Of course!” Emberly cackled as she strode after them, jangling her coin purse meaningfully. “And why not? Thanks to you, we’ve got coin to spare.”

For a moment, Fable wondered if it was a good idea to remind Rina they raided her hoard, but the dragoness didn’t seem to even notice, having stopped by a stall with skewers of meat sizzling over an open flame.

“You like?” the halfling owner asked, thumbs fitted under the straps of his overalls, his pants straining to hold the swell of his gut.

“Yes,” Rina declared, licking her lips. “Small one. You shall give me your food at once!”

“Two for four copper!”

Rina’s brows knit. “You expect me to pay for this? You should be honoured I-”

“Find it such a great deal!” Fable quickly put in, dropping eight coins onto the wooden counter. “We’ll take four!”

The halfling’s momentary uncertainty was wiped away at the sight of money, and he eagerly scooped the money up. “Pleasure doing business!”

Rina looked towards Fable. “What are you-”

“Here you go!” the faun said, shoving two skewers into Rina’s hands.

“Next place!” Melia agreed, steering the indignant dragoness away.

“What are you doing?” Rina demanded as she was guided back into the crowd. “He should have been-”

“He’s a merchant,” Emberly said with exasperation. “He sells things. We’re customers. We buy things. And if you threaten a merchant, he won’t sell to you again. Savvy?”

“Why should I care?” Rina demanded.

“Taste it,” Fable said, taking a bite of her own skewer. “Mmm. And decide if you’d never want to eat it again.”

Rina frowned, then did as suggested. Fable hid her smile at the awed expression that overtook the dragon’s face. Like a child unable to hide her emotions, Fable mused. But then, she probably never had to. Rina was surely a young dragon, as far as dragons went, and this was likely the first time she’d ever have needed subtlety.

“See? And wouldn’t it have been a shame if you just killed him? Or never got to come back here?” Fable asked sweetly.

The amazement quickly vanished from Rina’s face, and she huffed. “Perhaps,” she said, but took another bite of the skewer.

Fable grinned and exchanged a knowing glance with Melia.

But Melia wasn’t looking at her.

Seeing the cold expression on the elf’s face, Fable followed her eyes and felt all her good humour vanish as well. At the far end of the alley stood two men. It was easy to spot them, for despite the cramped quarters of the Millenia Street, they stood alone, those near them working hard to avoid coming near. The first man was an elf, his head so bald it fairly shone in the light, his expression one of mild disdain. A fine waistcoat draped him, stitched with elegant patterns like dancing flames. A cravat pushed out his collar, its diamond stud gleaming, a light wholly absent from his dark eyes. He stood out starkly amongst the revelry around him, a patch of darkness amid the brightness of joy that quickly widened, like his mere presence repelled everything around him.

Beside him stood a slim figure in a long, dark robe. Rubbery tentacles coiled like a beard from his chin, his skin grey like something that never known the light, his soft-looking head pulsing with slow breathing, and eyes black as the void.

“Who are they?” Ariana asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Azin Drathmir,” Emberly growled, smoke seething from her jaws, her fingers toying with a pistol holstered at her side. Her eyes narrowed, and her voice dripped with venom.

Fable caught Rina chewing slowly as she gave the elf an appraising look. “An important mortal to judge by the respect of the crowd,” she noted before taking another bite from her skewer. Her tone was detached, almost clinical, as if she were observing a specimen rather than a person.

But Rina was right. Azin surely was important, and not in a good way. Fable remembered only too well the ultimatum the elf had given them last time they met. And now here he was once more.

And coming their way.


Chapter 3


It had been a while since Dorian had visited Ladies for the Lads, and he certainly hadn’t imagined he’d return in company like this.

“Good wholesome fun,” Grash chortled as he guided Dorian through Sphere’s streets, one arm slung over Dorian’s shoulder. The massive orc grinned down at him. “Girls’ll love ya!”

“Thanks,” Dorian said uneasily. He had mixed feelings about the club they were heading to. The first time he’d visited Sphere, he had gone to this particular club, and the experience had been... awkward, to say the least. Just remembering how drunk he’d gotten and how Fable and Melia had to drag him out made his face warm. But you didn’t say no to a man like Boss Grash.

And he wasn’t the only one.

Their journey was simple; the crowds automatically parted for the orc and his burly ogre bodyguards. No one wanted the attention of a man like Grash, but they needn’t have worried. The orc only had eyes for the club.

“Gonna love dis place,” Grash told him jovially.

“That so?” Dorian replied, recalling vividly his last time in the club.

“‘Course! But youz maybe worried ‘bout what you’z girls think, eh?” the orc chortled. “Worried they’ll be mad ‘bout you havin’ all dem females hangin’ off you’z?”

Dorian shrugged uncertainly, not exactly eager to discuss his relationships with the big orc. “We’ve got... understandings. They’re used to me being spread around a bit. But they know I’m all theirs, so a business lunch shouldn’t be an issue.”

“Dat’s da spirit!” Grash guffawed. “And we’z gonna be gettin’ lots a attention, I promise you’z dat!”

They reached the club in short order.A large place lit with the glow of large red lamps, the words Ladies for the Lads was written in dark, swirling ink in an alien tongue Dorian could nonetheless read. He’d long since stopped questioning such things.

Grash shoved open the door to the smoky lounge, and Dorian blinked as his eyes adjusted. The floors rose in tiers, each hosting large tables illuminated by strange lamps filled with what appeared to be glowing fish. Pulses of sound beat through the air while women of every description (and some beyond it) danced around poles rising out of the tables, their bodies painted with designs that glowed in the bluish light of the lamps, swirling on thighs, breasts, and asses. Much could be seen, as none of the dancers wore more than a few scanty shreds of cloth, and even those were being stripped away to the cheers of men sitting at the tables. More women in similar states of dress cruised around, delivering drinks and occasionally food to the patrons.

It was quite a variety, and Dorian couldn’t help but admire the buffet of beauty before him. Every kind of woman in the Black seemed to be represented. He saw elves, both pale and dark; orcs; succubi; even what seemed to be a bovine woman with pronounced cow horns and even more pronounced breasts. She was working the bar, which made Dorian wonder just what might be in the tankards men were eagerly quaffing before her.

“Hello ladies!” Grash bellowed from beside Dorian, his claw sweeping wide. “Guess who!”

“Grash!” chorused several women, immediately abandoning what they were doing to swarm around the orc. Dorian found himself swept along with the tide, guided from the lower floor to the higher tier, where each table had its own alcove in the wall, questions raining down on them from everywhere.

“Grash! It’s been so long.”

“Grash! Thank you so much for that dress you got me. Can’t wait to show it off to you!”

“Who’s your friend?”

“He’s cute!”

“Look at those arms. Mmm. Wouldn’t mind letting him pick me up.”

“You’d rather have him push you down!”

Grash rumbled with mirth as he took a seat in a private booth, two women instantly sitting at his sides. “Dis ‘ere’s my good friend Dorian, ladies. ‘Nd I expect you alls ta give him a real good time, eh?”

“Yes, Boss Grash!” chimed a chorus of giggling voices.

Dorian found himself pressed into the booth opposite Grash, a goblin girl—all the curvier for her short height—on one side, and on his other, a pink-skinned beauty with a crown of horns and three plush breasts stretching out a skinny strip of a bra.

“Is good ta see you’z back too,” Grash told Dorian as a buxom dark elf poured a pair of fizzing drinks for them, the patterns on her skin swimming in the glow of the lamp sitting in the middle of the table.

“It is?” Dorian asked, nodding in thanks as he took his drink.

“Yeah. Times been gettin’ weird ‘ere on Sphere,” Grash said, utterly ignoring the two cooing women at his sides. “Dem Elven Imperials been gettin’ uppity. More ‘nd more, they been tryin’ ta mark out Sphere as their territory. Tryin’ ta get deir soldiers stationed ‘round da docks ‘nd warships guardin’ the wyrmgate all proper like.”

Dorian frowned at the thought. “Will they?”

“Not so long ‘s da Council rules Sphere,” Grash chortled. “Dis ‘ere’s Freespace, not some core world rot dem elves can rule. Deir empire wants ta return to da glory days. But dis ‘ere’s a new day, and I ain’t playin’ wid it. Though there are some who do. T’ink ya know ‘im.”

“I do?” Dorian asked, taking a sip.

Grash grinned, his tusked maw spreading wide. “Sure. Though you prob’ly ain’t his faverite person roight now. You’z remember Azin?”

Dorian’s mind snapped back to the bald elf, and he grimaced. “I remember. Think he’ll try to offer me a contract again?”

“Hr hr! Wouldn’t put it past ‘im,” Grash chortled darkly. “But he’s got it in ‘is ‘ead Sphere’d do better wid his sort in charge. But I ain’t thinkin’ it’ll be so any time soon.”

“Sphere’s no paradise,” Dorian agreed, lifting his cup. “But I’ll drink to that.”

Grash barked a laugh. “See? Dis is why I likes you’z. You’z knowz what’s good fer ya. Besides, I t’ink we could make it a real ‘appy place for you. What you think, Stella?”

“I think we might be able to do something.”

Dorian looked up to find the dark elf with the drinks smirking down at him. A silk ribbon slid between her thighs like a loincloth, while another strip hugged her chest as a bra. A mane of midnight hair slipped over her shoulders, and Dorian instantly recognized her from his last visit.

“You!” he exclaimed.

“Me,” the dark elf giggled, slipping around him and planting herself in his lap, making him grunt. “And I’m so glad you took up my offer to stop by again…”

Dorian blushed at the memory. “Well…”

Another bellowing laugh from Grash cut him off. “Well, well! Suppose I’z shouldn’t be surprised youz be well known ‘round here. Stella?” he said, raising his claw and pointing at her. “You givez him da royal treatment! You gets me?”

“No need for you to ask,” the dark elf cooed, her arms winding around Dorian’s neck as her soft curves pressed adoringly against him. “I’d be more than happy to give such a stud a very fun time.”

“Er…”

“Den don’t let me keeps youz,” Grash chortled.

Stella winked and slipped from Dorian’s lap, taking his hand and pulling him after her. The music of the honky-tonk thrummed in the air as he was guided towards curtained booths at the far end of the club. Dorian hesitated but didn’t resist as he was drawn from the booth and back out onto the floor. After all, he mused, this could be an excellent opportunity—and not just to enjoy the stunning beauty of the dark elf.

“So, uh… private dance?” he asked.

“Very private,” Stella said with a sly wink as she slipped through the rustling curtains, drawing Dorian in after her.

Only a lamp set in the ceiling lit the tight space. A single plush seat was built into the far wall, and that was what Stella pushed him into. The dark elf smirked, her lipstick and eyeliner glowing a soft blue in the lamp’s light as she glided back, her hips lazily swinging to the music thumping through the walls, her hands stroking her body in slow, sensuous movements.

Dorian swallowed hard, forcing himself not to get too distracted by the sight. A challenge even for him. He’d thought after spending so much time with Emberly, Fable, Ariana and Melia, he’d be somewhat immune to a beautiful woman. But then, he’d never been confronted with something as blatantly sensuous as Stella’s dance.

Nevertheless, he cleared his throat, focusing on the moment. “You must get a variety of clientele in here,” he said.

“You want to talk about them?” Stella teased, her thumbs hooking in the band of her bra and loosening it, easing it down so the full, hefty orbs of her breasts came into view, coal-black nipples peaking them both. “And here I wanted to make it all about you.”

“We can do both.”

“Oh?” Stella mused, easing her bra down, slipping it around her hips and to her feet before kicking it away with a sensuous motion. “How so?”

“Like you telling me about the people who come here,” Dorian said. “What they want. Important ones. I bet you hear all sorts of things at the tables.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Stella replied, her dark eyes amused and subtle—something so contrasting with her earlier playfulness that Dorian felt his guard reflexively rise. “Does that mean you want me to turn into your sexy informant?” she asked teasingly, giving a lazy twirl, her silken loincloth licking in the air as her finger slid under the band, her slim stomach gyrating with lazy thrusts. “Get me to spill the beans and all those naughty secrets people keep while deep in the cups?”

“It had crossed my mind,” Dorian admitted, even as his eyes remained glued to her body.

“You’re so right,” she giggled. “I do hear all sorts of things. What do you want to know?”

“What’s going on around Sphere would be good,” Dorian said.

“Just that?” she asked. “Then, maybe you can tell me some secrets too.”

“Such as?”

“Like if you enjoy this,” Stella purred, pushing down her loincloth.

Dorian swallowed hard at the sight of the dark elf, now utterly nude, her lush pussy bared to the glowing darkness, her naked body still swaying to the music. “Absolutely,” he replied.

“Then let’s trade secrets,” she whispered, gliding forward, straddling Dorian’s lap. He grunted as her hips rocked, rubbing his bulge against her cunny. “Like... does this get you off?”

Dorian groaned as she rubbed herself against his cock. “V-very.”

“Love spilling secrets,” she whispered, leaning in.

And kissed him.

Dorian grunted, heat leaping in his veins with lust. His hands rose, one stroking Stella’s lower back, the other grabbing her hip and pulling her more securely onto his lap. The dark elf moaned hotly into his mouth, kissing him harder. The taste of her and the heat of her panting breath made Dorian’s veins pound with desire.

They broke the kiss, both panting, Stella’s cheeks flushed a deeper purple with delight. “Mmm,” the dark elf breathed. “Just like that.”

“Secrets. Remember?” Dorian prompted.

“So long as... as they don’t lead back to me,” Stella gasped, shamelessly rocking herself against his bulge, her plump breasts bouncing an inch from Dorian’s face.

“My lips are sealed.”

“Mine aren’t. Maybe next time... ha... next time I can wrap them around what you’re hiding down there and... and have some real fun!”

“Depends on what you give me now,” Dorian breathed.

“Mmm,” Stella moaned. “You fucking tease.”

“Look who’s talking,” Dorian replied, taking a risk as he gave her rump a sharp spank, the sound echoing in the narrow room.

“Ooooh!” Stella moaned, arching. “F-fine. Then one thing to know... ah... is that there’s been a lot of... nnn... weird activity around Sphere. Some of the gangs are getting involved with some cult thing.”

“Cult thing?” Dorian asked.

“Yeah. The Brothers of the Blessed Void or something. They’ve got this whole thing about gaining power through darkness. Gotten themselves... ah... some surprising influence.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. Lots of dangerous guys involved,” Stella purred, her hands tightening on his shoulders as she rocked herself atop him with growing urgency. “Powerful... ha... backers. Not sure who.”

“Can you find out?” Dorian prompted.

“Will you reward me if I do?”

“With?”

Stella gave him a fiendish smile, the glow of her eyeliner deep around her violet eyes. “I’ll think of something.”

“Then we’ve got a deal,” Dorian growled, squeezing her ass hungrily.

She grinned widely and leaned down once more, kissing him hard and passionately. Dorian grunted, yanking her against him as her bucking grew wilder. Her moans were swallowed in their kiss, her hips giving a final few shaky pumps.

“Mmmmm!” Stella groaned, her body tensing, quivering as Dorian felt her dampness spill onto his pants. It took all he had to hold back from cumming with her, the lewdness of the moment almost more than he could bear.

“Mnn,” Stella gasped, breaking the kiss. “You didn’t cum with me,” she said, pouting like a spoiled child.

“Maybe... next time,” Dorian managed.

Stella’s pout turned to a grin. “Hm? Then I guess I better keep my ear to the ground and listen well.”

“I guess so,” Dorian replied.

Stella chuckled, giving his bulge one last rub with a twitch of her hips. “Hmm. I’ll hold you to that,” she said with a wink, then rose and offered a hand.

Dorian took it, straightening, though mindful of the stain on his pants and his absolutely throbbing erection. He followed the dark elf back out of the booth and back to the booth with the orc.

Grash grinned when Dorian returned. “Ho ho! Looks like someone ‘ad some real fun, eh?”

“Somewhat,” Dorian agreed with a chuckle as he took his seat, and Stella took hers in his lap once more.

Grash bellowed with laughter, so loud it seemed to shake the walls. Arms thrown across the back of his seat, the orc sagged contentedly, his suit undone as two lovely women stroked and admired the knotted green muscles of his chest. “Guess I don’t needs ta worry ‘bout you gettin’ treated well around ‘ere? Should probably expect you’z ta find yerself a dark elf ta join yer crew next, eh?”

“Now that does sound fun,” Stella giggled, wriggling in his lap.

“Damn straight! Oi! More ale for the table!” Grash bellowed. “We’re havin’ ourselves a party, we iz!”

Dorian chuckled along, finding himself enjoying the big orc’s company, much to his surprise. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, knowing all too well Grash’s brutality and the suddenness of his temper. He knew he shouldn’t like the orc gangster. Though he kept waiting for the other shoe to drop and for Grash to give him some job or ultimatum, he found himself hoping the orc wouldn’t—that they could just enjoy some guy time without the expectation of reciprocating deals.

And as a smiling, topless girl with wolf ears and a tail brought over a tray of mugs, Dorian hoped it would last a long while.


Chapter 4


Dorian wasn’t quite sure what to make of things when he got back to the ship. Climbing aboard, he paused at the sight of Rina. At least, he assumed it was the dragoness. Her outfit had changed considerably. Specifically, there was a lot more... pomp, including some pompoms.

Dorian stared at the dragoness, draped in a cape with a collar of thick white fur that framed her face. An immense hat with so many feathers it must have plucked a whole flock of birds perched on her head. Rings glittered from her fingers, and enough necklaces to anchor down a ship hung from her neck. She was also hungrily devouring a skewer of meat, with several more skewers poking from between the fingers of her other hand. Ariana stood not far off, a full-length mirror rising out of the fox-girl’s bag of holding, showing off a set of reflections for the dragoness’s approval.

“So...” Dorian said.

Rina looked up and beamed when she spotted him. “My mate!” she declared, giving her cape a dramatic swish. “Behold! Is this not the most incredible attire you have ever seen?”

“It’s sure... something,” Dorian replied.

Preening like the countless birds that went into making her hat, Rina continued to strike poses, cocking her hip and thrusting out her chest. “Of course! Nothing but the best for one such as I!”

Dorian hid his smile. “Absolutely. You didn’t set anyone on fire, did you?” he asked, only half-joking.

“Nearly,” Melia said, emerging from the hold with an annoyed look cast in the dragon’s direction.

“You shouldn’t have insisted I not,” Rina said with a sniff, giving a grand gesture at her new headgear. “That merchant deserved nothing less for having a hat only this impressive in stock!”

Melia rolled her eyes but drew nearer to Dorian. “Tasteless hatters were the least of our concerns,” she said in a lower voice.

Instantly, Dorian was on guard. “What happened?” he asked.

“We met up with Azin,” Melia said darkly.

Dorian grimaced. “What did he want?”

“The usual, mainly,” Melia replied. “He told us that he’d be coming to pay you a visit, and that he hoped you reconsidered his offer from last time you met.”

“I hope you told him I’d rather shove a rabid mongoose down my pants,” Dorian said.

A ghost of a smile hovered on Melia’s lips. “Not so eloquently. But we did make it clear that any change in opinion was up to you.”

“Good girl,” Dorian said.

He caught a flutter of pleased pink in Melia’s hair, the elf quickly clearing her throat. “Otherwise, it was fine. Once we got away from him, we took our new friend shopping. She has an…” Melia hesitated, glancing over at the dragoness, who was once more posing before Ariana’s mirror while the fox-girl gushed in delight. “...interesting sense of style.”

Dorian shook his head, just the thought of how a shopping trip with the dragoness would have gone making him glad he’d gone to talk to Grash. Especially considering how the rest of that afternoon had turned out. “You did well.”

“Thanks. And... Dorian?”

“Hm?”

“Is that... perfume on you?”

Dorian tried not to wince, but he knew it was embarrassing and that he’d be a fool to try and lie to the girls. “Yeah. Grash wanted to talk somewhere other than his office. We went to Ladies for the Lads.”

“There?” Melia asked.

“And we missed it!”

Dorian looked up to see Fable shimmying down the rigging from the crow’s nest, the faun’s hooves clopping on the deck as she landed with a pout. “You didn’t get naked and dance on the table again, did you? Because if you did it without us around to shove bills into your underpants...”

Dorian quickly held up his hands defensively. “I didn’t! Promise. No naked dancing took place. Well, from me anyway. And I really didn’t want to say no to Grash.”

Melia’s expression was sour, but she reluctantly nodded. “I guess that’s true...”

Dorian let out a relieved breath, though how he was going to explain more visits was a question for another day. Instead, he gave his neck a pop and stretched. “Well, for now anyway, I think I’d better get some rest.” He gave the elf, faun, and fox-girl a grin. “Anyone want to join me?”

“Is that so?” Rina said, turning her head and looking at him sharply over her shoulder, a tongue of flame huffing from her lips. “Do not bother to speak in such ways before me, my mate. I know what you imply, and I insist I join them as well!”

“What a marvelous idea!” Ariana cried, clapping her hands in delight. “If only we were out in the Black, we could even have the two of you mate in your draconic forms! What an academic discovery that would be.”

Dorian gave Fable and Melia a glance, and the pair’s expressions showed what they thought of that idea.

“On second thought,” he said slowly, “I should probably rest up alone. It’s been a hell of a day, and I need the break. Been sailing almost nonstop since Asimova, and I could use the rest.”

“Sure thing, Dorian,” Fable said with a sympathetic pat on his back. “You do that. I think us girls need to have a bit of a talk anyway about a few things...”

Dorian wasn’t sure he liked the implications there, but he’d quickly learned that when it came to matters between the girls, they were best left to figure them out themselves. “Grash is sending some guys over to collect receipts from the trip and take on our cargo. Wake me up when they arrive.”

“We’ll handle it,” Melia said with a long look at Rina, who was frowning and glancing between them with perplexity.

With a final wary look, Dorian tromped off towards the captain’s cabin, hoping he could catch at least a few hours’ rest before having to stop the girls from killing each other...
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Rina watched her mate vanish into his cabin, wondering if she should join him anyway. She was looking forward to the moment they could finally share one another’s company, dragon to dragon, but she supposed there might be some interesting perspectives to be learned in these fleshier, mortal guises as well. So long as she had his seed and hand in marriage, it mattered little to her how she got it, though she knew such a male as him would be an experience in any form.

The other females were concerning her, however. One, the faun, had skipped off into the hold, returning with the other horned woman—the demoness. The three of them were looking at her intently, and Rina crossed her arms, straightening before them with all the arrogance of an overdressed peacock.

“Well?” she demanded. “What have you to speak of, mortals?”

“We were just thinking we should... clear the air a bit,” the faun said.

“A bit,” the elf added, her tone somewhat sharp and hair glowing red..

Rina’s scowl deepened. Absurd. “What is there to clear?” she demanded haughtily. “Your master is a high astral dragon. A stellar dragon no less! One of the rarest of all our kind, and the most powerful. I too am a dragon. He and I are clearly a level above you all. Mere mortals, mere tourists among the stars.”

“My lady, really now,” Ariana said quickly, touching Rina’s shoulder gently. “Perhaps that is a bit harsh...”

“Why?” Rina asked. “It is true.”

“So you think you’re better than us, eh?” the demoness demanded, her words sharp, her grin vicious, smoke seeping from between her teeth.

“Is it not obvious?” Rina replied, genuinely confused. “As I said, we two are dragons. Our spawn would be mighty, full-blooded dragons, taking on the strengths of both our kinds. Any that you had from him would be weaker. Inferior to our own.”

“You take that back!” Fable barked, stamping a hoof, her arms crossed under her chest, which pushed her breasts up against the laces of her top. “Dorian and I will have the absolutely cutest babies ever!”

“Besides, fucking him is way too fun to fork it all over to you,” Emberly added. “It doesn’t need to be about having kids.”

Rina looked in alarm between them. “What?” she demanded. “You mate with him without desiring his young?”

Uncertain blinks met her, and to her horror, she saw all four women look between themselves in confusion.

“Surely... surely you don’t have sex for reasons other than procreation?” Rina demanded, aghast.

“Of course,” Emberly scoffed, arms folded, giving the dragoness a bemused look. “What did you think we were going to do in Dorian’s cabin? Hold hands?”

“Well... yes!” Rina cried.

“Oh my gods, I think she’s serious,” Melia declared with wonder.

“Did you think we were all married to him?” Emberly asked.

Fable hid a giggle behind her hand. “That’s so cute!”

Rina looked at them in horror. “You mean you... and he... but... but you’re not even married! You’re all living in sin! Filthy, draconic sin!” She pointed accusingly at each of them in turn. “You all must find a dragon and marry before engaging in such carnal things at once! And pray to Tiamat that he forgives you for what you’ve been doing until now. Pray for forgiveness for giving in to such animal urges!”

Emberly burst out laughing, further infuriating the dragoness. “And just what is so funny?” Rina demanded, fire blasting from her nostrils in anger.

“I dunno, girls,” Fable said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Getting married to Dorian might be fun! The honeymoon would be pretty amazing, and I’ve always wanted to wear a wedding dress.”

“What? All of us?” Melia cried incredulously.

“Hardly unusual,” Ariana noted, adjusting her spectacles. “In fact, such multi-wife situations are common across the galaxy. The Ubrams of Gorn are a common example, having several mates to one alpha male or female. They also have a delightful tendency toward utilizing bondage and enticing the submissiveness of spacefarers to recruit more into their harems, which incidentally has made their world markedly high on the no-contact list.”

“I mean,” Melia said, blushing almost as pink as her hair, her fingers fidgeting as she shyly glanced about. “I never really thought about marriage. But, well, Dorian wouldn’t be... a bad choice...”

“Damn right he wouldn’t,” Fable chirped, playfully nudging Melia in the ribs. “And just imagine what he’d do when he finally wifed you. You’d probably get all domestic and sweet. Throw on an apron and bake him breakfast every morning when we retire to some agro-world or station.”

Melia blushed an even deeper red, her words devolving into shy mutterings.

“What is the matter with you mortals?” Rina demanded.

“Simple! We’re notorious perverts, savvy?” Emberly replied impishly.

“Clearly. But it doesn’t matter,” Rina added with an imperious huff, looking smug once more as she cocked her flamboyant hat and struck a striking pose. “You would need a dragon over two centuries old to officiate a marriage recognised among dragonkin. So you all are out of luck.”

“Truly? How fascinating,” Ariana gasped, hastily digging out a journal from her pouch and scribbling something down.

“Yeah?” Emberly said, glaring at Rina with a wicked grin. She cocked a finger pistol at the other woman. “Well, get this. We’re not gonna stop fucking that stud of a man while we wait for a dragon to fly by, savvy? In fact, I’m gonna fuck him twice as hard, just knowing you can’t.”

“You... you brazen hussy!” Rina barked, flushing anew. “How can every woman aboard this ship be fucking that man at once!”

Her voice rang in sudden silence. The dragoness looked at the suddenly aghast women before her, and then noticed one was missing. She raised her eyes towards the gangplank, spotting Fable there trying to keep a number of burly dockworkers from boarding with minimal success. Several men now stared past the faun’s antlers at the elaborately dressed woman who’d just shouted something very interesting.

One of the longshoremen whistled. “Nice,” he said.


Chapter 5


Much to Dorian’s shock, he managed to get a good number of hours of sleep, uninterrupted by a catfight of draconic proportions above deck. That being said, when he reemerged from below, he was expecting to see some battle damage. Instead, he merely found Fable, Melia, Emberly, and Ariana playing cards amidship. A glance around located Rina lounging on the rail before the helm, the dragoness lying on it, one leg swaying lazily below, her gaudy hat pulled over her face.

“Everything good?” he asked, looking about, still half-expecting to find the mast broken down or parts of the docks aflame. “No one in sickbay?”

“Nothing at all,” Fable said pleasantly as she laid down a card with a snap.

“Well, that’s good,” he replied.

“So,” Melia said as she shuffled her cards pointedly, her hair a cold, simmering blue like a gas flame, “did you enjoy your time with Grash?”

Damn. Dorian had been hoping she’d forgotten about his little admission. “It was okay,” he admitted.

“Just okay?” Melia asked with a long look at him. “Is that why you only smelled a little like perfume?”

“Aw, lay off him,” Emberly said, tossing some of her own cards into the pile. “What else was he supposed to do when Grash invited him?”

“And the perfume?” Melia pressed.

Dorian sighed. “I may have gotten a lap dance from a dark elf.”

“Hardly a bad thing,” Ariana noted over the fan of her cards. “In fact, a number of dark elven cities attach deep importance to ritual dances. You should be honoured to have received such attentions.”

Thinking back on the dance in question, Dorian wasn’t sure he’d describe it as ‘ritual,’ but he wasn’t about to dispute it. “Yeah. A lot happened, and she did seem to like me. Which is why I kind of recruited her to be an informant.”

Fable gave him a surprised look. “You did?”

Dorian shrugged. “Seemed like a good idea. When I realized Grash probably goes there pretty often, I figured that lots of other people with information about Sphere and the Black probably pop by too. And maybe share more than they planned on, given all the booze and naked girls running around. Seemed like a good idea.”

“Well, well! Our captain is pretty devious, isn’t he?” Fable teased.

Melia rolled her eyes and returned to her cards.

“Ha! Good on ya, Dorian,” Emberly said with a grin. “Now you’re thinking like a real privateer of the Black! So what’d you find out first? Maybe what she had hidden under those panties?”

Dorian felt a flush rising on his neck and hastily cleared his throat. “Well...”

Emberly howled with laughter. “Ha ha ha! Well, next time, make sure you steal ‘em too. Be a proper panty pirate, savvy?”

“I don’t think that’s a title I’d want,” Dorian said.

“Could be fun! We could run them up instead of the flag,” Fable giggled.

Dorian shook his head with amusement, grabbing a barrel and dragging it over before he took a seat. But the talk had reminded him of something mentioned before he went to bed. “You said you met up with Azin, right? Any more details on that?”

Fable stuck out her tongue in disgust. “Ugh. Not much. He offered us a job, like I said. Same conditions as last time. We work for him behind Grash’s back, he pays us well, and when our contract with the big guy is up, we sign on with him. Had a lucrative one lined up for us, apparently.”

“Interesting,” Dorian hummed, hands clasped between his legs as he mulled that over. “Grash did suggest we take a bit of time off while he finds us work worth our time.”

“You seriously thinking of working for that scum?” Melia demanded.

“Ha!” Emberly barked, tossing another card into the growing pile. “Why should we care? We’ll never have to worry about money again with our new crewmember, savvy? We ever get low on cash, we could just take a quick detour to her hoard.”

“We’d still need to work anyway,” Dorian pointed out. “We still owe Grash until the end of the year on that contract. Then we can safely fuck off to do what we want. Retire early without the threat of Grash lurking over our shoulder. Though I don’t think we should be raiding Rina’s bank account whenever we do.”

“And here I thought you’d be excited to get yourself a sugar mommy,” Emberly teased. “Especially one with tits like that! Course, you’d have to marry her to really dig into that cash, savvy?”

“Mmm,” Fable said, and Dorian noted the dreamy expression on the faun’s face, her cards forgotten and nearly spilling out of her hands. “Retirement does sound nice. Where would everyone like to retire anyway?” she asked, glancing around the circle. “I’d love to go somewhere with a gorgeous beach. Nice, long sunny days and the most stunning sunsets you’ve ever seen. The sort of place we could run around in nothing but our underwear, if that, and just relax.”

Emberly scoffed, tossing the last of her cards into the pile. “You can have that, but I’m not retiring anywhere I’ll be getting sand in my asscrack for the rest of my life.”

Fable pouted at the demoness. “Then where would you retire?”

“In a mansion, loaded to the gills with guns! Maybe near a trade route so I could extort money from passing traders or I’d blow them to the void! Get some fun target practice now and then.”

Melia shook her head. “You would,” she said. “I’d rather a nice piece of an agri world. The sort of place I could cultivate my own little forest. Maybe hunt and wander around it without having to worry about anything.”

“That does sound nice,” Ariana sighed as she played another card. “Something so pleasantly pastoral would be a delight. Personally, I’d enjoy something similar, with perhaps a cabin, but my main residence would be a larger estate nearby. I’ve had my eye on a vineyard on Champanne. Delightful place with exquisite wine. Perhaps a cave in which Rina might hibernate for the winter, a hot spring for Emberly to lounge in, and plenty to explore for Fable. Perhaps even a large enough workshop for her to enjoy. And of course, a pleasant, peaceful realm in which I might write in.”

Dorian glanced around the circle, noting the far-off look in the eyes of the rest. Even Rina had perked up, a golden eye peeking from under the brim of her hat.

Ariana suddenly chuckled and threw the last of her cards into the pile. “But I doubt the infamous crew of The Dragon’s Wing would be content with such an existence. Too mundane and tranquil for souls attuned to adventure such as those here.”

Dorian had to agree, though she painted a lovely picture. “Maybe a summer home,” he said. “Somewhere to enjoy the peace and quiet between jobs.”

“And I hope you realize that raiding my hoard to fund such dreams comes with a price,” Rina noted sharply.

Dorian sighed, letting his head hang a bit. “I know. And I’m still thinking about it.”

“Well...” Fable hummed bashfully, stealing glances at Dorian. “Marriage wouldn’t be so bad, right?”

He looked at the faun with surprise. “Excuse me?”

“Just saying,” the faun continued. “You know. Getting married to you wouldn’t be bad, right? Not to mention having kids. You ever think about that, Dorian? Maybe getting married and having kids with some of your gorgeous crew? Or, you know… with all of them?”

Dorian felt the sudden and very intense attention of every woman aboard zeroing in on him. He cocked a brow at Fable, though he projected his voice as if speaking to them all.

“Well, I’ve certainly been giving it a fair bit of thought recently,” he said with a slightly sharp look toward Rina. “For obvious reasons. And I’ve got to admit, I don’t have anything against the idea. But first, we’d better deal with the contract with Grash, then go from there.”

There was a soft fluttering sound as the remaining cards spilled from Melia’s suddenly limp hands, the elf staring at him in shock, her hair white with baffled amazement. “You... I mean...”

“I think that’s an excellent plan,” Emberly cut in with a waggle of her eyebrows and a saucy grin. “Can’t plan too far ahead when we’re still tied down by Grash, savvy? Best to wait until after to figure all this out.”

“Hmph!” Rina harrumphed, arms crossed and a petulant pout on her lips. “Still seems rather too long...”

“More time to get to know the captain, eh?” Emberly said, rising to her feet, hands on her lower back as she stretched lazily, the bandoliers over her chest rattling as she gave a lazy thrust. “Mm! And speaking of, how’s about we take a walk around the docks? Getting sick of sitting around here, and I’d like to stretch my legs again.”

Dorian grinned, seizing on the idea. “Sure, that sounds fun,” he said. “A nice walk to help wake us up.”

“I’m game,” Fable said, sweeping up the cards into a deck.

“Sounds like a delightful idea,” Ariana agreed, rising with a swirl of her cloak and a swish of her tail.

“Suppose someone needs to go to keep you out of trouble,” Melia sighed, though the flutter of soft pink in her hair betrayed her appreciation of the idea.

“Me too!” Rina barked, jumping down from the rail to the deck, one hand on her immense hat to keep it in place. “I insist on coming too!”

They must have made a bit of a sight, Dorian mused as they walked down the gangplank and onto the docks. Dorian, towering above five lovely women, all clustered close around him as they made their way through the crowded piers. When he first started out among the stars, Dorian figured he was probably about as tall as Emberly. But since coming into his draconic powers, he’d become taller. Broader. As if his old body had merely been waiting to grow into its true dimensions. His human form expanding to meet the truth of his nature. It was thrilling in many ways, and felt more than natural.

Dorian grinned to himself, admiring the menagerie of ships docked at Sphere. There were every kind. Ships like his own, with plenty of decoration and oars like wings. Here and there, he saw plain barges more like arks of wood and sail. He even spotted a ship that resembled a carriage and was harnessed to what looked like a team of immense stellar sea horses, their manes of shimmering rainbows washing the docks with hues. Other ships were like luxury liners, some plainly piratical with their prows covered with a metal grille like a skull, and one was even built around what looked like the skeleton of a whale.

A particular ship drew Dorian’s attention as they walked past it. It was a grand vessel with a flatter bottom and a hull that curved upward, shaped to resemble a great ram’s head. Curving horns shone like silver as they arched onto the deck, the eyes burning like fire. Masts ranged along its back, and oars stood upright and at attention as if saluting the docks.

“Wow,” Dorian breathed. “That’s—”

He slammed into someone coming the other way, tumbling back in surprise, nearly falling before he caught himself on a peg. Dorian shook his head, quickly recovering. “Sorry about that! I wasn’t looking. Let me—”

“Bega-ad!” barked the other, slapping his hand away. “How dare you, sirraa-aa-ah!”

Dorian’s eyebrows flew up at the baaing retort, though when he saw the man he’d hit, it made perfect sense. Drawing himself up, the other man appeared far more goat than human. He wore a long captain’s coat stitched with arcane designs, his head that of a goat with horns strung with rings bearing precious stones. Wispy white fur hung from him, especially in a long beard further adorned with gems, and he used a long, curving sword still in its sheath like a cane. The goat-man’s unnerving eyes zeroed in on Dorian instantly, and his pronounced nostrils flared.

“Really,” Dorian said. “I didn’t mean to. I was just admiring this ship—”

“So you think you ha-ave the right to look at the vessel of an ibyxian? You are a bra-ash one, sirrah!”

“Look, I didn’t—”

“Talk that way to my mate again and I’ll eat your head!” Rina snapped.

Dorian groaned. Oh no...

The goat-man looked between Dorian and the coterie of women around him. “Ah ha-ah!” the alien bleated, banging the bottom of his sword on the planks. “I recognize you now, sira-ah! You a-are the dread captain Dorian Ha-awke!”

“I am?” Dorian replied blankly.

“Certainly, sira-ah! And I will ha-ave you know that I will not accept this insult!”

“I really didn’t mean—”

The ibyxian pulled off an immaculate white glove and threw it at Dorian’s face. “I, Captain Banquos, dema-and satisfaction!”

Gasps came from the women around Dorian. “Oh, you’re gonna get it now!” Emberly crowed. “Fuck him up, Dorian!”

Dorian hesitated, but the glare in the goat-man’s strange eyes told him this wasn’t going to be easily let go. He’d seen enough men like that working in the tavern back in Clemmen—a sort of pugnacious insistence to throw hands no matter what.

Dorian sighed, bending over and picking up the glove. He really wished he could visit Sphere one of these days without getting into a fight...

“Fine,” he said reluctantly. “But can we at least keep it private? I don’t want to be a spectacle.”

Banquos sniffed, folding his hands atop his sword. “So be it. We may duel upon my ship!”

“You’ve gotta be kidding!” Fable exclaimed, grabbing Dorian and giving him a tug. “Dorian, this is so obviously a trap.”

“Baaaah! Such a besmirching upon my reputation! Clearly, your record is well deserved, Ca-aptain Ha-awke! I would not stoop to such ba-ase things. For I am a gentleman!”

“You just challenged me to a fight in the middle of the street,” Dorian protested.

“Indeed! And wha-at could be more gentlemanly than tha-at?”

“Let me eat him,” Rina growled, glaring at Banquos viciously. “I haven’t had goat in ages!”

Banquos eyed Rina with bemusement, and Dorian couldn’t blame him. As far as the other captain knew, a five-foot-something half-elf in an absurd hat was threatening to eat him. Only Dorian knew how badly things could go if Rina got angry enough to forget her promise.

“Fine,” Dorian sighed. “Let’s get this done with already.”

“Good! It seems you ha-ave a ba-ase level of manners. My crew will enjoy witnessing a show such as this!”

“Think so?” Dorian said with a wry smile. “I got a feeling you’re soon gonna wish they didn’t...”


Chapter 6


With supreme reluctance, Dorian followed Banquos aboard the ship. As they crested the gangplank, the goat-like alien beamed in satisfaction.

"Welcome," he declared with a broad, grand gesture. "To the Ibrana!"

Though not exactly thrilled to be aboard, Dorian had to admire the interesting construction of the ship. The frame appeared to be made of either bone or antler, with wood filling in the gaps between. Even the mizzenmast looked to be made of the pale white substance, and was even marked with long threads of scrimshaw carvings.

"Oh my," Ariana breathed in amazement. "This must be Ivory Wood! I've heard of it."

"You a-are well informed," Banquos said proudly, stroking his beard importantly. "Yes, worked from the bones of the gia-ants of my homeworld. A fine craft indeed! Come! See the sails? Worked of nethercloth, which ca-atches the winds of the stars and can even ta-ack against the pull of the void!"

Dorian followed along after the ibyxian, glad for the delay in having to fight the goat-man. Dorian even dared hope that if he showed enough interest, Banquos would forget entirely about the whole duel thing.

A somewhat vain hope, though, for as Banquos brought them to the poop deck and was showing off the curtain which formed a tent-like shelter over the wheel, Dorian noticed a number of ibyxian crew clearing out the midships for what was clearly to be the stage of the fight.

"And as you can see here, these shrouds act as a ba-arrier against magic attacks," Banquos noted.

"Amazing," Ariana breathed.

"Ooooh," Fable said, stroking the fabric between her fingers. "Can I get a sample?"

"A-afraid not," Banquos replied. "They ca-an only be woven by our runeseers, and they are very cautious about their ma-agic. Ah!" Banquos remarked, peering over the rail. "But I see our field of ba-attle has been prepared! Shall we?"

"I suppose," Dorian said as he walked down the twisting steps back to the deck, the crew of the Ibrana gathered about in a loose ring and watching intently. Dorian drew his sword, the enchanted stone in the pommel glowing softly as he took a position opposite Banquo. "So, the rules are to first blood?"

"A-as you like," Banquo said, shrugging his coat off impressively, which was taken up by a waiting runeseer, the ibyxian shrouded head to toe in a robe stitched with arcane designs, horns rising from cuts in the hood. The captain of the strange ship lifted his sword and drew it, the long blade flashing in the light as he brought it to bear. "But beware, Captain Ha-awke! Lest first blood be your last!"

"Careful, Dorian," Melia hissed in his ear as she helped him shrug off his jacket. "I've heard of him. He's good with that sword. Very good."

"I'll keep that in mind," Dorian grunted, cursing at losing the chance to take a nick and be done with the whole thing. Though then again, the idea of letting the alien just win didn't sit well with him either. His blood was up, and Dorian realized that though he might not have wanted the fight, he relished the chance all the same.

Bringing his sword about, Dorian went into a guarded stance. "Whenever you're ready," he said.

"Then now!"

In a flash, Banquos crossed the distance, fairly exploding into motion and bringing about his curving blade in a vicious slash. Even with heightened reflexes from his dragon's blood, Dorian barely managed to whip up his blade in a frantic parry, steel clashing and ringing out across the deck.

Dorian quickly retreated, stunned at the speed of his opponent.

Banquos gave him little room to recover, the alien’s long blade licking out in another slash like the long lash of a whip. Again Dorian parried, having no trouble countering the goat-man's strength, but shocking him nonetheless with the attack.

The crowd parted before them as Dorian continued to retreat, soon finding himself near the pale rails. Banquos darted after him, only for Dorian to jerk to the side, lunging towards the ram.

With a bleat of surprise, Banquos turned aside Dorian's slash, expertly letting the strength of his own weapon deflect with a sound that put Dorian's teeth on edge, who then hastily blocked another whipping slash of the other man's sword.

"Not bad!" Banquos declared as he broke their deadlock.

"Not bad yourself," Dorian grunted.

The ibyxian grinned his yellow teeth, then leaped again to the attack.

As Dorian maneuvered up the steps and to the helm, he began to find his rhythm. Though not a novice with a sword, he had nowhere near Banquos's skills, and only his sheer strength and quickness had managed to save him thus far.

Dorian quickly danced back, putting the wheel between him and his opponent, but Banquos merely brayed with laughter and suddenly leapt, deftly landing on the bone-white rail running along the helm.

Dorian's eyebrows flicked up as the alien easily balanced, delivering whipping slashes of his blade, barely parried by Dorian with a flash of sparks. Dorian swung for the goat's legs, but Banquos jumped over the swish of the blade, one foot landing atop the wheel, the other back on the rail.

Dorian grinned, blocking another slashing strike and grabbing the wheel's spoke, giving it a sharp turn.

Banquos baa'd in surprise, nearly sprawling to the deck, only to catch himself with one hand and spring back to his feet. Dorian pursued, hammering the goat-man with vicious strokes of his enchanted blade.

"Get 'im, Dorian! Cut him good!" Fable cheered.

"Don't let up! Take him down!" Melia agreed.

"Fuckin' mess him up, lover!" Emberly howled, pumping her fist.

Dorian grinned as he drove Banquos back, only for the goat to dodge another slash, then leap back onto the rail of the helm. Dorian wasted no time and lunged to skewer the goat.

Who simply leaped back, and vanished over the side.

Shock held Dorian for a split second, then he rushed forward and leaned over.

Only for a swish of a blade to nearly take his nose off.

Dorian jerked his head back reflexively, finding Banquos standing on the side of the ship as if it were flat deck. Which Dorian supposed shouldn't be surprising, for with a ship's localized gravity, it may as well have been.

"Tricky bastard," Dorian said, grinning in amazement as he grabbed the rail and vaulted over it, pursuing his foe.

Banquo baa'd with amusement, one hand stroking his bejeweled beard as his sword again flashed between the two of them, crew and observers swarming the rails to watch the fight maneuver about the underbelly of the ship. They'd even garnered an audience from the docks, who jostled for position, shouting encouragement or advice, which usually came down to 'stab him!'

Banquos pranced back along the keel with Dorian in hot pursuit, the ram-man turning about to fight again as they passed along the goat-faced figurehead, Banquos's hooves rattling off the boney wood and Dorian's shoes clunking in time. Banquos suddenly leapt back, landing on the goat's brow, Dorian charging after.

Dorian was sweating, his muscles burning, but a grin was wide on his face as he swung again and again, trying to beat his opponent's long sword aside. A sudden final blow broke the stalemate, and Dorian saw his blade slash across the goat's thigh.

Banquos yelped, staggering back a step, and Dorian laughed. "I win!"

"Did you?" the alien asked with a pointed look.

Puzzled, Dorian glanced at his shoulder and blinked at the slash in the sleeve, already staining with blood from a superficial cut. He had never even felt it.

"Uh..."

Banquos abruptly baa'd with laughter, lowering his sword. "A pity I'm not sure if I cut you before you sliced me, Captain Ha-awke, but I will accept a tie regardless!"

Dorian laughed and sheathed his sword. "Works for me."

Cheers came from the strange crew as Dorian shook their captain's hand.

"I had hea-ard of you all over the docks, Captain Ha-awke, and was afraid you would not live up to your reputation," Banquos said. "I am glad to be mista-aken!"

"Me too," Dorian said ruefully. "If you weren't, I'd probably be bleeding out now. Sorry again about bumping into you."

"Do not think of it aga-ain! I have already forgotten it," Banquo replied with a dismissive wave. "And I am more than compensated by a new acquaintance."

"Same," Dorian agreed. "Maybe we could grab a drink some time while you're in Sphere. We'll be around for a bit."

"That would be a delight! Baaaa, but perhaps another time," Banquos observed ruefully. "I still ha-ave much business to take care of before I ca-an indulge so. But I will find you!"

"I bet you will," Dorian chuckled.

Returning to the deck of the Ibrana, Dorian was almost instantly swarmed by the five women, who gushed in delight at his fight.

"Look at you!" Emberly declared. "Making new friends all over Sphere, huh?"

Dorian grinned, rolling his shoulders as the sting faded. "Figured it was about time I tried that instead of just making enemies."

"Dorian! That was amazing!" Fable gushed, her eyes shining like they were filled with stars, her hooves clopping with her wriggling excitement. "You were incredible! Your sword was all whoosh! And his clanged! I loved it!"

"No less than I would expect from the one I chose for my mate," Rina declared haughtily, though Dorian caught a heat in her gaze that belied her faint praise.

Dorian shrugged abashedly. "What can I say?" he mused. "I had a heck of a lot to live for."


Chapter 7


Rina was not enjoying the bed she’d been assigned, but if those harlots who clustered around her mate thought that giving her a bed unbecoming her status as Dorian’s true mate would chase her away, then they didn’t know Entorinacalpis!

Rina glared at the wooden ceiling, scowling. Still, she couldn’t believe the lot of them. She’d heard those women sneaking from their rooms and heading to her mate’s cabin. The heavens alone knew what they were up to in there, but she just knew it would be foul. Illicit. Likely even naughty!

And why? She pouted. None of them had prepared a bed of gold like hers. Had she not braved the world that had been devoured by a World Eater? Did she not slaughter those ixxanan remnants that lurked about the ruins? Had she not carved a lair into the bedrock, plundering treasure ships, forgotten vaults, and more to create a bed of gold and treasures worthy of being mated on?

Had she not warded away several other female dragons that had dared to try and steal her hoard for themselves? Had she not saved herself for a better quality of male? She still recalled the first male who had dared try and mate her. She had chassed him off, his tail smoking. A pathetic creature who had thought that his mere sex would be enough to win her. But she’d known she deserved a better mate. A great one! A daring one!

And then, she found him. He had the courage to steal from her hoard. He had almost eluded her attentions. She felt again the subtle thrill through her. The same she had felt when she first scented Dorian’s aroma in her hoard. The quickening of her blood as she recognized the sheer power of the male who had claimed some of her hoard.

Then, when she’d tracked him down, she had declared her intention. She had not cared fight him. She knew too well she would lose to such a male, though she wouldn’t have minded if he’d shown his dominance right there. Pushed her down with his greater strength, his neck rubbing with hers, marking her with his scent and flakes from his scales.

But he had not.

Indeed, he seemed ignorant of the proper way for a dragon to flirt and show his intentions.

Rina sighed. It had not been the sort of introduction she had expected. Not at all. But he was too wonderful a catch to abandon. Yes. She would have his young and be mated to him properly. His attention would be on her. She swore it.

Yet, for some reason, her mate found those other women more attractive. More sensual. A wag of their hips and flutter of their lashes, and he was willing to lay with them?

How… lewd.

Rina growled, sitting up, glaring at the door. She rose from her uncomfortable bed (she’d tried stuffing the mattress with gold coins, but it just wasn’t the same) and stalked towards the door. Her half-elf guise had fallen away, leaving her once more in her draconic humanoid form. More comfortable, and a closer approximation to her glorious guise. Her tail lashed as she eased open the door and peeked out into the hold.

Silence met her, and she stalked out further, her tail whisking over the floor as she moved stealthily on all four, climbing the steps and back onto the deck. Her pointed ears flicked, picking up conversation. She slunk up along the deck and pressed her ear to the door.

“Oh captain my captain,” she heard the antlered one, Fable, say. “Surely you’re not going to punish your poor crew with a spanking?”

Rina heard Dorian’s rough laughter, and the dragoness felt a thrill race through her at the dominant tone. “And I’m just supposed to let you off?”

“Oh noooo, captain,” the demoness, Emberly, laughed. “But get her off? Very much so.”

There was a sudden crack of flesh on flesh and Fable’s delighted yelp resounded through the door. Rina bit her lip at the lewd sound, feeling her face warm and blood quicken. What were they doing? Such words spoken with such passion. Was this… could this be how sex was truly done?

Rina hesitated. She considered herself a worldly dragon. Worlds, in fact. She’d wandered and raided across systems to build her hoard, but she had always thought of sex as something between dragons. The rough mating and growling. Blood occasionally shed and teeth nipping until both were sated. But perhaps it was different in mortal forms. She looked down at herself, her naked breasts and soft, feminine flesh.

“Ohhhhh,” came another moan and another slap of flesh on flesh.

Rina gnawed on her lip, stole a quick look around, then pressed a claw to the door. She pressed, and her talon poked a hole in the wood. She snatched her hand back, a beam of light spilling from the hole before she brought her eye to it.

And stared.

Dorian stood in the middle of the room, Fable bent over the bed before him, her ass in the air. Both were naked, and Rina felt her heart leap into her throat at the sight of her mate’s naked body. Strong. Sure. Muscular. Dorian stood arrogantly behind Fable, one of his hands on her hip, his other between her parted legs, finger stroking her sex in slow, sensuous motions.

The demoness, Emberly, stood beside him, her red skin lush in the low lamplight, her body pressed to his as she kissed him hotly. Meanwhile, crouched before Dorian was the fox-girl, Ariana, and the elf, Melia. The pair were currently kissing and licking at Dorian’s erect manhood, their tongue stroking as the pair stroked themselves wantonly.

The sight seared into Rina’s shocked eyes. Her jaw dropped. She wondered she did not go blind from the sheer… sheer lewdness of the scene before her.

But she did not.

She saw it all.

And when Dorian again spanked Fable on her rump, making the faun buck, cry out, her ears wiggle and slit flex around Dorian’s teasing fingers, Rina jolted as surely as if that strong had had struck her own ass as well.

Rina took in a shuddering breath as Fable whimpered, her hips rocking, rubbing herself wantonly against Dorian’s hand as his other squeezed and massaged the softness of her ass, then leaving it and falling to Ariana’s hair. The fox-girl moaned, her triangular ears flicking as he stroked her head.

“That’s it,” Emberly breathed between kisses. “Tell me, Dorian. Which of those two deserve to suck you off? You gotta be about ready to cum by now.”

Dorian chuckled. “I have better self-control than that.”

“Maybe,” the demoness growled, glancing down at Fable. “But she doesn’t.”

Rina looked at the faun, and realized that the demoness was right. Fable was whimpering, moaning, fairly humping Dorian’s fingers. The dragoness saw the faun was actually biting and fisting the blankets to try and hold back her pleasures.

Stars.

Oh heavenly stars.

Rina wasn’t sure just when her hand found its way between her legs. Nor even when, exactly, she began to stroke herself. But the dragoness became aware of her treacherous fingers dipping into herself, a gasp escaping her, then a whimpering moan as she shyly touched herself. Oh. Oh stars, that was… that was good. Rina hadn’t known a mortal body could feel such things. It was far more intense than that particular golden scepter she’d shamefully used now and then while a dragon. Imagining it was the pillar of manhood that was her eventual mate.

But this was better.

So very much better.

“Mnnnn!” Fable groaned, arching, hips twitching, the dainty little deer tail cresting her buttocks flicking feverishly. “Mn. Mmm! Nnnn oooooh!” she finally cried, releasing the covers from her mouth, body tensing. “Oh captain! Captain! Oh Doriaaaaaaaaan!”

Her cry of bliss heralded her orgasm, and Rina watched, awestruck at the sudden jolt of pleasure from the faun’s sex.

Dorian chuckled, and the sheer confident maleness of that sound made Rina whimper as he took his hand from Fable’s pussy and lifted it to his face. Rina swallowed hard as she watched him lick his fingers. “Mmm. Delicious.”

“And who’s next for your tongue?” Emberly asked, looking down at Ariana and Melia. “One gets to suck you off, one gets off on your face. Seem fair?”

“Very,” Dorian agreed.

“Mmm! I get your cock,” Ariana said quickly. “You licked me out last night and I didn’t even get a taste of it.”

“Wha- aw,” Melia cried, almost petulantly. “But I was…”

“Poor baby,” Emberly chortled, giving Dorian a playful shove. “Well, captain. Our turn!”

Dorian raised his arms in mock surrender and stepped away, Ariana and Melia almost instantly bounding to their feet. With a grunt, Dorian fell back onto the bed, sprawling there with his arms open invitingly. “Well, ladies? I’m here?”

Rina watched in amazement as both Ariana and Melia climbed onto the bed. Melia almost instantly planted herself on Dorian’s face, the elf groaning as his hands grasped her hips, pulling her down while the soft sound of his tongue emanate from between her thighs.

Ariana, meanwhile, crawled between Dorian’s legs, the fox-girl’s tail eagerly swishing as her lips descended on his manhood, the beast-girl moaning wantonly as she bobbed, sucking him off with every sign of delight.

Rina was breathing hot. Fast. Her fingers strummed herself, her blood hotter than ever before as she watched the sordid pleasures playing out in the room before her. Debauchery like she’d never dreamed!

So this, then, was sex.

Rina swallowed hard as Dorian groaned, climaxing at last, his body tightening as Ariana eagerly swallowed, her throat working as she took his heavy load. Not soon after, Melia wailed with pleasure, one hand holding Dorian’s head firmly against her sex.

“Yes! Yes! Dorian, oh fuck yessssss!” the elf cried, her hair flaring like a supernova as she came.

And then it was Emberly’s turn.

The demoness pushed Dorian up, climbed onto his lap, facing him as she sank herself down onto the pillar of his manhood. Her moans of pleasure resonated in the cabin as she bounced eagerly atop his cock, taking him deep, her breasts in his face, Dorian kissing and nibbling on her nipples as Emberly’s muscled back tensed with pleasure. Her strong thighs letting her ride him hard.

“Fuck! Yes!” Emberly gasped. “Fuck me deep, Dorian. Give me that fffffucking cock!”

Rina panted, embers of flame fluttering from between her lips. Her tail thrashing on the deck as her fingers furiously strummed her pussy. A flick catching her clit, sending unfathomable ecstasy spearing through her. As if from a great distance, she heard Emberly’s cries of pleasure.

“Oh captain. Fucking hell, captain! Yes. Yes! Oh. Oh I’m… I’m almost… almost… Yessss!”

With the orgasmic wail of the demoness, Rina knew she couldn’t hold back anymore. She cried out with the harlot, an almost animal whine of pleasure as she came in a sudden sweet surge of pleasure.

It was an orgasm like none Rina had known before. A high of ecstasy that quivered through her from her tail to her horns. She groaned, sinking against the door of the cabin, breathing hot and quick.

Then almost fell into the room when the door suddenly opened.

Rina looked up sharply, finding a naked Fable looking down at her with interest. The faun’s eyes ran over Rina from head to toe, and the antlered beauty grinned teasingly.

“See something you liked?”

For a moment, shock held Rina. But then she bounded to her feet, flushing hotly with humiliation and indignation. “I… I wasn’t… this was… I have every right to know what my mate is up to,” she settled on huffily.

Fable giggled, and Rina felt her bush grow even brighter when she noticed everyone in the room was looking at her, including her mate, peering over the shoulder of the demoness.

“You know,” Emberly said, smirking as she wriggled contentedly in Dorian’s lap, “if you wanted to join in, all you need to do is ask.”

Rina quivered with indignation, and she saw the faun fall back a little, likely nervous Rina was about to torch the whole room. And to be fair, the temptation was very real.

“You’re all… all… Ugh!”

Spinning on her heel, tail lashing with anger, Rina flounced away and back to her cabin.

But even when ensconced in her blankets and the dark, sleep was slow in coming.

And when it did come, so did dreams of her doing all the many things she’d witnessed in that room, and adoring every minute of them.


Chapter 8


Dorian had thought that he'd enjoy his time relaxing on Sphere, yet the longer he spent tied to the docks, the more he felt uneasy. Almost trapped. It made little sense, as he knew only too well that he didn't have any vital need to be on the move. But the lack of action was starting to grate on him. Not even sex with his four incredible lovers was able to free him from the sense of impatience.

At last, he made a decision and emerged on deck to find the rest of the crew idling about amidships. He cleared his throat and announced that he was going to go speak with Grash again.

"What?" Fable said, instantly sitting up from the hammock she'd been lounging in. "Dorian, are you sure? I mean, he said he'd get us when he had something. Right?"

"I guess," Dorian replied. "I just want him to know that we're waiting for it. You know?"

"I do," Melia agreed, finishing her sword exercise in a flourish before sheathing the blade at her side with a firm nod. "We can't just be waiting around for Grash to decide to give us work. I don't like spending too long anchored to Sphere either. The longer we're here, the more attention we'll draw. And the odds a certain someone will blow the masquerade," she added with a pointed look towards Rina's cabin.

Dorian nodded. "Agreed. If nothing else, maybe it'll light a fire under him to get a move on about it."

"I guess," Fable sighed.

"And I'll come with you," Melia added, grabbing her jacket and tossing it on.

"You will?" Dorian said with some surprise.

"I could use the exercise," the elf remarked as she shrugged her jacket into place. "Besides, I don't like the idea of you visiting Grash alone. Especially now."

"What do you mean by that?" he asked.

Melia grimaced. "I'm not sure," she admitted, glancing past him at the mass of shops and taverns squeezed into Sphere's layer, her burning hair simmering cold blue. "It's just... there's been something about Sphere lately that makes me nervous. Either way, I don't think anyone should wander alone right now."

Dorian wondered at that. Now that she mentioned it, he had noticed something... off about Sphere lately. Nothing specific. More like... a feeling in the air. A subtle tension that made his muscles tense like he was expecting a blow at any moment, all the worse because he couldn't pinpoint the source. Dorian realized that half the reason he wanted to visit Grash was just to have something to do other than wait.

"Same," Dorian said. "Fable? Mind holding down the fort?"

"Oh yeah," the faun giggled, stretching back into her hammock. "Mmm. I'm aaaaall over it."

Leaving her to it, Dorian joined Melia heading down off the gangplank and delving once more into the depths of Sphere.

They reached Grash's club in good time, the ogre guard outside the door informing them the orc was in a meeting, but would see if he was available. Emerging a moment later, the ogre waved them in.

Dorian passed the bulky guard and into the office, slowing when he saw Grash wasn't alone. The big orc was hunched over in his chair, and across from him was an unwelcome face.

Dorian grimaced, recognizing the goblin Emeritus at once. In a purple waistcoat and white shirt, he exuded an air of sticklerish business. A pair of spectacles sat on his hooked nose, a pencil behind his ear, and he was currently standing in his chair, pointing out things for Grash in a document laid out on the table.

Dorian paused inside the door, but then Grash looked up, the big orc grinning and showing off his metal teeth.

"Well well! Dis is a surprise. C'mon in dere, Dorian."

"I'm not interrupting, am I?" Dorian asked uneasily.

"Naw, we wuz just talkin' 'bout youz, even," Grash drawled, straightening with a creak of his huge frame.

Emeritus, on the other hand, looked at them over his spectacles like he'd found something on the bottom of his shoe. Dorian did his best to ignore the goblin, turning his attention to Grash.

"We were just coming by to see if you'd found a job for us yet," Dorian said.

"Az a matter a fact, I did!" Grash exclaimed.

"Really?"

"Sure!" the big orc guffawed with a wave of his claw, the mechanism whirring. "But ain't tha usual sort. This one's local!"

"Local?" Dorian repeated.

"Tha's right! Won't even needz ta leave Sphere fer it. Ain't dat nice?"

Dorian exchanged an uncertain glance with Melia. Nice wasn't Dorian's first choice of words... "What's the job?" he asked, turning back to the orc.

Grash snapped his fingers, and Emeritus hopped from his seat and rushed over to the liquor cabinet. "Thing is," Grash said as the goblin clattered about with bottles and glasses, "I've been 'earing some nasty rumourz ‘bout our mutual friend Azin Drathmir, roight? Seems 'e's in bed with the Imperium and tryin' ta 'elp 'em get a foothold on Sphere. Well, less of a rumour and more of an uncertainty, if ya get me."

"I think so," Dorian said as Emeritus waddled over, delicately balancing several drinks before placing one before each of the attending party.

"Mister Grash means," the goblin said, "that though we know that Azin works with the Imperium, we're uncertain to what extent he is working with them, and how far along their plans are to fruition, whatever they may be."

"I don't know anything about that," Dorian admitted while Melia respectfully took a sip of her drink, the elf's face tightening for a split second and her hair fluttering a queasy green.

"Mmm. Yeah," Melia gasped, quickly putting her drink back down. "He did offer us a job again."

Grash's toothy maw opened wide in a grin, baring steely fangs and tusks. "Beauty! Take it."

"Sorry?" Dorian said. "You want us to do it?"

"Dis time, sure," Grash said as he dug a cigar from his desk. "Normally, if'n I found out you’z had taken that kind a work wid moi immediate competitor, I'd be lettin' you’z know about moi displeasure real immediate like," he said, his claw snipping the tip of the cigar off in a way that made Dorian flinch and cross his legs. "But in dis case, dat's gonna be da perfect place ta learn wot dat prancy elf's up to. Take 'is job, do it fast, den report back. Once dat elf t’inks you'z iz workin' for him, den youz can find out wot 'is real plans is."

"You think that'll work?" Dorian asked dubiously.

Grash waved his cigar lazily. "Sure! Sure. Dat elf loves ta talk. Can't keep 'is trap shut. Gotta go on 'nd on 'bout wot he's workin' on. Especially since he's gonna want you'z workin' for 'im. 'E'll try and impress you’z real big like."

Dorian frowned, not too sure about the whole idea, but unable to deny a certain appeal. Grash's words about Azin working for the Elven Imperials had suddenly connected a few threads that, until then, had been left loose. Specifically, the fact that the last time Dorian had met with the elf, they had ended up contending with a murderous Imperial captain out looking for fabled artifacts. It might have been a coincidence, but the galaxy was a big place, and Dorian had a feeling that chance played less of a role in his dealings with Luceran than it once appeared.

“I’ll have to talk it over with my crew,” Dorian said slowly.

Grash shrugged hugely, sticking the cigar in his maw. “Sure, sure,” he said, a sudden gout of flame erupting from his claw and lighting the cigar tip. “Do wot you’z gots ta do, ‘nd let me know soon as you’z gotz it figgered. Den we’ll make da magic ‘appen!”

“I might say no,” Dorian observed.

Grash grinned, smoke pluming from between his teeth. “Fink so? Well, if’n ya do, den so be it. But I don’t fink you’z are gonna. You don’t want dem Elven Imperials muckin’ about Sphere no more ‘n me. But I’ll be waitin’ all the same.”

Dorian frowned, even as he knew Grash was right. Rising, he took the glass he’d been given and downed the shot in a single go.

It took all Dorian had not to start coughing as the harsh liquor went down his throat. Hotter and more abrasive than even dragon fire, his jaw clenched and he gave Grash a brief nod. “Will do,” he said roughly, beckoning Melia to follow.

“Tll den!” Grash called after him as they left.

Dorian said nothing as he and Melia made their way back through the lamp-lit streets of Sphere, though half of that was because Dorian felt like someone had rubbed his throat with sandpaper. When he finally felt like he could talk, he glanced back at Melia.

“I think we’ll talk at a cantina with the rest of the crew. Give them a chance to offer their opinions, and I could use something to get the taste of that liquor out. Any ideas?”

Melia pursed her lips. “Hmm… Oh! You remember Foundation Fundament?”

“The one where the servers telepathically communicate?”

“Yeah, that one. We could go there. They have private booths big enough for all of us.”

“Sounds good. You grab the others and bring them. I’ll try and get us a space.”

Melia nodded and slipped off, leaving Dorian to wander the maze-like avenues of Sphere alone. Fortunately, he remembered the cantina from the last time they’d been on Sphere. When their crew had first formed, they’d celebrated their first few jobs at Foundation. It was a nice place, and Dorian had missed it.

He arrived there in short order. The sign was illuminated by a tube of liquid magic, whose neon blue glow faintly pulsed around the lettering. The building itself was vaguely spherical and made of a kind of stucco, giving it an appearance like an egg. An unusual construction, even among the varied architecture which defined Sphere, and Dorian pushed through the door and inside.

The interior was a wash of colours, but mainly blues, as if Dorian had stepped into an underwater world. Even the gravity felt subtly lighter. Little surprise, for the person behind the podium at the entrance appeared to be a floating jellyfish, with what looked to be a brain suspended in the gelatinous body.

Greetings. May we help you?

The question sprang into Dorian’s mind unaided. He tried not to wince, recalling the first time he’d visited the cantina and nearly transformed into a dragon from panic. “Yes,” he said. “I was looking for a private booth. One for about six people?”

Yes. We can arrange something. Just a moment.

The alien floated back and into the main bar, leaving Dorian standing in the entrance. He rocked on his heels, patting his pockets.

“A-ah! My friend. Wha-at brings you here?”

Dorian turned in surprise to find Banquos entering the building, the goat-man beaming along with several members of his crew.

“Banquos,” Dorian said, taking the other captain’s hand and shaking it. “Just thought I’d get a drink with my crew. Somewhere not on the ship.”

“A-an excellent choice,” the alien baa’d. “I suggest the Meteor. A-an excellent brew. I am sure it will be to your ta-aste.”

“Think so?” Dorian asked, grinning. “Then I’ll give it a shot. And buy you a round in thanks.”

“A-a most kind gesture,” the ibaxian replied happily.

Stepping aside, Dorian watched as Banquos sauntered into the cantina, led to his table by a waiting alien. Shortly after he brightened as Melia arrived along with the rest of the crew.

“Gangs all here,” he said.

“Sure are. You got us a booth?”

“Let’s find out.”

Dorian turned back to the table as the jelly-fish like alien returned.

Your booth is ready.

“Lead the way,” Dorian encouraged.

With the five women in tow, Dorian followed the bobbing figure into the swimming hues of colour, passing tables whose residents seemed more like shadows than people in the strange light. They were soon brought to a private alcove set in a corner, and Dorian gladly took a seat, Fable and Emberly instantly planting themselves on either side of him.

Orders were given, and their server drifted away and deeper into the bar. The moment it was gone, Emberly turned to Dorian with a serious expression.

“So, what’d big, green, and toothy say? I assume we got something since we’re here.”

“We do,” Dorian agreed. “Grash wants us to work for Azin.”

“What?” Fable squeaked.

Dorian quickly filled them in on what had been said. By the time he finished, their drinks were delivered, Fable taking hers and mulling over it with a frown.

“I… guess it makes sense,” she admitted. “But still… Do you think we should?”

Dorian considered that as he took a drink from his mug, the zing of the brew soothing his throat pleasantly. He set it down and nodded. “I think so. I don’t like Azin, and if he’s still after us, he might not take no for an answer forever. Not to mention I don’t like the idea of the Elven Imperials getting more power on Sphere. That sort of thing could be a real problem.”

“Not if we retire to a beach world,” Fable noted, nuzzling him lovingly.

Dorian chuckled. “Even if we do, I doubt we’ll be there all the time. We’ll still work now and then.”

“True,” Emberly mused. “Plus, they might come after us again. Having some neutral ground would be good, savvy?”

“It sounds sensible,” Ariana added.

“Just let them try and touch me or you, my mate,” Rina said, folding her arms and huffing a small jet of flame. “I will scour them from this corner of the galaxy!”

Dorian wasn’t so sure about that. He’d had a very personal encounter with Elven Imperial firepower, and if he hadn’t used trickery, he doubted he’d have come back from a battle with an Imperial battleship unscathed, if at all. But tact was needed here.

“Maybe,” he conceded. “But easier not to have them hunting us in the end.”

Rina scoffed again. “If you say so.”

“Then it sounds like we have a plan,” Dorian said, looking around the table and lifting his mug. “To us!”

“Cheers!” Emberly crowed, ringing her stein against Dorian’s, soon joined by every other drink around the table.


Chapter 9


Finding Azin was, surprisingly, easy.

Dorian lounged outside Down and Drow, speculatively eyeing the coffee house sunk deep in the shadows. Built from a pillar of raw stone, it stood out in stark contrast to the wooden buildings all around it. Strange lamps glowed around the exterior, doing more to emphasize darkness than illuminate. But then, it was the sort of place that didn’t need to advertise. It knew how to draw its particular clientele.

“You’re sure Azin will show up here?” he asked.

“Hmph. Of course,” Emeritus said, the goblin’s sour expression conveying his feelings about the arrangement perfectly. “Azin frequently stops by this coffee house in the afternoons. It is predictable, and intentionally so. He wishes to be seen.”

“Well, he will be,” Dorian said. “You can go now.”

Hooked nose up in the air, Emeritus pivoted on his heel and marched away. Dorian exhaled, relaxing against the wall, arms folded as he waited. He’d gone over a number of ideas with Grash and the girls, and all agreed that it’d be better if he went alone. Partly because several of his crew might try and kill Azin, and the other half would only provide a convenient target. Best if Dorian handled it alone.

Not that he was looking forward to it.

Dorian suddenly straightened, catching a flash of a bald head. Moments later, the elf strolled through the street, his squid-headed bodyguard as ever at his side. Dorian slunk back, watching intently as the pair entered the coffee house.

Perfect.

He gave the pair a few minutes to settle themselves, then he walked into the open and across the street. Pushing open the door, Dorian scanned the gloomy room.

The interior was washed in darkness, save for a dim, violet glow from lamps scattered about the tables. Soft conversation washed over him like the lapping waves of his homeworld, while the counter occasionally hissed, clouded by steam as baristas worked the complicated coffee machines. A faint glow was on the walls, and the air was thick with the scent of tobacco, but despite it all, Dorian quickly picked out Azin.

The bald elf was seated at a table near the corner, a delicate ceramic cup perched on a china plate before him. He was watching as a nervous-looking dark elf in an apron deftly poured to create geometric designs in the foam. The squid-faced alien lurked at Azin’s shoulder, the alien’s yellow eyes instantly snapping to Dorian and his tentacles wriggling in agitation.

Ignoring the bodyguard, even as the alien’s tentacles sent his skin crawling, Dorian crossed the shop, his boots seeming to echo loudly to his ears. “May I join you?”

Azin’s eyes flicked up, and a thin smile alighted his lips. “Dorian Hawke,” the bald elf said, reclining back in his seat, the tips of his delicate fingers pressing together atop the table. “Well, well. This is a bit of a surprise. But a welcome one. Please,” he said, gesturing at the seat opposite.

Dorian took the invitation, sitting down, his face carefully neutral as the dark elf barista finished his design, bowed, and scurried back to the counter.

“Now,” Azin said, picking up a small spoon and dipping it into his latte, lazily stirring the dark coffee, never even glancing at the intricate design he abruptly erased, “what can I do for you? I was under the impression you never wanted to see me again.”

“Yes,” Dorian replied. “But that was before my last voyage. Things have become a bit... difficult.”

“Trouble with the Elven Imperials?” Azin asked, tapping the spoon on the china plate with a delicate ringing sound.

“Something like that.”

Azin’s thin lips smiled, his dark eyes lidded as he lifted the cup and took a delicate sip. “Mm. Yes, that’s often the case. Privateers have a very high opinion of themselves, and they must. Right up until they come across something they can’t handle. Though, since you’re here again, I assume you could handle it, yes?”

“You’re right,” Dorian agreed. “I could. But I’d rather not go through it again.”

“A reasonable concern,” Azin noted, setting down his cup, his fingers again pressing together. “But I recently made the offer to your crew, and they seemed to be of the same opinion as before.”

Dorian shrugged. “Well, they had a less complete picture of things than I do.”

“So true,” Azin murmured, his voice smooth as oil. “How very true. Underlings often think they know everything that needs to be known, but their ignorance can get in the way. But even worse would be explaining the minutiae of our work. Especially to the women. Airheaded things, but amusing in their own way.”

Dorian clenched his fist under the table, feeling scales sharpen across his hand and nails dig into his palm, nearly claws. “Sometimes, it’s best to keep some things private,” Dorian agreed aloud, working to keep his voice even.

Azin chuckled. “Precisely. So you’re interested in working for me after all?”

“Grash has been stingy about decent jobs right now,” Dorian said, which wasn’t wholly untrue. “And I hate cooling my heels in port. Time wasted is money unearned, so I was thinking I could do a few small things for you while Grash tries to figure out if I’m worth it or not.”

“The orc does have a penchant for abusing his employees,” Azin replied.

“Exactly. And Grash did allow us to work for others, even if we had to pay him a bit out of what we made. But I don’t think he’d notice if we stiffed him a bit here. And if he does, well, shows him for not appreciating our work.”

“Very smart,” Azin agreed, his bald head nodding. “And as it so happens, I have just the thing for your particular circumstances. Not far from Sphere, even.”

“What’s the catch?” Dorian prompted.

“The sector has a bit of a... pirate problem.”

“Well,” Dorian said, grinning. “That won’t be a problem for me!” And recalling Rina being on his crew, that was more than just an idle boast.

Azin smiled widely. “Good. Good. It’s a fairly simple job, but given the pirate situation, a bit troublesome. Fortunately, you won’t even need to go through the wyrmgate. Whole thing shouldn’t take more than a week there and back. But there’s some ruins out by the world of Ignia. A small thing built on the moon, said to date back to the age of the High Empire, or perhaps even before. At any rate, little more than an interesting tourist attraction these days. Fabled for the Pillars of the Stars, as they’re known. The Elven Imperials are apparently quite interested in them.”

“And what do I need to do?” Dorian asked.

“I have an acquaintance doing research on them. Roubald Stemm. Sadly, he’s a bit stuck out there, thanks to the previously mentioned pirates. I wish you to give him a ride back. But should he insist on staying, then simply bring me some of the research he was doing. It would be of great interest to certain clients of mine.”

Dorian nodded along slowly. The job did seem simple, aside from the whole pirate situation. “Sounds doable,” Dorian said.

“Splendid,” Azin purred. “And I’d like to mention to you, Captain Hawke, that I am a man who can appreciate someone with skill and abilities. I like to cultivate connections with those who can do exemplary work, and I would be delighted if you counted among them. For I always have plenty of work. Very lucrative work.”

“Always interested in making money,” Dorian admitted. “But I do still have a contract with Grash, and I’d rather not cross him. He’s not exactly the forgiving type.”

“Oh,” Azin said, lifting up his coffee and taking another delicate sip, his dark eyes lidding with amusement. “I wouldn’t worry about that. I’ll make sure the orc never suspects our arrangement.”

Dorian wondered at the elf’s confidence. Was he underestimating Grash? Likely. It was easy to think from a distance that an orc wouldn’t be particularly clever. But after working with Grash, Dorian was more than willing to extend him the benefit of the doubt.

That said, Azin didn’t strike Dorian as the type to make many miscalculations. Especially not one that bad. Still, everyone had their blind spots.

“Then sounds like we have an arrangement,” Dorian said.

“Indeed.” The thin elf extended his hand, and Dorian hid his reluctance as he shook, sealing the deal. Azin’s smile deepened, and he drew his hand back, his dark eyes lidded and sly as his fingers knit once more. “I will send someone by your ship in a few hours with the contract. Once it is signed, we will provide you with further details. I look forward to this arrangement, Captain Hawke, and those that come next.”

“Likewise,” Dorian said, rising, glad to leave, but reluctant to turn his back on Azin. Still, as he walked away, Dorian mused that he seemed to have handled that well enough.

Though the feeling of Azin’s eyes drilling into his back followed him all the way out the front doors.


Chapter 10


Dorian prowled about the helm with a frown, not liking the wait for Azin's people.

"Relax a bit," Fable said from the deck, where she was playing dice with Melia and Emberly. "They'll be coming."

"Yeah," Melia growled from behind her cards, "you're wrecking my concentration!"

"Sorry, sorry," Dorian sighed, forcing himself to stop by the wheel, though his foot began tapping almost immediately. Besides, he was pretty sure his pacing wasn't annoying the elf. The truth was, she was a terrible gambler – her hair a fluttering lie detector that forever betrayed her mood. All the light elves he’d met had such an ability. Which Dorian suspected was why Azin shaved his head.

"Give him a break," Emberly said, rattling the dice between a cup and her palm. "Besides, we all know you're just pissy because you're losing."

"I'm just... biding my time," Melia huffed angrily.

"And I'm biding your money," Fable giggled, clinking the coins before her.

Dorian smiled, but turned away as the dice rattled free. Not that he needed to look – Melia's groan of despair and Fable's giggle of triumph told him what he needed to know. Instead, his interest was piqued by the sound of footsteps clicking up the gangplank.

Dorian straightened sharply as the owner came into view, strutting aboard with long legs ending in small hooves. There was a dainty sensuality about her, particularly in the way her pinstripe suit hugged her every curve, her tie vanishing in the valley between two impressive breasts that strained the fabric. Half-moon glasses sat on her nose, her hair done up in a bun before two curving horns, and her skin a plum purple.

"So this is the fabled Dragon's Wing?" The demoness crowed, the briefcase she carried at her side swaying with her swishing steps, her head turning lazily to examine the breadth of the ship before she locked onto Dorian. Instantly, he felt himself stiffen both his spine and shaft at the heat in the demoness's eyes. "Mmm... I like what I see."

"And you are?" Dorian asked, making his way down from the helm.

"Filigra Brimms, at your service," she said. "I work for Mister Azin."

"Uh-huh," Dorian said uneasily before her. She reminded him starkly of the peddlers who used to come by Clemmen, selling elixirs they swore would cure all pains, and then vanishing before morning along with all the money and, at times, the silverware. "You're here with the information about the job?"

"Sure am," she chirped. "Just a girl on a mission and a job to do."

Dorian heard a quick clopping and jolted as Fable practically ran into him, the faun's arms locking around him, her eyes narrowed and glowing with the magic of her aura reading.

"Then talk," the faun said peevishly.

Filigra kept smiling, but Dorian caught a flash of heat in her eyes as her attention quickly swung back his way. "Now," Filigra said, cracking open her briefcase on the railing before bending over to fish out some documents, her pencil skirt riding high up her rear and giving Dorian flashes of pink panties beneath. "It'll be a pretty simple job. Oh, darn, where are those papers... Mmm... Aha!"

She swung about, beaming as she held out a small sheaf of documents. "Here we go. Contract all ready for you to sign! And let me tell you, Captain Hawke, that Mister Azin is really looking forward to working with you. And if I can do anything – anything at all – to help smooth this transaction, I'd be just tickled pink."

"Right," Dorian said guardedly as he took the papers, giving them a quick glance over. "If you don't mind, I think I'd like to confer with my crew a bit..."

"Confer away!" Filigra said with an idle flick of her fingers.

Dorian gave a short nod and returned to the midships, where Melia and Emberly had abandoned their game and were now standing. Joining them, Dorian lowered his voice and glanced at Fable, who was still casting glares at the demoness. "What's with you?" he asked.

"I don't like her," Fable growled. "She's got a filthy aura. Untrustworthy. Evil."

"She is a demon," Dorian noted, then glanced at Emberly. "No offence."

"None taken," the powder mage said, flipping through the pages of the contract. "Besides, it's a smart way to do business on Azin's end. A contract with her will be magically binding once she gets her kiss."

Fable jumped so sharply that Dorian had to jerk his head aside lest her antlers put out his eye. "K-kiss!" the faun yelped. "But..."

"Yep. Break it, and the magic will claim the penalty automatically," Emberly said, nodding along. "Very effective. When I was growing up, there would be palaces just stuffed to the gills with slaves taken by demon lords and queens. Didn't even need to lock them up. A lot of them broke the contracts and were enslaved utterly to their horny masters." She glanced up pointedly at Dorian. "In more ways than one."

Dorian glanced back at Filigra, who lounged casually against the railing, watching him intently as her tongue hungrily slid along her ruby lips.

Dorian shivered, and from more than just fear. "Let's... make sure there's no surprises in there," he said, turning back to Emberly.

The other demoness shrugged and handed the papers back to Dorian. "None that I can see. Head to Ignia's moon, find the archaeologist, and bring back either him or his research. Seems simple enough."

"And the consequences if we don't?" Dorian asked.

"A hefty fine," Emberly said. "Plus a task of equal value done pro bono."

Dorian grimaced. Not great, but not as bad as he'd feared. "Well, we can probably handle this thing alright. Especially with our new firepower."

"I don't have all day, you know," Filigra called to them.

Dorian shrugged and took the contract, turning back and walking up to the demoness. "Alright," he said, handing over the papers. "Seems to be in order."

"Wonderful," Filigra crooned, lifting the paper and delivering a heavy kiss to the bottom of the page. "And now," she said, setting the contract aside as she wrapped her arms around Dorian's neck, "my favourite part..."

Dorian steeled himself, not sure what to expect. But when the succubus's lush lips pressed to his, he jolted with shock, a gasp escaping him. Like a bolt of pure lightning pleasure shot through him from his mouth straight to his groin, he groaned as Filigra's lips gently moved against his own, the demoness's breasts rubbing against his chest adoringly. Only with the greatest of efforts did Dorian keep himself from grabbing a handful of her plush bottom and grinding her against his bulge.

"Mmm," Filigra moaned, one of her legs wrapping around his hips, her body rocking shamelessly against him. "Mmm. Mmm. Mmmmm!"

Dorian felt her shudder, saw her lidded eyes flutter, and felt the subtle dampness from her front.

"Alright! That's enough!" Fable squeaked in indignation, shoving the succubus off Dorian, her lips coming free with a popping sound.

Filigra staggered back a little, like she'd just drunk half a bar under the table. "Woah," she breathed, taking a shaky breath before tossing her head, smoothing back her hair. "Oh wow."

Dorian swallowed hard, trying to ignore the throbbing in his pants. "Did it work?" he asked.

"Oh, yes. It very much did," the demoness breathed, licking her lips, looking at him in awe. "But what are you? Because you sure as hells aren't human, huh?"

"I'm just a captain," Dorian replied gruffly. "Nothing more."

" Yeah!" Fable barked, squeezing herself harder against him, glaring at the violet-skinned harlot like mere intensity of anger could engulf the demoness in flame.

"Sure you are," Filigra said with a knowing smirk.

"Alright!" Emberly interrupted, plowing forward and grabbing the other demoness by the back of her jacket. "Contract signed. Work done. Time for you to piss off, savvy?"

"Wha? Hey! No fair," Filigra whined as Emberly fairly frogmarched her to the gangplank. "Why do you get all of him and I don't even get a taste?"

"You got plenty more than a taste. Now, off you go!" Emberly said, her voice firm.

"Alright! Alright! I'm going," Filigra said, shaking off Emberly's hands before huffily straightening her jacket and skirt. She cast a last smoky glance Dorian's way, another smirk hovering on her lips. "Until next time," she added, blowing a kiss his way.

"Out!" Emberly barked, moving to kick the other horned woman, only for Filigra to skip down the gangplank, laughing all the way.

Dorian took a deep breath, let it out. "Gods," he sighed.

"Honestly!" Melia growled, striding up and glaring after the demoness's retreating figure. "Can we take you anywhere, Dorian, without getting propositioned by random sluts?"

"Hey, be nice," Fable protested, squeezing him so tight that Dorian was having a bit of trouble breathing. "It's not his fault he's too fun and sexy. And besides, she was a demoness. You know what they're like. No offence."

"Again," Emberly declared, rounding on them with arms crossed below her bandolier-covered breasts, "none taken."

"But you didn't have to enjoy it quite that much," Fable noted, looking up accusingly at Dorian.

"Me?" he protested. "But I... Well, okay, it did feel good, but you know I wouldn't do anything further without talking to you all first."

"I know," Fable sighed, pouting. "I know you're loyal and kind and love us to pieces. But it just steams me sometimes, you know? Just thinking about her going home and remembering that kiss while probably touching herself until she creams a second time. Thinking about you doing all sorts of things to her. Those lips of yours are ours. We claimed them first!"

"Well, not first," Dorian argued. "That would be that milkmaid when I was fourteen..."

Fable jabbed a finger in his stomach, making him grunt. "You know what I mean," she huffed.

"I do," Dorian said, rubbing the spot she'd jabbed but giving her a worried look. "But you seem a bit more extreme about this, Fable. You didn't used to mind this much. Like when Stella felt me up."

"I know," Fable pouted, clasping her hands behind her and swaying a little, her antlered head bowed slightly. "It's just... you're my home now, Dorian. Wherever you are, it's like it's where I'm supposed to be too. And that sort of thing... I haven't felt that since my home world. So just the thought of someone trying to steal you away like that demon slut, it..."

Dorian smiled fondly down at the faun and lovingly mussed her hair. The weight of her words hung heavy on him, for he knew that Fable's homeworld had been destroyed. Everyone she knew and loved killed in a planetary holocaust the scale of which he couldn't even imagine. "I think I get it," he agreed, gently pressing her against his chest. "And don't you worry. I won't be going anywhere."

Fable sighed, arms wrapping around him as she nuzzled his chest. "I know," she said, voice muffled. Then she tilted back her head, mischief gleaming in her eyes. "But you're not off the hook until I suck that cock."

Dorian rolled his eyes with a smile. "Really?" he asked.

"It calms me down," Fable said, her hand stealing between Dorian's legs and gently squeezing his bulge, making him grunt. "And clearly you could use it."

"Hey! No fair. I want some of that action too, savvy?" Emberly protested, striding up with hands on her hips.

"Yeah! I mean... well, it's only fair," Melia agreed, her hair fluttering a shy but aroused pink.

Dorian looked between the trio with a chuckle. "Fine," he said. "But can we at least go to my cabin first? Filigra might be lurking around with a telescope or something, after all."

Fable squeaked and grabbed his hand, her hooves clopping as she fairly dragged Dorian back towards his cabin, Emberly and Melia in hot pursuit. Dorian could only laugh.

And once the door was closed behind them, moan.


Chapter 11


With their mission settled and signed, Dorian could barely suppress his eagerness to sail the stars once more. No sooner had they taken on supplies and finished the last of their work ashore than he stepped up to the wheel, excitement thrumming in his veins.

The core set in the middle of the wheel glowed hot like a crimson and golden eye at his presence. Dorian cracked his knuckles, savouring the moment, then reached out and grasped the spokes.

No sooner did he touch the wheel than scales flowed down his arms, his hands turning to claws as he felt the core draw from his draconic essence. The swirling silver gilt of The Dragon’s Wing lit up like veins of light as they were infused with his power, the oars once at rest shimmering as red and gold magic filled them, like the membranes of wings.

“Hoist the sails!” Dorian called, his soul singing as if a fire had ignited in his chest and begged to be unleashed.

“Aye aye!” Fable called from aloft, letting loose the sails so they unfurled like great curtains, instantly bellying as they caught the winds of magic that flowed between worlds.

“Loose us!” Dorian shouted.

“Loose!” Melia cried, freeing the mooring rope from its peg and hauling it aboard.

Dorian grinned, bracing his feet as he looked into the void ahead. “Then here. We. Go!”

The last word came in a roar as the oars gave a great sweep, spurring them on from the dock. Like a dog loosed from its leash, The Dragon’s Wing sprang forward into the void, magic blazing in their wake as the ship soared toward open space, their air bubble shimmering as it disconnected from Sphere’s.

Dorian breathed in deeply, relishing the moment—the rush, the feel of the ship under his command once more. It thrummed in his veins like a drug, and the surge of his magic through it couldn’t be compared to anything else, save for when he was in his true dragon form.

With gentle touches of the wheel, Dorian sent The Dragon’s Wing flying through the traffic around Sphere, dipping around the endless stream of ships coming to and from the station world. He skipped them around a barge which blew its horn in indignation, but Dorian couldn’t find the energy to care.

Free.

Free again.

“You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

Dorian glanced over his shoulder to see Rina striding up to him, the dragoness looking intently into the space ahead.

“Maybe a little,” Dorian replied.

“It is in your nature,” she said sagely. “The thrill of flight. Nothing can compare.”

Dorian had no argument. He merely nodded and looked ahead once more, smiling happily.

Until he saw the gilded battleship ahead.

He wasn’t sure how he’d missed it, for the bulky warship shone like a mobile sun with the amount of gold gilt strung across its hull. Cannon ports were open all along its side, while on its top several batteries of turrets were lined up. As gaudy as it was deadly, Dorian nevertheless instantly knew that they were its target as the warship swung its prow toward them.

“Fucking hell,” Emberly groaned from near the stern. “Can we ever leave Sphere without a goddamn inspection?”

“I guess not,” Dorian sighed, already dreading what was to come. And for more reasons than ever. Though he had been told Luceran was a rogue captain, he was also pretty sure the Elvish Imperium wouldn’t be thrilled to know he’d killed the man either.

But when the gilded ship drifted closer and Dorian saw who was standing at the rail, he realised it was even worse. For standing there in all her pompous glory was Rear Admiral Fara.

Luceran’s daughter.

Dorian quickly composed himself and had the oars fan out, slowing The Dragon’s Wing from its headlong flight, gliding them alongside the navy craft. Releasing the wheel, his scales flicking back from his arms, Dorian moved to the rail and smiled disarmingly at the woman. “Hello!” he called out. “What can we do for you, Admiral?”

Fara Luceran stood in all the grandeur of the Elven Imperium, and there was a lot of it. Wearing a pristine white captain’s jacket, her chest was so loaded with medals she practically wore a breastplate along the unsubtle curve. Epaulets with more lace than a ship’s rigging weighed her shoulders, and a hat even more impressive than Rina’s sat on her head. Her hair was rolled into curls that shimmered with cold blue, her face hard but lovely, one hand resting on the hilt of a sword.

“Captain Hawke,” Fara called, her voice amplified by some magic. “We’ve been looking for you.”

“Have you?” Dorian asked.

“Should we not be?”

“I don’t really see why you would be.”

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. “The Imperium likes to keep an eye on anyone keeping their artefacts.”

Dorian resisted the urge to sigh. Though The Dragon’s Wing was, indeed, a relic of the High Empire, he’d claimed it, but was really starting to wonder if it was worth it. Her father had been after it too. Well, sort of. He’d actually been after a particular relic that had been aboard, which had resulted in a brutal space battle and boarding action.

“Then, are you satisfied?” Dorian asked. “I really do need to get moving. I have a job to do.”

“Where might that be?”

“I’d prefer not to say.”

Fara glowered at him, but Dorian’s expression remained carefully neutral. But now that he thought about it, this was really an excellent opportunity to try something...

“Though,” he amended, “if you really wanted to know, I suppose you could always ask Azin.”

Her brow furrowed. “Who?”

Well, that was interesting. “The one who hired me,” Dorian said carefully. “Minor job in the sector.”

Fara stared at him as if trying to glean his thoughts through sheer force of will. Which maybe she was, with the sheer amount of arcane tools Dorian could sense on her. But if so, it had no effect on him, and at last, the admiral nodded and made a dismissive motion.

“Then be on your way, Captain Hawke. We will keep an eye out for you.”

“Thanks,” Dorian grunted, turning and moving back towards the wheel. Gripping it, he fed another pulse into the ship’s core, the stone glowing hot as the oars swept back into motion, urging The Dragon’s Wing away from the glitzy bulk of the Imperial warship.

Rina growled beside him, glaring at the retreating form of the battleship. “The gall that mortal had, speaking to you. We should torch her ship!”

“Tempting,” Dorian admitted, never averting his eyes from the way forward. “But probably more trouble than it’d be worth.”

Rina huffed and wandered over to the rail, watching as the congestion of ships bound for Sphere thinned. Soon, the station world receded in their wake, glowing like a miniature sun as Dorian guided them deeper into the Black and the waiting unknown.

Dorian sighed, relaxing contentedly at the wheel, feeling the ship beneath his feet and the subtle acceleration of motion. The creak of the rigging and the voices of the women aboard filled the air as they called to one another, adjusting ropes and sails where needed as they reached a pleasant speed.

They’d been sailing for several hours when he heard a sudden, “Oh wow!”

Dorian looked quickly to the crow’s nest, where he spotted Fable leaning out, her eyes aglow as she peered into space.

“What is it?” he asked.

Fable merely grinned, glancing down at him. “You’ll see!” she sang.

Dorian eyed her, then looked ahead. Soon enough, he did indeed spot something—pinpricks of light that grew brighter as they sailed forward. He squinted, easing on the oars as the source of the lights came nearer.

And then he saw them.

Dorian’s jaw dropped as a pod of starwhals came into view. Huge creatures as big as The Dragon’s Wing, their hides shimmered with blues and violets like living canvases. Tails beat, and through the void, he heard the mournful song of the titanic creatures echoing around him. Great horns, like those of a unicorn, peaked from their heads, glowing bright as pilot stars guiding them through the black seas of space.

“Gods above,” Dorian breathed.

“How enchanting!” Ariana cried, the fox-girl rushing to the rail with her sketchbook in hand, her pencil already flying across the paper. “A pod of starwhals! They must be migrating to the other side of the sector. Oh, how wonderful!”

Dorian had to agree. He watched in awe as the behemoths of the stars seemed to swim through the void, the glow of their hides shifting in hues, calves swirling around their parents. Dorian shook his head, amazed. No matter how many years he sailed the stars, he knew there would always be something more to surprise him.

“I’ll sail around them,” he said, adjusting the wheel.

“Oh, you mustn’t!” Ariana cried, turning in horror, her ears quivering with agitation. “Please, Dorian. Can’t we just take in the sight?”

“Yeah!” Fable cried from the crow’s nest, leaning out perilously. “Please, Dorian! This sort of thing is so rare!”

Dorian hesitated, then shrugged. “Sure,” he finally said, releasing his hold on the wheel. “Why not?”

Cheers came from the women, who resumed their posts to watch the great creatures sail by. Dorian joined them, going up to the railing, leaning on it as he watched the pod pass, the hues radiating from their hides rippling across him and the others.

Gods, he was glad he came to the stars…

A rustle of fabric caught his attention, and he looked back to see something equally interesting—namely, Rina stripping down.

“Uh…” Dorian said. “What are you doing?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked, pulling off her shirt and tossing it aside, revealing she most definitely wasn’t wearing a bra. “I intend to fly with the whales for a bit. It’s been too long since I’ve been able to properly stretch my wings.”

“I… suppose,” Dorian replied. “Well, try not to disturb them, and don’t range too far.”

Rina blinked at him, bent halfway over in the midst of pulling her pants down. “Are you not joining me?”

“What?” Dorian said blankly.

“Yes,” Rina continued, shucking off her pants, leaving her in nothing but her garish hat as she kicked away her clothes. “Have you not felt the confines of that body keenly now? Surely you would take this opportunity to enjoy a proper flight!”

“Oh,” Dorian hesitated. “Well, I don’t know if I’d have the energy to spend it like that.”

“What are you talking about?” Rina asked with a befuddled look. “You are a dragon. It takes some energy to shift forms, true, but none to maintain your true guise.”

“That hasn’t been my experience,” he admitted. “It’s been getting easier, but I’ve still had trouble keeping the shape for longer periods. I was raised as a human, so this feels more…”

Dorian trailed off. Though he found his human form ‘normal,’ that didn’t mean his dragon shape felt abnormal. In fact, being a dragon felt incredible on every level. But being human was like wearing a comfortable outfit, whereas the draconic shape was more like putting on your best clothes for a special occasion.

“At any rate,” he continued, “I’ve been human pretty much my whole life.”

“Ugh,” Rina replied, a look of profound disgust on her face that made Dorian feel a little offended. “How disgusting!”

Dorian could only shrug helplessly. “I guess?”

A hand suddenly clapped him on the shoulder, and Emberly appeared at his side, grinning. “You should do it, Dorian!” she declared, grinning wolfishly. “Stretch those wing muscles. Build up your stamina, savvy? Won’t get any better at it by keeping all those muscles hidden, you know.”

“Oh yes!” Ariana exclaimed, tearing herself from the starwhals with an eager expression. “Please, Dorian. It would be the perfect subject to sketch!”

“Well…” Dorian mused, not opposed to the idea. In fact, their words made it seem even more appealing with every entreaty. He finally shrugged, grinning. “Alright. Why not?”

“Oh! Are you going to get naked too?” Fable cried from the crow’s nest.

“Don’t need to do that,” Dorian said. “I can shift with my clothes on.”

“You can?” Rina asked, startled.

“Yeah. Isn’t that normal?”

Rina’s face faintly flushed. “O-of course! Any dragon could. I just feel more… comfortable unburdened by such things.”

“Suuuure,” Melia said with a knowing look, her hair an amused violet.

Rina glared at the elf, huffed so hard steam escaped her nose, and then began to change. A flash of flame enveloped her and her body swelled as wings sprouted from her shoulders, red scales shimmering as they spread across her body. Her face lengthened, her teeth sharpened to fangs as she unfurled her immense wings. The Dragon’s Wing shuddered as she took flight with a great burst of strength, leaping from the deck and spreading her broad wings.

Just the sight of the other dragon transforming made Dorian shiver in anticipation. He strode to the rail, planted a foot on it, and shook himself, feeling the heat deep within his core. With a surge of will, he let it loose, feeling it fill him in a sudden flood of energy, like a fire finally exposed to oxygen, and he leaped over the side of the ship and after her.

As he fell, the changes claimed him. His body grew as the power within him exploded, filling him to bursting. Wings made of starlight flashed from his back before extending even further. Scales of crimson and gold washed over him, his neck extending and face becoming a muzzle filled with razor sharp teeth. Horns sprouted from his brow, and a tail from his back.

With a roar, Dorian swept up along the underside of the ship and out the other side, beats of his wings easily breaking him free of the loose gravity well. He stretched his wings to their fullest extent, trails of magic left in his wake with the exhilaration of freedom. Of power!

Dorian heard a roar and looked up as Rina passed him, the red dragon’s scales lacking Dorian’s shimmer of power but impressive all the same. In fact, Dorian realised he was a bit bigger than the red dragon—a fact that surprised him, yet thrilled him in a way he wasn’t sure he could parse at the moment.

So he didn’t. With the rush of flight and the power of his draconic form singing in his veins, he pursued the smaller dragon, great beats of his wings speeding him after her. He caught Rina’s golden eye and swore he saw a smirk on her muzzle before she suddenly twisted in midair, flying toward the pod of starwhals.

Dorian grinned and raced after her, the gentle leviathans, bigger than the two dragons, letting out startled bellows as Dorian and Rina flew among them. The red dragon dove under a great male whose hide shimmered over scars and the craters of ancient meteor impacts. Dorian tucked his wings, rolling along the great starwhal’s flank before fanning his wings again, catching the winds of astral magic streaming through the void from suns and worlds.

Dorian caught sight of Rina and put on another burst of speed. She hadn’t seen him yet, her eyes scanning below her, no doubt waiting for him to shoot past before ambushing him. Grinning, he soared over her, his claws flicking her back as he passed.

The red dragon squawked in surprise, her wings giving a startled beat as Dorian flew over her with a roaring laugh. He heard her growl in annoyance, and looking back, he saw her give chase.

Excitement rushed through him, and he narrowed his body, tucking in his legs as his wings beat faster, leaving the spooked pod of space whales behind as the pair of them shot into the void. Dorian’s eyes landed on a distant comet shooting through the stars, its tail of ice trailing like blue fire. For no other reason than it was there, Dorian made for it, racing the other dragon.

As they neared, he felt her closing in. A glance back confirmed it—Rina’s eyes were fixed and intent, but amusement danced in them all the same. Dorian put on another burst of speed, but Rina closed quickly. Just above the icy field of the comet, Rina pounced, crashing into his back.

Dorian roared in mock anger and surprise as the pair tumbled to the frozen surface, skidding across it in a hail of chipped ice and snowflakes. Rolling, Dorian managed to get her under him, and together they crashed into a hill.

Breathing hard, Dorian reared above the dragoness. “Caught you!” he roared with triumph.

Rina panted beneath him, her head curving up to look at him, something hot and molten in her golden eyes. Dorian was breathing hard, feeling the same thing. A rush of warmth, different but no less exciting than the surge from his transformation.

Dorian swallowed, instinct urging him to do more, but he shook it off. “We should… get back to the ship,” he managed.

“No,” Rina breathed, leaning in, her tail winding with his as she gently bit his neck. “Stay…”

Dorian shuddered, an almost animal urge to mate with the female beneath him thudding in his veins. The need boiled in the draconic core of his being. “I… I can’t,” he gasped. “I shouldn’t stay like this too long. Still need… need to pilot the ship. And I have to change back soon.”

He heard her growl and felt her talons grip his shoulders, her tail squeezing his as her fangs nipped his neck. “I want you with me, my mate,” she breathed.

And he wanted her. Gods, he really did. It was an almost physical need to pin her down and mate her like this. But he pulled back, shaking his head. “Not now,” he said.

Despite her draconic muzzle, Dorian could see a pout on her face. “But soon?” she asked hopefully, rubbing her neck against his. “Soon we can be together?”

“Soon,” Dorian agreed.

Rina sighed, but released him. Disentangling himself from the amorous dragon, Dorian turned and, with a beat of his wings, took flight anew. He sensed, more than saw, Rina follow him, the heat of her desire like the warmth of a sun calling him back to her, but Dorian tamped down those flames for now. His excuse wasn’t a total lie. He was starting to feel the beginning of strain from his transformation, though much less significant than it once was. He truly felt like he could spend hours in his draconic form.

But mating?

Well, that was maybe an experiment better undertaken someplace where he could breathe without being covered in scales.

When he spotted The Dragon’s Wing once more, Dorian grinned. He saw the four women aboard cheer as he closed in, already transforming back into his human form. With a beat of his fading wings, he landed as a man gently on the deck. No sooner had he done so than he was swarmed by his four lovers, praise and excitement bubbling from them.

“Amazing, Dorian. Amazing! I love it every time I see it!” Fable babbled, eagerly throwing herself into his arms and hugging him tight.

“Look at you! Almost seemed like a proper dragon out there,” Emberly crowed, slapping him proudly on the back.

“Thanks. Felt good,” Dorian admitted.

“I can’t wait to show you the painting I’ll make of it!” Ariana gushed, clutching her notebook with excitement. “You’ll be amazed, Dorian. Utterly amazed!”

“Looking forward to it,” Dorian told her fondly. “But I’d better set our course for now. We’ve still got a ways to go…”


Chapter 12


Melia tried not to feel jealous after seeing the flight of the dragons, but it was an unwelcome reminder of just how different Dorian was from the rest of them. Even hours later, when Dorian finally set their course and went below to rest, it still rankled her to think of what he and Rina had shared—something she would never know.

And it was bound to become more obvious.

The elf sighed, leaning against the mast, eyeing Rina as the dragoness lingered outside the door of Dorian’s cabin. She had noted that Dorian seemed more able to maintain that draconic shape than before. The first time he’d changed, he’d passed out for nearly two days. Now, he could spend over an hour in it, blow up an Imperial battleship, fight a duel with a golem, and still have enough energy to try and repair The Dragon’s Wing. One day, he might turn into a dragon and never turn back.

It was a sobering reminder. Melia had thought she’d gotten used to leaving people behind in her life, but at the thought of Dorian abandoning her… She grimaced, her stomach tightening in despair at even the idea.

She shook her head, pushing off the mast. Things were settled aboard, more or less. The ship was on course, and there wasn’t much left to bother with, which was probably why Fable and Emberly were setting up another game of cards while Ariana continued to work on her painting not far away, having produced a whole damned easel and paints from the dimensional pocket of her bag.

“Well, well!” Emberly said as Melia approached, the demoness grinning wickedly as cards fluttered between her hands. “Come on by to lose your shirt as well as your spending cash?”

“You wish,” Melia growled, taking a seat on some coiled ropes as she dragged over a barrel to act as the table. “This time, I’m going to get you down to your panties.”

“Sounds fun! Maybe I’ll make it my new attire,” the demoness shot back goodnaturedly.

“Want to join us, Rina?” Fable called to the dragon.

Melia looked curiously toward the dragoness, who was eyeing them uncertainly.

“What?” Rina demanded.

“Playing cards. Want a game?” Fable asked.

Melia gave the faun a surprised look but knew her well enough to recognise the craftiness hidden in Fable’s smile.

“Aye,” Emberly said, grinning. “Come on, play. Or just chat. We should probably get to know each other a bit better, seeing as we’re sailing together, savvy?”

The dragoness frowned but prowled warily forward, her movements reminding Melia strongly of a stray cat being lured in by some scraps. “I have little interest in mortal games,” she remarked.

“Then sit down and just enjoy the ambiance,” Fable said, lounging back. “Besides, I bet you have plenty of stories to impress us with.”

“Well, naturally,” Rina scoffed.

“Oh? Do tell,” Emberly slyly prompted. “I bet you you’ve done some truly exciting things!”

“Well,” Rina said, preening under the compliments. “By dragon standards, they aren’t terribly interesting. But by your mortal ones…”

“We’re all ears,” Fable said, dealing out the cards. “Go on! Like, have you known many dragons besides Dorian? How does he measure up?”

Melia’s ears pricked up, finally picking up on the point of drawing the dragon in. She gave the dragoness a shrewd, sideways glance as Rina perched herself on another barrel, adjusting her pompous hat smugly.

“Well,” Rina said, “I have known a few dragons before. Mostly other females.”

“Really?” Ariana suddenly said, poking her head over her canvas, ears twitching eagerly. “Are there more female than male dragons?”

“Of course,” Rina replied with exasperated bemusement. “Male dragons are a premium breed. Many get themselves killed in fights with other males, battling for territory, prestige, treasure, or the attention of females. A truly powerful male is happy to show himself off in order to collect his harem.”

“Ha!” Emberly cackled. “I knew it. No wonder Dorian’s so good at gathering prime women around him, eh?”

“Exactly,” Rina agreed eagerly. “A male like him would normally have almost a dozen females that he frequented, mating and visiting their lairs in a regular circuit to ensure they’re properly bred. And a place in those harems is highly prized!”

“Have you fought other dragons before?” Melia asked.

“Not in quite a while. None have tried to steal my territory. But I did have to clear some dangerous creatures from where I ended up making my hoard. Not to mention gathering those treasures. I couldn’t wait to build up enough to truly show my mate what I can do!”

“That’s why you hoard treasure?” Melia said in amazement, the cards in her hands completely forgotten.

“Of course! Naturally, gold and such is comfortable as well,” Rina said. “But no female would be brazen enough to try and land a mate without a proper hoard to show off.”

Melia and Fable exchanged a look. “That’s a hell of a dowry,” Fable said.

“I do not know what that word means,” Rina noted. “Your mortal terms change so often, it’s rarely worthwhile to learn your rituals. Your High Empire was the last one I bothered with.”

“Gods!” Ariana squealed in amazement. “You mean you witnessed the High Empire?”

“Of course. It was a splendid way to build up my hoard. Their treasure ships were always worthwhile to raid.”

“Gods,” Ariana gasped, hands clutched to her mouth in amazement. “You must be millennia old.”

Rina scowled, though Melia thought it looked more like a pout. “I may be young, but I still have done very well for myself,” she huffed.

“Millennia is young?” Melia said skeptically.

“Oh yes,” Fable chimed in as she switched out some cards. “Dragons can live for thousands of years even before they start mating. Before that, they’re very solitary, which is probably why they can act like children. Immature. Juvenile. Kind of bratty—”

Rina exhaled sharply, sending a gout of flame across the barrel and lighting the tips of Fable’s antlers on fire. The faun squeaked in surprise, dropping her cards and hastily patting out the light.

“Take care, faun,” Rina said haughtily. “My patience for my mate’s pets is deep, but not bottomless.”

“Speaking of,” Ariana said, peering shyly over her canvas, her tail swishing eagerly behind her, “what do you make of him?”

“Make of him?” Rina asked, squinting with curiosity at the fox-girl.

“You know. How does Dorian match up? I’d love to know.”

Melia turned back to Rina, and she wasn’t alone. The elf noted that everyone aboard was now looking with great interest at the dragoness.

Rina hummed, leaning back in her seat with a look of smug importance. “Well,” she mused, “he’s quite the impressive specimen. A stellar dragon is incredibly rare. Especially one unattached.”

“He’s not unattached,” Melia noted, feeling the heat of her hair as it flared red.

Rina made a dismissive motion with her hand, her loose sleeve flopping. “I meant unattached to a dragon. Plenty of other dragons keep mortal pets for pleasure or as curiosities. Anyway, it hardly matters. I’ve never known an astral dragon not to have at least a dozen females at a time. And a stellar dragon? By the sires,” she breathed, her eyes glowing hot. “A mate like no other! Our young would be the envy of every female in this galaxy.

“Though,” Rina noted with a slight frown. “He leads a strange life. Very few of his breed of dragons would live like this, piloting some ship when he might fly where he wished to far more easily. But I must admit, there is a certain something to it.”

“Really?” Fable said. “I’d imagine it would seem pretty dull to someone like you.”

“It is,” Rina replied dismissively. “In certain aspects. But there’s much adventure here as well. A dragon might do nothing for centuries but sleep, maybe rising often enough to hunt. But you seem to cram so much into every day. It’s quite surprising. For a dragon, few things can stand against us but another dragon. But he insists on negotiating instead of merely threatening to destroy whatever bothers him until he gets his way. It’s such a strange idea,” she said, shaking her head.

Melia stared at the dragoness, not sure how to take that. Naturally, the elf knew that little could face off against a dragon outside of a battleship, and even then she’d bet ten to one on the dragon. There were endless tales in every spaceport about dragons destroying ships and barges, devouring the crews and looting the remains before vanishing into the Black. But the reminder that the creature sitting beside them not only saw nothing wrong with that but had probably done it more than once sent an uneasy shiver up her spine. Her hand moved instinctively toward her sword until she forced herself to relax, shaking off the tension.

“But how did you find him?” Rina asked, focusing her attention on Fable and Melia, making both women stiffen a little under such intense scrutiny. “He claimed he lived as a human most of his life. Surely that must be a lie.”

“I’m curious about that too,” Ariana chimed in from her canvas. “Do tell!”

Melia and Fable shared a glance. “Well,” Fable began with an awkward laugh, “first, we almost dropped our boat on him. Then…”

Melia listened as Fable recounted the story of their meeting and first adventures, adding a few details here and there, but mostly letting Fable describe those fateful days. Looking back on it, Melia was once again amazed at how it had all come about and felt her heart throb at the memory of first meeting Dorian. They had come so far since then...

“And then we sailed back from the graveyard,” Fable finished with a shrug.

“A feudal world?” Rina said, frowning. “How strange. I would think something more grand would be his homeworld.”

Melia was about to add more when she heard the cabin door open. She looked from the dragoness back to the deck to see Dorian emerge. He straightened, wearing nothing but sail cloth pants and shirt, and yet even then Melia felt her heart skip a beat. The depth of his chest. His powerful arms. Everything about him just radiated strength and confidence, she felt it throb in her core and warm the spot beneath her stomach.

“Dorian!” she called, rising to her feet. “You look… good!”

“Do I?” he asked, grinning as he crossed the deck toward them.

“I mean, really,” Melia said, trying not to blush and failing miserably. “You’ve only been down for maybe an hour. Are you really all rested?”

“Yeah,” he said, rolling his shoulders. “Looks like I’m getting better at the whole dragon thing, huh?”

“I suppose so,” she said, forcing herself to keep her voice jovial and to hide her unease. But as Dorian took to the wheel again, the sight of him and Rina flying away in their dragon forms flashed through her mind, and her stomach turned at the thought of seeing it again, and possibly for a final time.


Chapter 13


As the days passed and they delved deeper into the sector, Dorian was surprised they didn’t run across any pirates, though the evidence of their presence wasn’t lacking.

Several times, as they sailed through the void, they passed by wrecks of ships left adrift, and a few times Fable warned them off, her aura-reading detecting threats in the distance that Dorian was glad to avoid. Though he didn’t fear pirates, he’d much rather save himself a fight, and spare the girls any chance of getting injured.

In this way, five days out from Sphere, they came across the moon in question.

It was a large grey sphere orbiting a world of simmering red, covered in storms that flared below the atmosphere like a fortune teller's ball foreseeing disaster. The moon itself, by contrast, was a dead thing, but as Dorian angled the oars and sailed The Dragon’s Wing towards its surface, the evidence that it hadn’t always been the case was plain to see.

Ruins seemed to cover the world, most so broken they were little more than foundations strewn across the surface. Ancient stone monoliths rose into the sky like needles, many worked with strange, winding grooves that twisted over their surfaces in spirals that made Dorian’s hackles rise and filled him with aversion. They were old, Dorian could sense. Older than anything he had seen before. Old and terrible in a way he felt instinctively more than saw.

“Any sign of our man?” Dorian called up to Fable.

“Not seeing anything yet,” the faun called back, leaning out of the crow’s nest, shading her glowing eyes as she scanned the cyclopean ruins of the fallen city.

“Keep looking,” he said, a touch of the wheel sending their ship skimming around the broken bulk of one of the pillars, letting it whoosh by them.

“Fascinating,” Ariana breathed from nearby, the beast-girl leaning over the rail and peering at the passing ruins in awe. “They are, perhaps, of the Utrian civilization. Or maybe even older.”

“You don’t know?” Dorian asked.

She glanced back with an apologetic look. “The galaxy is a large place, Dorian. Stellar empires can rise and fall without ever being recorded or even seen until their ruins lay bare. Even the Archivists don’t know everything. Had I access to the deeper secrets and records, perhaps I could say more. But…” She shrugged.

“All good,” Dorian grunted. “But if you see anything weird, let me know. Well,” he added as they passed a statue that looked like a monstrous reptile devouring a fresco of fleeing people, “weirder.”

“Of course,” Ariana replied.

“Got something!”

Dorian quickly looked up to Fable. “Where?” he asked.

“That way,” the faun said, pointing at what looked like a relatively intact ruin on the surface.

Dorian tilted the wheel, The Dragon’s Wing turning sharply and rushing down toward the distant building. The structure was pyramidal in design, though squared and dotted with the broken pillars like they’d seen elsewhere. As he cruised down towards it, Dorian fanned out the oars, slowing their ship as they floated near the entrance.

There, just visible, was the unmistakable shimmer of an air bubble poking through the doors.

“Got it,” Dorian said as he eased more power from their ship, deftly maneuvering it near the entrance until the air bubbles connected. Dorian released the wheel, stepping back. “Throw down a ladder. Melia? Fable? With me.”

“What about me?” Rina demanded indignantly.

“I need you to stay aboard,” he told the dragoness quickly. “If any pirates or monsters spot us, I need you to protect the ship along with Emberly and Ariana.”

Rina pouted, but much to Dorian’s relief, she didn’t argue further. A rope ladder was tossed over the side of the ship, rattling its way down before brushing the dusty earth of the moon below. Dorian climbed down first, landing in a puff of dust and taking a step towards the temple.

It had looked large before, but up close the place was positively titanic. The entrance loomed above them, nearly big enough to comfortably fit their ship were the masts removed. Darkness lurked within, sullen and menacing in its emptiness. An impression that was more instinctive to Dorian than anything, making the hairs on his arms stand up as Fable and Melia climbed down after him, both carrying lanterns.

Kindling one, Dorian took the lead, his footsteps echoing hollowly as they passed into the ship’s air bubble, the air within stale and unpleasant.

“Big place,” Dorian grunted, his lantern’s glow illuminating the frescoes on either side of the entrance, filled with more of the strange pictograms that he couldn’t make heads or tails of.

“I’ll say,” Melia agreed, and Dorian noticed she had drawn her sword.

“Mmm,” Fable said, sticking close to him. “I don’t like it in here. It’s got a bad aura.”

“Threatening?” Dorian asked, reflexively tensing.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “It’s kinda… I dunno. Tense. Like an angry dog giving a warning growl.”

Dorian nodded slowly. Her feelings matched his well. There was something about the cyclopean halls of the ancient temple that radiated a sort of silent menace that was not encouraging.

Guided by Fable’s readings, they continued down the wide path and deeper into the waiting catacombs. Broken statues soon lined the way, along with what looked like immense stone doorways here and there. Dorian was encouraged by the sight of footprints in the dust. Then, something glinted silvery in the lamplight.

Instantly Dorian stopped, his hand coming up, forestalling those behind him. Fable and Melia stumbled to a halt. “What?” Melia asked, peering about the dark, sword lifted in readiness.

Dorian crouched, squinting, and as he lifted the light he again caught a gleam of silver. “Tripwire,” he said, tracking it to side of the passage, where what looked like a barrel had been crouched into a corner. “Explosive trap by the looks of it.”

“Someone takes their security seriously,” Fable murmured, somewhat pale.

Dorian nodded, straightening and beckoning them on. Torches fluttering, Melia and Fable followed deeper into the tunnel.

Several more times Dorian had them pause for more tripwires, bear traps, and even a pit cunningly hidden by an illusion spell. Nevertheless, they soon passed them and came upon what appeared to be a vast ritual chamber. More frescoes crawled about the walls in ragged pictograms, and in the middle of the room sat what could only be the campsite of Roubald Stemm.

It was a simple thing: a few sea chests piled not far away, a large domed tent set up, and some sort of elaborate mechanical device like an umbrella fed with wires, culminating in a glowing orb at its peak.

“What’s that thing?” Dorian asked, nodding toward the device.

“Air bubble maker,” Fable remarked. “Handy when you’re camping out on a place like this. By the looks of it, this one could supply a single person for months.”

“Which means company is rather discouraged, my dear girl.”

Dorian froze at the voice and tensed as the flap of the tent was pushed aside, revealing the wide barrel of a blunderbuss. It was soon followed by a stringy elf wearing a pith helmet and tan explorer’s attire. A flowing mustache flared a threatening red on his upper lip, and drooped over his chin to flap whenever the strange elf spoke.

“Now,” he said, squinting eyes sliding between them, “kindly put your hands up, you dastardly fellows, and tell me how the devils did you pirates find me?”

“Roubald Stemm?” Dorian guessed, raising his arms into the air.

The barrel of the gun swung his way. “Hm? How’d you bally well know my name? Are you spies, eh? Come to steal my research, eh?”

“Er, no,” Dorian said slowly. Though he doubted the hand cannon the elf was holding would do much damage to him, Dorian wasn’t particularly keen to test the theory. “We were sent by Azin. He wants an update.”

The barrel dropped an inch and Roubald peered at them. “Oh, does he now? I say, he would. Can’t a chap get some bloody work done without sponsors getting all uppity? Heaven’s sake!” the elf sighed, lowering the gun at last. “Honestly. But so it goes for a man of science. Having to scrape and crawl for even the tawdriest bit of money. Hmph! Well, dash it all. No matter! Care for a spot of tea?” he asked, looking between them. “I dare say you must have brought some in the supplies.”

“No, thanks,” Dorian said as he let his arms drop. “But Azin was hoping you could give him something from your research.”

“Ah, yes. Yes. I suppose he would. Well! Lucky him, I just so happen to have some to give over to the avaricious shrew. Oh yes,” Roubald said, swinging his gun onto his shoulder and strutting over to the sea chests laid out in a corner.

Exchanging a look with Fable and Melia, Dorian followed.

“Been working damn hard around here, truth be told,” Roubald said as he cracked open the chest and began to sort through loose papers, books, and various scientific tools. “Been up and down this temple like a squirrel with its knickers on fire. Wouldn’t believe how hard it was getting the research done under such conditions. Dreadful stuff. Which is why I’m quite glad to see you chaps here. I was near out of tea, and who knows what might have happened then. Why, it would scarcely make life worth living, let alone getting my work done. Ah! Here we are.”

Straightening, he slammed the lid of his chest shut and spun around with a notebook and a strange dark amulet in his hands.

“Here,” he said, shoving it into Dorian’s grasp. “All I’ve been able to discover thus far about the Pillars of the Stars, which is hardly an accurate name, you understand. The things are needle-shaped and aren’t pillars at all.”

“That right?” Dorian said, passing the book to Fable, who cracked it open and began to read.

“Oh yes!” Roubald declared, hands on his hips, his mustache quivering in triumph. “In fact, they are antennae of some kind. Isn’t that marvelous? And they sing too. Resonate with the magics of the astral winds. The purpose of it is a bally mystery to me yet, but given some more research, I’m confident I’ll know before long.”

“And this?” Dorian asked, lifting the strange dark amulet, a feeling of revulsion twisting in him from even touching the thing. A dark stone stared back like an eye blinded by darkness, the setting silver.

“Not sure! But has something to do with the antennae. Communicates with something out in the void, I think. Can’t make the blasted thing work. At least, not yet. Just a trinket, far as I’m concerned. But who knows? Perhaps that bald blighter can make something of it, wot?”

“Great,” Dorian said, tucking away notes and amulet. “Then, you’re staying here?”

“Of course! Can’t very well abandon my research just like that, eh? Still much work to do! But you can assure Azin that I’m making excellent progress and will soon have a great deal to show him. Oh yes indeed. A great deal indeed! But before all that, I really would rather enjoy a nice cup of tea. Fuels the fires of discovery! So, shall we get those supplies?”

“Gladly,” Dorian replied, more eager than ever to leave the strange man in his ruins. And more importantly, to get back to Sphere and deliver the good news to Azin.


Chapter 14


Despite his worries, the trip back to Sphere was thankfully without incident. This relieved Dorian beyond measure as he pulled the ship back into the station world’s docks.

He wasted little time in heading for the Down and Drow, though he wasn’t sure if he should bring the whole crew to the meeting.

“Uh-uh, you’re not going alone this time,” Melia said firmly, her hair fluttering red with annoyance. “We’re not getting left out of more of this.”

“Melia’s right,” Fable agreed, just as resolute. “I don’t trust that elf farther than I could smell his stupid perfume. We’re coming.”

Dorian groaned at the thought, not thrilled by the idea of letting Azin within a country mile of any of the girls, but knowing too well that he couldn’t hide them forever. Nor should he. Finally, he acquiesced, reasoning it was probably better anyway in case Azin tried to pull a fast one.

They made quite the impression as they swung the door open to the coffee shop, drawing more than a few eyes that quickly went back to their drinks as Dorian crossed the room with his gorgeous entourage. As before, Azin was seated in his personal booth, relaxing among the shadows, his bald head and face smooth and mildly amused as Dorian arrived and took a seat.

“Captain Hawke,” the elf hummed pleasantly. “So good to see you again. And… company,” he added, giving a mild look to those behind Dorian.

“Thanks,” Dorian said, reaching into his jacket, pulling out the journal and amulet Roubald had given him and pushing them across the table. “Here’s what your archaeologist had to report. He’s alive too, and wants more tea.”

For the first time, Dorian caught a flash of undisguised pleasure on the elf’s face as he grabbed the book and dark stone and pulled themclose. “Excellent,” Azin said, his eyes greedily devouring his prizes. “Most excellent. Any problems on the journey there?”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Dorian replied. “But now,” he continued, leaning in and tapping a finger on the table pointedly, “I want what we agreed on. I want in on the deal with the Elven Imperials.”

“You are fixated on that, aren’t you?” Azin remarked with amusement as he handed the items to his bodyguard.

“And why not?” Dorian demanded, leaning back, arms crossed as he eyed the elf across the table. “They’ve been a thorn in my side long enough. I don’t want to spend my next job getting hauled up by them and dressed down for another ‘inspection’ or something.”

“The Imperials do have an interest in you,” Azin observed, “for a variety of reasons.”

“And if you’re not the guy to make it stop, then why am I bothering here?” Dorian shot back.

Azin’s eyes glinted. “Indeed,” the elf said, tapping a finger on the table thoughtfully. “...It will take some doing, but I will manage something. Return here tomorrow at the thirteenth hour, and we will speak of what can be done. When you arrive, tell the man at the counter you’re here for a triple foam, grande no whip, virgin arricano.”

“What does that even mean?” Dorian asked.

“That you want a very special coffee,” Azin said with a sly smirk.

Dorian eyed the elf, then shrugged and rose. “Alright. Until tomorrow. Ladies?”

With them in tow, Dorian departed the bar, heading back out into Sphere’s streets. He didn’t go far before finding an open plaza with a large fountain in the middle, mostly empty at that time of day. Stopping, he turned to face the others.

“Well?” he asked. “What are we thinking?”

“He seemed to be telling the truth,” Fable said.

“You couldn’t tell?”

The faun shifted with a clopping of hooves. “I mean, kinda? Aura reading only really tells me the emotional intent of someone, but someone like Azin’s bound to have some enchantments to scramble that. It seemed like he was telling the truth, but well…”

Dorian nodded slowly. “Anyone else?”

“He’s untrustworthy,” Rina remarked, her arms crossed and a look of disgust on her face. “He smells like a liar. A bastard!”

“Uh, alright,” Dorian agreed. “But—”

“And I don’t like his face!”

“...Right,” Dorian said. “So I guess I’ll head there tomorrow all the same. As for the rest of the day, I think everyone should get back to the ship and get some more supplies. Azin might have more work for us after this.”

“You too?” Melia asked.

Dorian shook his head. “I think I should go speak to my… informant. See if anything turned up while I was away.”

“Oh yeah?” Emberly crowed, slinging an arm over Dorian’s shoulders. “I better come with! Maybe help squeeze some more info out of her, you know?”

“I do?” Dorian asked skeptically.

“Sure!” Emberly said, already walking Dorian away. “Can’t let you have all the fun, savvy?”

Dorian wasn’t so sure about that, and likewise wasn’t sure Stella would be as forthcoming with Emberly around. “Well…”

“Aw c’mon, captain. You and I haven’t gotten to have some fun in ages. Besides, you could use a partner in this business. I know a lot about Sphere. Remember, I used to run arms on here for years! Couldn’t hurt having my expertise around, eh?”

Dorian supposed that was true, though he wasn’t too sure he was completely on board. Still, the demoness seemed insistent, and Dorian didn’t have much patience to try and argue her out of it, if he even could.

“Alright,” he sighed. “Sure.”

“Score!” the demoness crowed, pumping an arm with a jangle of the bandoliers across her chest.

Dorian rolled his eyes, but walked her down to Sphere’s red-light district.

Ladies for the Lads was as noisy and garish as he remembered. Walking inside, the music thrummed in the air and dark lights pulsed suggestively. No sooner did Dorian walk through the door than he spotted Stella, who instantly abandoned the table she was working at and strutted up towards him.

“Hey there, starboy,” the dark elf crooned, her arms twining around his neck, her soft breasts pushed flush against his chest. “Missed you.”

“Likewise,” Dorian said, his hands at once running down her sides admiringly. “Any chance we could get a private booth?”

“Sure thing,” Stella said, her violet eyes flashing as they trailed over to Emberly. “For just us, or…”

“I think us three should be good,” Emberly said, grinning as her eyes unabashedly moved over the curvy elf. “And damn! No wonder Dorian’s so eager to come back here, eh?”

Dorian sensed something pass between the two women as they locked eyes—some understanding he wasn’t quite privy to—and Stella smirked slyly. “Sounds like a fun party,” the drow purred. “Right this way.”

Slipping from his embrace, the dark elf strutted across the floor, the sway of her hips drawing Dorian after her as surely as the promise of information. Through a curtained door, he found himself once more in the blue-lit narrow booth with nothing but two seats and a gorgeous, nubile dark elf.

“So,” Dorian said, sitting down, “what have you got for me?”

“Aside from these fantastic tits,” Emberly said, moving up behind Stella and gesturing teasingly at the drow’s perfect bust. “Give him a good dance,” she whispered in the drow’s ear, “and you’ll get an amazing tip.”

Stella glanced back at the demoness with amusement. “Well,” Stella purred, moving forward and settling herself firmly on Dorian’s lap, straddling his legs and leaning in with a wobble of her breasts, “there is some info I could share…”

“Such as?” he prompted, trying not to get too distracted by the way her mound ground itself against his cock.

Stella tossed her head, her dark hair fanning out on her shoulders, her eyes lidded and teasing. “Well, I learned that apparently, you’re a great kisser.”

“He is that,” Emberly chortled, taking a seat across from them. Dorian noted she seemed to be very much enjoying what was happening, easing back and lazily groping her own breast in its tight strap of cloth. “You should show her, Dorian.”

“Seriously?” he asked.

“It would help… loosen my tongue a bit,” Stella purred, her hips moving in ways Dorian didn’t think possible but was very much enjoying.

Dorian wasn’t against having some fun to get what he needed, and with Emberly watching and clearly enjoying it, he decided he might as well do the same. Reaching up, he threaded his fingers through Stella’s hair, feeling the smoothness of her dark locks as he eased her forward. Stella cooed, her lips parting, and Dorian kissed her, hot and deep.

He felt the elf shiver atop him, his tongue moving into her mouth, dancing with hers. Stella groaned, the urgency of her rocking hips growing stronger, her breasts pressing against his chest as Dorian passionately made out with the dark elf.

“That’s nice,” he heard Emberly growl hotly from the opposite seat. “Really get in there, captain. Make her moan.”

Dorian deepened the kiss, his other hand stroking Stella’s back, running down her smooth dark flesh before reaching the firmness of her ass. He gave it a squeeze and heard the drow whimper in delight, her body jolting with pleasure.

“Fuck yeah,” he heard Emberly breathe. He glanced at the demoness, and the sight of her brazenly touching herself made his manhood throb against the grinding of the dark elf.

Realizing he was running the risk of going farther than he’d like before he even got a sliver of information, Dorian broke the kiss with a gasp. “What… what did you find out?” he asked.

“Mmm,” Stella breathed, seeming to take a moment to recover her wits after the sheer heat of that kiss, her lips remaining parted until the fog faded a bit from her eyes. “Oh. Oh, yeah. That. Seems like there’ve been a few… vanishing ships along the eastern sector. A whole bunch of them. No ships have come in from that direction for over a week.”

“That’s odd?” Dorian asked.

“Very,” Stella moaned, her hand touching his and easing it from her hair to her bra. “Very strange. We get plenty from that way usually.”

“Huh,” Dorian mused as he unclipped her bra, letting it fall off. It was interesting information, though he wasn’t sure if it would have anything to do with him. “Any idea why?”

“A couple merchant companies dispatched some ships to find out. No news so far,” she continued as the starry fabric fell from her soft, purple breasts. The drow cupped them, squeezing them together as she smirked at him. “Does that warrant a reward?” she asked sweetly.

“Well…” Dorian hummed.

“Reward?” Emberly said, sitting up more attentively.

“Money,” Dorian quickly corrected.

“I did offer another kind too,” the drow noted hotly, her hands teasing into his lap, stroking him through his pants.

Emberly’s eyes lit up at that. “Oh ho!” she grinned. “Now things are getting really interesting.”

“I didn’t promise,” Dorian reminded her.

“No?” Stella said, her eyebrows flicking tantalizingly. “Then let me try and convince you…”

She came close, Dorian would give Stella that much. By the time he and Emberly managed to extricate themselves from the room, Dorian was hard as steel and walking awkwardly, Emberly cackling as she hung off his shoulder.

“She almost had you when she let you drink that booze off her tits,” the demoness noted.

“She did,” Dorian agreed. “But I’m not just going to fuck any woman that offers.”

“Course not! Not when you’ve got us,” Emberly said, leaning in closer, her voice dropping to a whisper that teased into his ear. “And when we get back to the ship,” she purred, patting his bulge and making him grunt, “I’ll make sure you don’t forget it.”

Dorian shivered in excitement at those words, and put an extra bit of speed into his stride to hurry back to The Dragon’s Wing and the promise made.


Chapter 15


It was Fable who spotted the stranger before he reached the ship.

Leaning on the gunwales, watching for Dorian’s return, her eyes narrowed at the ogre strolling up the docks. At least, he looked like and ogre, but there was more to him than that. He was dressed like a sailor, with a striped shirt that barely covered the slope of his gut, while a pair of sailcloth pants flapped around his elephant-like legs. A bandana was tied around his head, and a jovial expression was plastered on his dimwitted face.

But Fable saw deeper when she switched on her aura reading, detecting at once the magic in the ogre’s form. It was an arcane disguise, likely the result of the iron bracelet he wore on one wrist, the links of chain clanking as the fat brute waddled up the gangplank.

“Dis where da party supposed ta be?” the ogre cried merrily as he stumped aboard.

“Whoa there, big guy,” the faun said, prancing up with a tap of hooves to intercept him. “I think you have the wrong ship.”

“Think so’s?” the ogre said, giving her a wide grin as his voice suddenly changed. “I thinks dis is da right one.”

Fable’s eyes widened, and she stepped back in surprise. “B-Boss Grash?” she gasped. “What uh…”

The ogre belted out a laugh and spread his arms wide. “In da flesh! ‘Nd a handy little illusion. Not bad, eh?”

“Not bad at all,” Fable agreed nervously. Having the orc drop by unannounced did not strike her as a good thing. A glance around showed her that the feeling was mutual. Melia had stopped her work and was eyeing the disguised orc with clear unease, and even Ariana seemed nervous, her tail fluffed up and ears low.

Only Rina seemed unafraid, though she looked fairly hostile from where she lounged on the railing of the helm, head lifted and hat cocked back as she eyed the intruder.

“What’s this?” the dragoness demanded, her nose twitching, then wrinkling. “An ogre that smells like an orc?”

Grash bellowed with laughter again. “You’z gotz a good nose on ya. Lemme ask youz, got any thoughts a workin’ for me?”

“I work for no one,” Rina huffed, sitting up fully.

Grash shrugged his huge shoulders. “Sure. Sure. You’z captain around?” the big orc asked, peering about.

“He’s out,” Fable said quickly. “Would you like to leave a message for him?”

“Ha! Wouldn’t ‘ave gone through all dis trouble if’n a note’d be enuff fer me. But dat’s fine! I don’t mind waitin’ ‘round fer him ta get back.”

“Oh,” Fable said weakly. “You don’t have to—”

“I’z insist,” the orc said jovially as he wandered onto the deck, his hand delving into a pocket. “‘Nd I even ‘ave a way ta pass tha time! You lot ever play Dagger Fin?”

“Uh… no?” Fable said.

“Ha! No surprise,” Grash said as he pulled out a strange brass disc. “Learned dis one back when I woz a mercenary! Had lots a fun. Almost as much as when we finally got ta pillage our enemies, gya ha ha! Now, ‘ere’s ‘ow dis works. Dis is a discus. Bit a magic makes it fly around in da air. ‘Nd wot we’z gots ta do iz knock ‘er down wid t’ings we gots on hand. But no weapons, gets me? And da one who gets it down iz da winner!

“Now?” Grash asked, looking around. “Who wants ta play?”

Fable exchanged a glance with Melia, Ariana, and Rina, but received little help. The faun shrugged. “I… guess it could be fun.”

“Attagirl,” Grash grinned, then tossed the disc up into the air where it began to hum and slowly circle. “Now, let’s ‘ave us a good time!”
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What the hell was going on aboard his ship?

Dorian frowned at the shouts of delight and groans of disappointment coming from aboard The Dragon’s Wing. He exchanged a glance with Emberly, who simply shrugged. With a frown, Dorian climbed the gangplank and stopped in wonder at what he saw.

The crew and a bulky ogre in a sailor’s cheap clothes were gathered around, flinging what looked like random bits of whatever was on hand at a disc spinning in the air overhead.

Even as he watched, a cup flung by Fable finally hit the disc squarely, sending it spinning back to the deck.

“I won!” Fable squealed in delight, prancing in glee with doe-like ears flicking. “I won, I won, I won!”

“What in the…” Dorian gaped.

Fable looked back in surprise and spotted him and Emberly. Instantly, the faun grinned and skipped over to him, throwing her arms around his neck and pulling herself flush against him.

“Dorian! I’m a winner! And a winner always gets a kiss!”

“She does?”

“Yup!” Fable giggled and pressed her lips to Dorian’s.

Her affection was immediately reciprocated, and Fable moaned softly as Dorian’s lips locked with hers. Hardly complaining, Dorian enjoyed that warm glow of affection for a long moment before breaking the kiss, Fable’s lashes fluttering like butterfly wings as she looked into Dorian’s amused face.

“Mmm. Yeah, I’m the big winner,” the faun said adoringly.

“You sure are,” Emberly grinned, striding up beside Dorian. “Now, who’s this?” she asked, nodding at the scene.

“Dere’s my fav’rite cap’n,” the faux ogre declared.

Dorian blinked in surprise. “Grash?” he said incredulously.

“Tha one ‘nd only,” the disguised orc chortled, striding forward. “Good ta see youz! Been hopin’ fer an update, and when I’z heard your ship waz back in, I thinks to moiself, Grash! You oughta go ‘nd say hi ta dem. Give ‘em da personal touch.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said weakly.

“Iz not a problem. Not a bit. But spill da beans now,” Grash continued, walking Dorian along to the helm and away from the game being played amidship. “Wot did you learn?”

“Yeah. What happened?” Fable asked as she walked with him.

Dorian shrugged. “Not a whole lot to report yet,” he said simply. “We went for a short mission to some ruins on a moon about a week out from the station. A moon orbiting a planet called Ignia. You know it?”

“I does,” Grash said, his heavy features wrinkling into a frown. “Wot did ‘e want from dere?”

“Some notes and an amulet from a weird old archaeologist Azin’s sponsoring, though maybe it’s the Elven Imperials who wanted it. Either way, we delivered some supplies, retrieved a notebook and an amulet, and reported back to Azin. He seemed keen to get them.”

“Interestin’,” Grash rumbled, scratching at his chin with a thick finger. “Dat’s real interestin’. Anyfin’ else?”

Dorian nodded. “I have a meeting with him tomorrow. A private sort of thing. Not too sure what it’s going to be about, but hopefully gets some more info on what’s going on there.”

“You’z doin’ good work dere, Dorian,” Grash chortled darkly. “Real good. You’z keep at dat, and I’ll see’z youz get a roight proper reward. Ow’d you’z like yourself some new cannons, eh? Real primo stuff. Experimental sorta t’ings.”

“I don’t see why not,” Dorian replied. “If nothing else, Emberly will be keen on it.”

“Ha! Dat’s da spirit,” Grash said, patting Dorian on the shoulder. “You’z sure knowz ‘ow ta make a lady ‘appy, I’ll give ya dat. And besides, I gotz a strong feelin’ you’re gonna needz some ‘eavy artillery soon.”

“You think so?” Dorian replied, suddenly uneasy.

“Sure! Den again,” the orc grinned. “Guyz like you’z need dat sorta stuff real fast on general principle, eh?”

“I guess,” Dorian admitted.

With another laugh, the orc gave Dorian a hearty pat on the back before heading back amidship, where the game seemed to have wrapped up. “Roight! Break out da booze! I t’ink dis calls for some real fun! If’n ya miss hittin’ da disc, ya take a drink! Who’z up fer a game?”

A chorus of ayes rose from the crew below, and Dorian couldn’t help but smile and chuckle as he looked down at the festivities.

He truly loved this ship.


Chapter 16


With Fable and Melia in tow, Dorian went off to meet with Azin.

He brought the pair partly because Fable’s aura reading would be handy in a situation even if Azin was decked out with magic relics, and Melia had a good grasp of how the Elven Imperials operated. A bigger reason, though, was that they were the only two who were mostly sober after the drinking from yesterday.

Dorian shook his head at the memory of the crew getting progressively more sloshed as they drunkenly tried to bring down the spinning discus, soon resorting to flinging empty bottles at it. It had been entertaining, yes, but Dorian hadn’t drunk much. He didn’t trust himself to get drunk with Grash around. Melia shared his opinion, and Fable just seemed to recover quickly from boozing.

Thus, with those two in tow, he pushed open the door to the smoky coffee shop and made his way to the counter.

The barista was a sullen-looking male dark elf, half his hair draped over his face as he gave Dorian a lackluster look.

“Welcome to Down and Drow. Can I take your order?” he said, his voice more beaten and listless than an old leather shoe.

“Yeah,” Dorian said, leaning forward and lowering his voice. “I’m here for a triple foam, grande no whip, virgin arricano.”

A flicker of animation gleamed in the barista’s eye. “You’ll need a special room for that,” he said as he moved out from behind the counter. “Right this way…”

Dorian exchanged a look with Melia and Fable, then followed the dark elf into the back of the café, past the puffing mass of brass and steam that was the coffee machine, and through a swinging door. They walked down a narrow path between rows of shelves, the rich scent of coffee beans heavy in the air. A door awaited them, and the dark elf swung it open before stepping back quickly.

Dorian ducked inside the room, which looked to be an office of some kind. Azin waited within, along with his squid-like bodyguard. The dark elf sat behind a large desk, but what drew Dorian up short was the third person in the room.

Admiral Fara Luceran gave him a level look, the gaudily dressed Elven Imperial like a beacon in the sullen darkness of the office. Her flamboyant uniform, medals, and hat stood out starkly in the dim room, her whole body rigid in her chair, as if horrified to even touch the filthy surroundings.

“Captain Hawke,” she greeted, her tone as stiff as starched pantyhose.

“Admiral Luceran,” Dorian replied with equal formality.

Azin’s eyes flicked between them, his bald head shining like a mirror in Fara’s glow. “Oh? You two know each other?”

“We do,” Fara said, never taking her eyes off Dorian. “My father and he had a… disagreement.”

She knew.

The pointedness of that word stabbed the truth into Dorian as surely as a pike. Fara knew he’d killed her father—or at least had guessed as much. With great effort, Dorian managed to keep his expression blank, though he wondered how well he was doing.

Fortunately, after a moment, Fara eased back in her chair, her immaculate white gloves clasped in her lap. “Sir Drathmir has informed me you wish for some leeway with the Imperium,” she observed. “We may be able to arrange this.”

“How so?” Dorian asked, taking a seat while Fable and Melia peeked past him at the two elves.

Fara and Azin exchanged a look, then turned back to him. “You’ve likely heard that the Imperium is seeking to instill some order and authority onto Sphere,” Azin said.

“I have,” Dorian replied slowly.

“You disagree?” Fara asked, though it was barely a question.

Dorian shrugged. “Seems to me like the reason for Sphere’s success is its independence. If the Imperium has too tight a hold on it, it might not make things better.”

“I agree,” Fara replied.

Dorian blinked.

“You do?” Melia asked, her surprise evident in her voice.

“We do,” Azin said with a thin smile. “But there are many who don’t. There are those in the Imperium who believe more trade stations should fall under the authority of the Imperium, even to the point of occupation—with forced inspections, tariffs, and so forth.”

“Wait. Wait,” Fable interjected, leaning over Dorian’s shoulder (giving him an excellent side view of her breasts pressing against her tight jacket). “But I thought the Imperium was all about that stuff.”

“Make no mistake,” Fara put in coldly. “This world would only benefit from the proper protection of the Imperium. But I have a realistic view of things. The Imperium lacks the strength to force an occupation of so many stations and worlds. We are not the High Empire any longer, as much as my father would have liked to think we were. We barely have the manpower to protect the territory of the colonies. And if we made an enemy of the masters of the air stations and worlds such as Sphere, then we risk war on a thousand fronts. Even the great lion can be brought down by a swarm of rats.”

“How… sensible,” Dorian said in some amazement. “But then, what is the plan for Sphere?”

“Sphere’s problem is very simple, actually,” Azin said silkily. “Simply put, it’s that it has been built by too many. The layers are ruled by competing families, crime lords, trader clans, and more. But to survive in the galaxy, Sphere needs unity. A proper government.”

“Sphere has that,” Fable quickly put in. “They have the Council of Stone.”

Azin snorted. “The Council isn’t a governing body. It’s an airing room for grievances at best. A place where the six most powerful people on Sphere can come, sit together, and shout at one another. It has never agreed on anything or managed to implement any plans. No, the Council will not do. Sphere needs a proper governing body before the Imperium would give them the time of day. At the moment, the elves consider Sphere an anarchic mass of feuding, spiteful fools. And they’re not far off the mark.”

Dorian eyed the pair uncertainly. “So, what do you want me to do?” he asked, his tone skeptical.

“Boss Grash is one of those fools,” Azin said.

“He is?”

“The orc is powerful,” Fara added coldly. “He has not only a seat on the Council but some influence among the others. His weight put behind an idea would have considerable pull. And you work for him.”

“I mean, yeah,” Dorian said. “But…”

“We want you to talk to him about this,” Azin continued with a wry smile. “He and I are not on the best of terms.”

“Go figure,” Dorian heard Melia mutter under her breath.

“Indeed,” Azin said simply. “But he seems to respect you, Captain Hawke.”

“I mean, I guess,” Dorian said hesitantly. “But not all that much.”

“On the contrary,” Azin noted, tapping the tips of his index fingers together. “From what we understand, he has considerable interest in you. I’ve been told of the terms of your contract with the orc, and it is much more lenient than any other I’ve seen him ever offer. Your opinion holds considerable weight with the brute. We can do much with that.”

“Grash would never trust a plan like this,” Dorian said bluntly. “And to be honest, I’m not exactly sold on it either.”

“Propose it to him,” Fara urged. “If nothing else, it would inform him of our current intentions for Sphere.”

Dorian considered her words, his lips curling with distaste. After a long pause, he finally shrugged. “I’ll find a way to pass the message on,” he said at last. “But I can’t promise anything.”

“That is all we ask,” Fara replied.

Was it?

Dorian’s eyes flicked between the two elves, still unsettled by the whole idea. It felt too clean, too simple. But even so, it was what Grash had hinted he should do.

Yet, looking at Azin’s ever-present smile, Dorian couldn’t shake the certainty that there was far more to this than they were letting on…


Chapter 17


Though Dorian considered heading straight to Grash with the information, he recalled that the orc had mentioned being busy that day with something ‘delicate.’ Dorian wasn’t sure what that had meant, but he had a feeling it involved pincers, screaming, and a small, dark room someone would never see the outside of.

Tomorrow, he thought as he, Fable, and Melia walked back toward the docks. He’d… speak to Grash tomorrow.

And perhaps it was a good thing to wait. Dorian still wasn’t sure what to make of the meeting. He didn’t trust either of the elves, naturally. They both had plenty of reasons to lie to him. But he wasn’t sure they were. Their reasoning did make sense, and as he meandered through the crowded wharves, Dorian mused that maybe a bit of order would be beneficial for Sphere. The place worked, true, but could it be better if it had actual governance? Especially one that Sphere instated for itself.

It was a tempting thought. A thought so engrossing it took Fable tapping him on the shoulder to snap him out of it.

“Hm?” he said, looking back at the faun.

“Someone’s calling for you,” she noted, amused, nodding her antlered head.

Dorian looked in the direction she indicated and spotted Banquos striding through the crowd, hailing him with a raised hand.

“Hello! Ca-aptain!”

“Banquos!” Dorian greeted, smiling as he clasped the goat-man’s hand. “Sorry, been thinking a bit heavily lately.”

“Ah. I understa-and completely,” the alien remarked with a baa’ing nod. “The philosophical turn of the thoughts can so distra-act us.”

“Sure, let’s go with that,” Dorian replied, chuckling. “What are you up to?”

“Would you like to see? My recent delivery of supplies has ga-ained me some interesting prizes.”

“I’m game,” Dorian said, walking with the alien back through the jostling wharves.

“Excellent! I ha-ave been interested in such devices for some time and was gla-ad to purchase for myself some examples. Behold!”

They reached one of the smaller piers near the Ibrana, and Dorian stopped in surprise at the two devices anchored there. They resembled thrusters made of wood and iron, with goat-like heads crafted from metal on the fronts, the horns curving back as handlebars. A saddle sat atop each device like someone had welded a bucking bronco onto a ship engine.

Dorian didn’t need an explanation. He’d seen such devices before, although then they had been ridden by dozens of pirates trying to swarm The Dragon’s Wing.

“A-ah!” Banquos remarked, his sword tapping the deck as he leaned on it. “I see you are familiar with such ma-achines.”

“Yeah,” Dorian said, walking around them, observing the ibyxian crewmen working on the little crafts. “Some sort of personalized transport, right?”

“Exa-actly!” Banquos baa’d in delight, tapping the tip of his sword against the deck before pointing it at the pair. “They are ca-alled racers! Recently a-awarded to me! I have long been intending to a-acquire such craft and was in fact intending to ta-ake them for a test run.”

“With me?” Dorian asked in surprise.

“Of course! My crew ha-as been eager to fete themselves after a long voyage, a-and I’m certain that your own are the sa-ame. There are some things crew can only a-amuse themselves with while their ca-aptains are gone, eh?” Banquos said, nudging Dorian meaningfully.

“I… guess,” he said. “But where are you flying them?”

“There is a Lightbeacon a number of miles out from Sphere that has been ma-alfunctioning lately. I wish to see wha-at can be done.”

“Done?” Dorian frowned. “Isn’t that something Sphere should take care of?”

Banquos baa’d with laughter. “A joke! Well done, my friend. Most amusing. Such a thing fa-alls beyond the layers of Sphere’s rulers. They will not bother with it. But such beacons a-are important! They a-are both sensors and guides should a ship lose its bea-arings while navigating.”

“And you’re just doing it? Like that?” Dorian asked, incredulous.

“Of course! A gentlema-an must at times do things for the good of a-all, even if he receives no tha-anks for it.”

“Yeah,” Dorian said thoughtfully. “I guess so…”

“Will you join me?”

“Well…”

Dorian glanced back at Melia and Fable. The faun gave him an encouraging grin. “Go on, Dorian,” she said. “Could be fun!”

“There’s no real reason not to,” Melia added with a chuckle. “We can hold down the ship for a few hours.”

Dorian shrugged and turned back to Banquos. “Sure, why not.”

“Ma-arvelous! Here,” the ibyxian said, passing Dorian a belt with a blue crystal set in the buckle. “A porta-able air bubble. Ha-andy in events such as this. It should la-ast ten hours.”

Though Dorian knew he had nothing to fear from running out of air, given he could transform into a dragon if needed, he accepted the belt and slung it on, connecting it with a click. The stone glowed blue, and he felt a tickle as an air bubble formed around him.

Thus equipped, Dorian mounted the strange rocket pod, straddling it and gripping the handlebars tightly. Banquos joined him, the ibyxian slinging himself aboard and glancing at Dorian. “Rea-ady?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Dorian replied.

“Then let us go!”

Dorian saw the goat-man crank the handles, the rear of his racer flaring with power in a burst of crimson flame before lunging forward like a wild horse let loose. Copying the motion, Dorian cranked the handles.

And immediately regretted it.

With a roar Dorian’s racer bucked under him, fire bursting from the thruster, sending the tiny craft blasting off into Sphere’s airspace. Dorian didn’t even have breath to scream as he spun wildly out into the void, the howl of the engine deafening.

Ships coming in and out of Sphere suddenly loomed before him. The metal hull of a dwarven mining barge appeared ahead. Dorian’s heart leaped into his throat, and he yanked on the handlebars, the racer jerking aside, narrowly avoiding becoming a smear on the black iron hull.

But no sooner had he dodged that than he nearly flew down the throat of a startled space worm. The immense creature roared in shock, and Dorian screamed, yanking on the controls again, narrowly spinning his racer around the monster’s maw. He rolled along the monster’s back, barely evading a lashing tail, then shot low over the deck of the ship the creature had been towing. Cries of surprise and fury came from behind him.

“Sorry!” Dorian shouted over his shoulder, even as he frantically loosened his death grip on the handlebars. The roar of the engine faded, bringing him to a more manageable pace.

Laughter reached his ears, and Dorian looked up quickly to see Banquos flying above him, the ibyxian upside down and grinning down at Dorian.

“Such enthusia-asm!” the alien called out. “Ha-ave you not flown a racer before?”

“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Dorian replied, which was true enough. He had always been a quick learner—something he had perhaps inherited along with his dragon blood—and he was never more grateful than at that moment.

“Then shall we see who shall reach the beacon first?” Banquos asked jovially.

“I thought we were going to fix it,” Dorian replied.

“Of course! But why not ha-ave some fun first?”

Dorian had to laugh at that, his competitive spirit rising to the bait. “Why not?” he asked. “Let’s go!”

“Excellent,” Banquos replied, grinning as he suddenly gunned his engine. The other captain soared off with a flare of power, his beard fluttering in his wake like a knightly pennant.

Far from being willing to be outdone, Dorian did the same, his own racer roaring with renewed energy and plunging after the receding figure.

As he flew, Dorian quickly mastered the finer points of the controls, realising it was his body that decided most of the movements of the racer. By shifting his weight, he could adjust its course, though sharp turns and reversals were beyond him. He flashed past what looked to be a cruise ship and ducked beneath another barge, the flare of Banquos’s racer visible ahead like a guiding star.

Soon, the traffic thinned, and they were out in the open void, like comets chasing one another. Dorian marvelled at the speed of his racer, outstripping even what he could manage in his draconic form. Sheer thrust defined the vessel, and he relished the power vibrating beneath him.

All the while he closed in on Banquos, Dorian crouching low atop his engine as he gained inch by inch. Before long, he spotted their destination far ahead: an asteroid field spread across the horizon, and through it, he made out a blinking light—the beacon.

Dorian grinned and gunned his engine again, closing the gap with Banquos. He was nearly abreast of the alien when they reached the asteroid field. Tumbling boulders flew into their path. Dorian cleared his mind, focusing purely on instinct as he shot after Banquos among the stones.

His weight rocked and shifted, the racer humming as it streaked around boulders and meteors. Trying to keep his course set directly for the beacon, Dorian saw a chance as a massive chunk of rock spun into his path. Heart hammering, adrenaline surging through his veins, he jerked the controls, spinning along the rock’s surface, dodging sudden outcrops that jutted into his path like walls.

Closer.

Closer.

Dorian burst from the meteor’s surface, clearing it in a sudden rush of speed. He caught sight of Banquos behind him, delayed by taking a longer route over the rough terrain.

Dorian laughed aloud, pushing his engine to its limits for the final stretch. A wide-open space lay around the beacon, which was embedded in a large asteroid. An obelisk of stone with a crystalline capstone flaring a greenish glow at regular intervals, the beacon sat alone in the void. Almost forlorn with its solitary duty.

Whooping in delight, Dorian dove his racer toward the tower, reversing the torque with a twitch of the handlebars. With a gasp, the thruster went dead, and decelerators opened and flared from the front of the racer, slowing Dorian as he made a tight spiral around the obelisk. He circled wider and wider until he reached the base and a pair of looming doors.

Dorian parked the racer on the ground and dismounted, looking up as Banquos leisurely descended. The ibyxian was baa’ing with mirth as he came to a halt and swung himself off the saddle straightening before Dorian.

“A-an excellent race!” the other captain said, stroking his bejeweled beard approvingly. “Most excellent! I ha-ave not had such fun in yea-ars.”

“It was a rush, no question,” Dorian said, his pulse still racing from the contest. “But it looks like this thing’s still working,” he noted, nodding at the blinking capstone.

“So it would seem. But the ma-alfunction is more pronounced. Come.”

Walking up to the doors, the ibyxian planted a hand on the heavy stone and made a few strange motions. Runes flared in the formerly plain stone, and with a grinding sound, they slid open.

“How’d you know how to do that?” Dorian asked.

Banquos adjusted the gold rings on his beard. “M-hm-hm-hm. I wa-as once employed in ma-anaging such a device near my homeworld. Ma-arvelous things, no?”

“I’ll say,” Dorian replied, walking in after Banquos.

The interior was lit with a low, green light that pulsed slowly. A pillar of stone stood in the middle of the room, threads of light cutting through the floor and walls in angular patterns, climbing up the central construct. Four stone prongs rose around the center of the room, clasping a crystal that blinked brightly, while more prongs of black rock jutted from the walls.

As they stepped inside, Dorian felt something… off. He wasn’t sure what it was, but there was a sense of wrongness in the air. It felt as if the poisonous green glow radiating from the interior were coating him in something slimy, disgusting.

Alien.

His fingers playing with the hilt of his sword, Dorian peered about suspiciously. “What’s wrong with it?” he asked.

“A-ah, simple,” Banquos said as he led Dorian toward a pedestal before the array. “Its glow is significantly brighter tha-an it should be, and the resona-ance is incorrect.”

“That’s a problem?” Dorian asked.

“Oh yes,” Banquos said as his hands moved over the runed designs on the tablet. “The output must be regula-ated, or the crystal will burn out within a few years, where normally it would la-ast centuries. And the resona-ance might attract things best left to the void. Hmm…”

“What?” Dorian asked, peering around, the sense of wrongness growing.

“How odd,” Banquos mused. “It is not a ma-alfunction. Someone has set it to such output and resona-ance.”

Dorian grimaced. “That…”

Sssss…

The sound barely reached his ears—a hiss of something unnamable, triggering every instinct for danger he had. In a flash Dorian turned, sword flying into his hand, the glow of the pommel cutting through the strange light.

And it illuminated the thing clinging to the pillars above.

It had no form that sanity could describe—merely a mass of dark tentacles writhing like a bed of serpents, with a single immense yellow eye in the center. Its mass was darker than the space between stars, seeming to drink in the glow of Dorian’s sword. Then, a maw filled with razor-like teeth opened.

And it lunged.

“Look out!” Dorian shouted, tackling Banquos. The pair tumbled across the floo, and where the goat-man had stood a second before was suddenly covered by the writhing mass of the thing, which coiled and rose back into the air, its tentacles snaking around it, the cyclopean eye fixed on them.

Dorian bounded to his feet, and Banquos was right behind him, the goat-man ripping his sword from its sheath. “What the hell is that?” Dorian gasped.

“Ixxa-anan feeder!” Banquos snarled in hatred.

The name tickled a memory in Dorian’s mind—something he’d read in the journal of the former captain of The Dragon’s Wing. But before he could recall more, the creature’s writhing tentacles struck at them like vipers.

“Do not let them touch you!” Banquos shouted, his sword flashing as he sliced through the limbs. “They will suck the li-ife right out of you!”

Dorian followed suit, their swords slashing at the ixxanan, its tentacles falling to the floor and pouring foul black ichor that filled the room with a stench.

Yet the sheer number of limbs drove them back, the ixxanan looming above, its maw open wide, tentacles hemming them in like striking vipers.

“How do we kill it?” Dorian gasped.

“Its core! You must destroy the core!” Banquos cried as his blade licked out again.

“Where?”

“The center of its ma-ass!”

Dorian and Banquos were nearly back-to-back now, pushed toward a corner of the chamber. The ixxanan’s tentacles lashed out, gripping the pillar nodes on the ceiling, lifting its unholy bulk up, preparing to lunge and smother them under itself.

Dorian saw the creature’s plan, and anger surged within him. He growled, drawing from the molten core of his draconic power. Scales shimmered over his arms, and horns grew in flares of light from his brow. Heat surged through him, rising in his throat. Taking a sudden step forward, Dorian opened his mouth wide—

And breathed.

Flames of scarlet and crackling gold erupted from his maw, washing over the ixxanan in a torrent. The creature screamed—a sound like shards of glass scraping across eardrums. Tentacles writhed as it flopped, pulling in on itself, trying to extinguish the consuming flames.

“My word!” Banquos gasped.

Dorian ignored his companion, for he saw something in the writhing mass. Something like a foul, black heart pulsed among the limbs. The tentacles seemed to grow from that oily organ, and seizing the chance, Dorian rushed forward.

Perhaps sensing the threat, the ixxanan lashed out, a tentacle wrapping around Dorian’s leg. He cried out, stumbling as a burning numbness radiated from where it clung, spreading as the tentacle bulged as if drinking his very life force.

“Baaaaa!” Banquos cried, lunging forward, his blade slashing through the tentacle. As soon as it was severed, Dorian threw himself forward again, leading with his sword, practically falling onto it as he thrust it into the monster’s black heart.

The enchanted steel plunged into the foul thing. Putrid greenish blood burst from it, and another unholy shriek erupted from the ixxanan. But the shriek soon faded as the limbs of the creature went limp, slumping where it lay.

Breathing hard, Dorian fell back, staring at the thing’s form—a shadow upon the floor of the lighthouse, the ill glow of the beacon pulsing over it but never illuminating it fully. Dorian didn’t even flinch when Banquos clapped him on the shoulder.

“A terrible foe,” the alien remarked, looking at the creature with disgust. “We a-are lucky it was a sma-all one.”

“That was small?” Dorian said incredulously.

“Oh yes,” the ibyxian replied darkly. “They a-are terrible things. Pa-arasites living among the stars. Dra-awn to life to feed and grow. Some can grow so la-arge they threa-aten ships.”

Dorian looked again at the horror and shuddered. “What was it doing here?” he asked.

“The beacon’s ma-alfunction must have dra-awn it, and it sought to make its nest here.”

“I thought you said it wasn’t a malfunction?” Dorian asked.

Banquos’s face darkened as he eyed the control panel before the pillar of light. “It must be,” he said. “Who would be ma-ad enough to want to a-attract such things as them?”

Dorian looked again at the corpse of the ixxanan and shuddered anew. “Do we leave it, or…?”

“Only one thing to be done with such things,” Banquos replied. “Burn them, for they loa-athe the flames of crea-ation. Then we fix the bea-acon and go. And pray,” Banquos added with a glance at the prism capping the tower, still blinking with that ill green glow. “...Yes, we pra-ay that it a-attracted nothing else…”


Chapter 18


Emberly loved a good party.

Hell, she loved a bad party too. As long as she had some fun, it was all good to her.

And this was shaping up to be a good one—especially once the ibyxians showed up with a barrel of grog and platters of food. And Emberly was never a girl to say no to food.

“Pour me out another one!” she shouted over the trilling tune coming from the accordion and hornpipes, thrusting her empty mug under the spout of the barrel.

“Baaaa,” the ibyxian girl manning it replied, cranking the spigot until Emberly’s mug nearly overflowed.

Tipping her mug in salute to the sailor, Emberly turned around, taking a swig as she watched Ariana and Fable dance a jig around the mast, ibyxians clapping along and hooting with delight and mirth.

The demoness grinned, leaning against the rail of the ship, soaking in the display. Even Rina, initially sullen and suspicious, had gotten into the spirit of things—though that might have had more to do with her deep indulgence in the spirits. The dragoness, in her half-elven guise, was performing some impressive tricks, blowing out gouts of flames to the amazement and delight of their visitors. Emberly chortled, wondering if she should intervene, then shrugged, deciding maybe later.

But she hadn’t lived this long by relaxing her guard, even in the midst of a party, so she noticed quickly the white-cloaked figure scuttling through the throngs on the wharves, picking their way up towards The Dragon’s Wing. Taking a last swig of her ale, Emberly put it aside and positioned herself in the path of the figure’s ascent up the gangplank.

“Whoa there, what’s your hurry?” the demoness asked, baring her fangs to give the intruder further pause. “This party’s invitation only.”

“Emberly?”

Squinting, the demoness drew back in surprise when she saw Stella’s face, half-hidden in the shadow of the hood. “Hey! Look who it is.”

“Who?”

Emberly glanced over as Fable trotted up, the faun’s cheeks flushed from drink and exertion. But when Fable caught sight of the elf’s face, her expression soured into a pout. “You look familiar…”

“She should,” Emberly said with a saucy grin. “Last time you saw her, she was grinding in Dorian’s lap.”

“Oh!” Fable said, her pout deepening, arms crossing. “It’s you. What do you want?”

“I need to see Dorian. It’s important!” Stella hissed.

“Why? So you can give him another lap dance?” Fable asked. “Besides, he’s not here.”

“Well, where is he? I need to give him a message!”

“He went for a ride. Don’t know when he’ll be back. So just give us the message and we’ll tell him when he gets here,” Fable replied.

Stella bit her lip, and Emberly gave the dark elf a closer look. The pensiveness felt wrong, coming from the formerly festive dancer. Even when she’d been with Dorian and getting information from her last time, the elf had never shown such unease. The sight quickly sobered Emberly, a feeling of infectious alarm trickling into her.

“You can come aboard,” Emberly said, nodding her head. “We can talk in the captain’s cabin.”

Fable gave the demoness a surprised look, but Emberly just shook her head. “Grab the others,” she said to the faun in an undertone. “Leave Rina to keep the party going. Hopefully, it won’t take long.”

Still looking puzzled, the faun nevertheless clopped back over to the festivities. Keeping close to the dark elf, Emberly escorted her to the captain’s cabin, opening the door and letting the white-cloaked woman slip inside.

It felt better to be in the confines of Dorian’s cabin, Emberly thought. More relaxing. Their captain’s presence seemed to fill the space, his scent strong in the air. Stella moved inside, looking around perfunctorily, but Emberly noted it was not with much interest. A surprise, and only adding to Emberly’s worries.

Soon enough, the door opened again, and Fable led in the others. Melia drew up sharply as Stella took off her hood, and Ariana gave the dark elf an interested but fairly neutral glance.

“Well,” Fable said, taking a sip from her tankard as she eyed the elf. “We’re here.”

“Alright,” Emberly said, shutting the door behind them, the click of the latch sounding secure in the suddenly thick air. “What do you have?”

Stella glanced at each of the crew in turn, then she took a deep breath and perched herself on the edge of the cabin’s desk. “Dorian asked me to keep an eye and ear out for anything strange happening on Sphere,” she began. “And I have been. It’s mostly been the usual, you know how it is. But one thing did come up. I had a client who got… pretty deep in the cups, and he started rambling about how all worlds were ending and the void was awaiting us all.”

“Pretty standard stuff if he got into the Luxen Ales,” Emberly noted, recalling the heavy dwarven drink.

“It was,” Stella agreed, her violet eyes flashing. “But then he talked about the ‘tendrils of darkness’. I teased more out of him, but as soon as he mentioned the ‘Heralds of the Black,’ he clammed up.”

A sudden thud made Emberly jump. She looked sharply at Fable, but any thought of remonstrating her for dropping her grog died at the expression on the faun’s face. Fable’s eyes were wide, her lips parted, her hands trembling, frozen as if still clutching her cup.

“What…” Fable gasped. “What did you say?”

Stella glanced around uncertainly. “The Herald of the Black?”

“Whoa!” Melia said, catching Fable before the faun could fall to the deck. The elf’s hair burned a worried blue as she supported her friend. “Fable. Fable, are you okay?”

“I… I’m fine,” Fable stammered, but Emberly could see the faun’s chest rising and falling, fluttering with panic. “I… I just…”

“Here. Sit down,” Melia said, escorting the faun to the nearby bed and helping her settle. Emberly hovered nearby, worry creasing her brow. She’d never seen Fable like this before, and judging by Melia’s shock, the elf hadn’t either.

Sitting beside Fable, Melia hugged the faun tight, soothingly stroking her hair. “It’s okay, Fable,” she murmured gently. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”

“N-no,” Fable gasped, breathing in short, sharp pants, her eyes wide with terror. “No, it’s… it’s not.”

“Why not?” Emberly prompted.

“Heralds… Heralds of the Black,” Fable whimpered, hugging herself, staring at nothing. “That’s what they talked about… that’s what got big right before… right before…”

“Before?” Emberly pressed.

Fable shuddered. “Before… the World Eater came.”

Silence descended like a pall in the cabin. Despite the fires of Hades that forever burned in her, Emberly felt cold. A glance at the others showed the same. Even Ariana’s eternal pep seemed suddenly smothered under the weight of that name. And no wonder. For there was no terror in the Black that could equal the World Eaters.

Emberly shivered, rubbing her arms. Even a hellworld would fear the coming of such creatures, and a planet would gladly open a rift to the infernal plains instead of face those horrors from beyond the stars.

“You’re… you’re sure?” Emberly heard Melia ask.

“Yes,” Fable sniffed, hugging herself tightly. “Just before… before my world was destroyed, there was an outbreak of people worshipping the Black. They were always there. They’re everywhere, but suddenly they were all out there. And… I remember walking by the spaceport and seeing Embrace the Void painted on it.”

She shuddered, and Melia squeezed the faun again. “You don’t have to talk about it,” the elf said gently.

“Heralds of the Black,” Fable whispered, as if she hadn’t even heard the elf’s gentle words. “They were on every corner. Dressed in black robes, they were wailing about the end of all things. We ignored them. Thought they were just crazies. Just getting worked up.

“Then, ships went missing. No one knew why. And one day… one day… the sky turned dark in the middle of the day. And… and…”

Awkwardly, Emberly rested her hand on Fable’s shoulder, and even Ariana sat on the bed beside the faun, hugging her too. Fable took a shuddering breath.

“It was like everything turned black,” the faun whispered. “But the darkness moved. People were screaming. My brother tried to get us to a ship, but all the ones taking off were being sucked up into the darkness. There wasn’t any warning. I got on one and we set sail but… but…”

Fable swallowed hard, her voice growing hoarse. “It was like the night was reaching out with writhing spikes and driving itself into the planet. Huge black things digging through the crust. Pillars of darkness bleeding from the sky… Anywhere it touched, greyness spread. Everything around it dying. Petrifying…”

Fable buried her face in her hands, her body shuddering with the force of her sobs. Comforting someone was an alien concept to Emberly, yet her heart ached in sympathy for the faun as her small frame trembled under the weight of those memories.

For a while, only Fable's sobs and Melia's soothing murmurs filled the room. Finally, Fable sniffled and spoke again.

“I… I blacked out. When I woke up, I was in the sick bay. Melia was there, and I found out my world was dead. I don’t know if anyone else survived.”

“It’s okay,” Melia said gently, continuing to stroke the faun's back. “It’s probably just crazies making their usual nonsense. It’s all fine.”

Emberly listened to Melia's words, but found no comfort in them. And by the worried blue of the elf's hair, the demoness could tell Melia didn't believe it either.


Chapter 19


By the time Dorian’s racer returned to Sphere, the numbness in his leg had faded. Parking the tiny engine in its berth, Dorian dismounted and gave his leg a shake, nodding in satisfaction.

“Most impressive,” Banquos remarked, climbing off his racer and sauntering over. “I ha-ave never hea-ard of one recovering from an ixxa-anian’s touch in less tha-an a da-ay.”

“What can I say?” Dorian replied with a shrug. “I’m a quick healer.”

“Indeed! Ah, and I see my crew has returned,” Banquos observed, glancing at his bone-white vessel and the figures moving aboard. “It seems we ha-ave missed the pa-arty.”

“We’ll invite each other to the next one,” Dorian promised.

“Gla-adly,” the goat-man baa’d jovially.

With a final farewell, Dorian headed off, threading his way through the crowded wharves. Yet, his thoughts kept drifting back to the lightbeacon and the creature they’d found inside. Worry gnawed at his belly, compounded by the news Azin and Fala had unloaded on him. Dorian sighed, running a hand through his hair. So many concerns weighed on him, but perhaps he could get a few off his shoulders before the day ended. After all, Grash was surely finished with whatever “delicate” business he had been attending to. And Dorian would be glad to get an update from the big orc.

As he walked, the idea of speaking to Grash grew more appealing, and soon enough, his steps had turned away from The Dragon’s Wing, taking him deeper into Sphere’s maze of streets and avenues.

Arriving at Grash’s bar, Dorian barely warranted a glance from the ogre bouncer, who simply jerked a thumb towards the orc’s office with a familiar nod. A knock at the door earned him a gruff, “C’min,” and Dorian did so.

He found Grash hunched over the desk, the orc’s immense shoulders mounding his pale shirt like twin mountains as he bent down, peering at a coin through a jeweler’s lens.

“‘Ere! Good timing. Wot you make a dis?” the orc asked, tossing him the coin.

Dorian caught it, squinted at it, and rubbed his thumb against the gold.

“...Feels real,” he said slowly.

“Right? But da guy who’s usin’ it ta pay me back’s a flake. So’s I’m wonderin’ ‘ow’d he get it?”

Dorian shrugged, flicking the coin back to the orc. “Can’t help you there.”

“Hrrr. Suppose not,” Grash said, leaning back in his chair with a creak, removing the jeweler’s lens. “But dat’s not ‘ere or dere. Wot newz you’z got for me?”

“Some,” Dorian replied, taking a seat across from him. He marveled at how much had changed between them. Not long ago, Grash had threatened to rip his head off over a stolen ship core, and now Dorian didn’t feel the least bit uncomfortable conspiring with the giant greenskin. Things moved fast in the Black, he mused. And now he was about to find out just how much. “According to them, most of the Imperials don’t want to occupy Sphere.”

“That right?” Grash said, pulling out a box of foul cigars and offering one to Dorian, who waved it off. With a shrug, Grash snipped off the tip of one for himself. “Hmph! Funny way a showin’ it by throwin’ d’ere weight ‘round here.”

“They’re not all of the same opinion,” Dorian admitted. “But it seems like Rear Admiral Fala wants Sphere to develop some sort of unifying government.”

Grash bellowed a laugh, spewing acrid green smoke that swirled around the ceiling. “Dat right? Dey t’ink dat’s gonna happen? Har har har!”

“It’s that far-fetched?” Dorian asked.

“Sure is,” the orc chortled, shaking his head. “Da leaders a Sphere ain’t unified fer nuffin’ save dat they don’t want ta be responsible fer any fuck-ups. It’d take one hell of a man to get da council on his side, not ta mention da rest a da squabblin’ morons who claim a slice a dis pie as deir own.”

Dorian nodded along, the orc’s words lining up with what Azin and Fala had said. “Sounds about right,” Dorian agreed, his expression turning grave. “But there’s something else you should know.”

“Yeah?” Grash grunted, puffing on his cigar.

Dorian moved in closer, dropping his voice further. “I went to a nearby beacon with Banquos, another captain. The light had been tampered with, and when we got there, we were attacked.”

“By wot?”

Dorian considered his words. “An… um… Banquos called it an ixxanan.”

Instantly, the amusement vanished from Grash’s face. He leaned forward, fixing Dorian with a close look. “You’z serious ‘ere?”

“Very,” Dorian replied. “It was like it was made of ropy shadows. I managed to stick my sword in its core, but it hit my leg, and I went… numb for a bit.”

Grash’s expression didn’t change, but the tip of his cigar glowed hot as it burned down with the orc’s contemplative huffs. “...Dat’s not a good t’ing, Dorian,” the orc growled. “Not good at all. Dem things iz dangerous. Especially da big ones. Ain’t got nuffin’ in dem but hunger fer life.”

“That’s what I heard,” Dorian said. “And I also heard there was some cult activity around Sphere. Do you think there’s a connection?”

Grash glowered and took out his cigar, grinding its stub in an ashtray. “Maybe,” the orc said. “Maybe dere iz somefin’ bout dat. But I wouldn’t worry none. Sphere ain’t da sorta place ta go down easy. Dere’s plenty a warship ‘nd defences dat can handle anyfin’ da universe throws at us. Still,” he mused. “No sense in ignorin’ t’ings like dis. I’mma take a look at dis, you mark my wordz good.

“In da meantime,” Grash continued, a bit of his grin returning as he eased back into his chair again. “You’z tell dat prick Azin dat I’m t’inkin’ ‘bout da whole ‘governin’ Sphere t’ing. Governor Grash!” he chuckled. “Now dere’d be a damn good title, oi t’inks.”

“Not sure they had you in mind when they made the offer,” Dorian observed.

“Hr hr! Only ‘cause dey ain’t got no taste,” Grash said, puffing his collar. “You t’ink I’m workin’ on dis level a Sphere ‘cause I can’t get in da higher ones? Nah. You’z can’t rule a place like dis from a palace, Dorian. You gotta be near da streets! Get a feel fer da movement a t’ings. Get me?”

“I get you,” Dorian agreed.

“Good! Now, you tell me wot dem two sez when ya report back ta dem. I t’ink we might be gettin’ somewhere.”

“Sure thing,” Dorian said, rising from his seat.

Grash gave a last gesture of farewell, and as Dorian left, the orc bellowed, “Binkin’! You’z get in ‘ere!”

A burly ogre ducked past passed Dorian and into the office. With a final glance back, Dorian stepped out of the door and back into Sphere.

It took him some time to make his way back to The Dragon’s Wing, but when he saw the snarling, draconic-headed prow, he felt a rush of satisfaction. Climbing aboard, he looked around, surprised to see the deck empty, save for Rina, splayed out and napping on the prow’s figurehead like a contented cat.

With a chuckle, Dorian headed for his cabin. Opening the door, he froze as soon as he caught a glimpse of his bed.

It was an expansive bed, but it was being pushed to the limit, with all four women snuggled together, Fable in the middle as they slept. Dorian smiled softly at the scene—it was too sweet for him to dare intrude. As quietly as he could, he drew back and shut the door without a sound.

Stepping away, Dorian sighed and looked around the ship, wondering what he should do while waiting for the girls to wake up. His eyes drifted to Rina, and a thought occurred to him. He glanced over the side of the ship at the traffic of crafts and vessels sweeping through the skies. Watching the variety of ships filling the void, he felt a familiar urge rise within him—the desire to be out there, to spread his wings and fly a bit.

Dorian looked around.

Well, why not?

He stepped over the rail and walked along the underside of the ship. Once he was sure he was out of sight of the wharves, he took a deep breath and focused on the hot core deep within him.

And let it fill him.

He knew he shouldn’t transform into a dragon, not so close to Sphere. But a smaller form shouldn’t draw much attention. He groaned in pleasure as wings of light formed on his back, filling with mana like a constellation of stars. Horns poked free of his brow, and his fingers turned to claws. His tail swished as scales shimmered over him, his clothes melding into a hide of gold and red.

The pleasure of it was incredible, like stretching to his full height after ages of being hunched over. The crack of bones felt like the pop of joints. The stretch of hide a freeing pleasure. He groaned as his teeth turned to fangs and his face elongated into a muzzle.

But he held himself back, tightening the transformation, keeping himself from becoming his full size.

That would come later.

Dorian shook himself, looking down at his form. About the size of a horse, he admired the shimmer of his scales, roiling like the surface of a sun. He flapped his wings, thrills racing up his spine as he tested them. Looking out across the void, he spotted a mostly empty section of space.

And leapt.

His shimmering wings snapped out, catching the flow of magic radiating from Sphere like a blue wave of power. With a few flaps, he shot towards the distant void, avoiding getting too near any ships. From a distance, he likely looked more like a skybird or some other flying creature that hovered around Sphere’s docks. The deception amused him—a sort of arrogance and power that he recognized and tried to temper. Overconfidence would get him killed. Or worse. He’d heard of the fates of captured dragons. Most were chopped up for their parts. Scales used in armour, bones in potions, organs in enchantments. Even their souls could be enslaved to pilot a ship.

He shuddered.

But he was fine. Already he was miles away from Sphere, out in the east where little traffic flowed. He marvelled at his speed—nearly twice as fast as The Dragon’s Wing.

Laughing, Dorian spun in the air, soaring in circles and rings out in the quiet privacy of space, relishing how good it felt to stretch his wings at last, and he was still small.

He wondered how big he could get?

Dorian hesitated, gliding on the updrafts of stellar winds. But he was far enough from Sphere, and he was genuinely curious now. He’d always worked to keep his size small when in his dragon form, and now the temptation to see how far he could go was overwhelming.

Throwing caution to the wind, Dorian opened himself up to the golden light that burned within him. He groaned as he felt that power fill him, rushing through his veins in a swell of energy, radiating into every limb with might.

He felt his wings stretch out, spreading far and wide. The sensation thrummed as his tail creaked. He could even feel his horns grow more pronounced. Without hesitation, as he felt his body fill itself to the brim, become what it could always have been, Dorian let his wide muzzle stretch open and unleashed a roar that seemed to shake the stars themselves.

For a moment, Dorian simply basked in his power unleashed. His wings spread wide, fanning out in glorious width. His scales shimmered hot and molten, his body radiating like a sun.

Gods, it was good.

Dorian marvelled at himself. He was easily larger than The Dragon’s Wing now, a fact that didn’t surprise him but felt right. Felt proper. He was a dragon now. A true high astral dragon.

A stellar dragon.

Satisfaction thrumming in his veins, Dorian almost wished to stay out among the stars, maybe fly away for a few days and experiment further. But no, best not. He would be missed soon, and he couldn’t bear that.

So, tilting his wings, Dorian soared back towards Sphere. As he did, he concentrated, his form shrinking again. It was hard—surprisingly so. Compacting the power that thrummed in his veins felt uncomfortable, almost wrong, but Dorian persisted, his body soon shrinking once more to become no bigger than a horse again.

Soaring back into Sphere’s airspace, Dorian was surprised to find it more difficult to approach. There seemed to be some emergency at the docks. A number of ships had untethered themselves and were moving into a battle line, while others had crew racing about their decks. Dipping, dulling the glow of his scales until they barely even glinted, Dorian deftly threaded through the chaos.

With relief, he reached The Dragon’s Wing again, landing on the underside and quickly returning to his human form. He groaned as his scales, horns, and tail faded away, disintegrating into pure mana as he stretched and strode back along the hull and onto the deck.

The docks seemed to be in even more of an uproar, drawing Dorian to the rail. “Hey!” he shouted to a passing sailor. “What’s going on?”

“Craziness!” the man shouted back. “Someone spotted a massive dragon out to the north!”

Dorian stiffened, a rictus of a smile on his face. “They… did, huh?”

“Aye! Beast seems to be gone, but every ship’s on high alert in case it attacks! Talk about a flotilla forming to ward the beastie off!”

Dorian chuckled nervously. “Crazy!” he remarked. “Did ah, anyone see where it went?”

“Seems it flew off, but I won’t be sleepin’ well tonight, I’ll say that much.”

Dorian nodded along, feeling his stomach tighten with unease. His true size had been more noticeable than he'd thought. He sighed, shaking his head.

Still, the knowledge that he could become so large and powerful filled him with a certain satisfaction. He had a feeling that he might need it sooner than he cared to admit…


Chapter 20


As Dorian idled at the wheel, probing the molten core of his draconic power, he heard the cabin door open and peered down at the deck. Ariana had emerged, the first to apparently untangle herself from the pile of resting crew, and Dorian smiled down at her.

“Had a good sleep?” he asked.

The fox-girl looked up, her vulpine ears twitching and a smile lighting up her face. “Dorian! Welcome back,” she cried, climbing the steps up to the poop deck. “We were starting to wonder what was keeping you?”

He shrugged. “The usual,” he said simply.

“Glad to see you back either way,” the archivist said, snuggling up against him, her bushy tail wrapping around the both of them.

Dorian chuckled, his arm going around her, tugging her against his side. “That right?” he asked, stroking her hair, making the fox-girl shiver in delight. “Seemed like you all were getting plenty of cuddling done in my bed.”

He felt Ariana stiffen, then the fox-girl sighed and glanced up at him. Her troubled expression gave him pause. “What?” Dorian asked.

Ariana nibbled on her lip. “Well,” she began slowly. “I’m… not certain I should be the one to discuss this matter. But… well, you would hear it soon anyway, and perhaps best you are so you have time to understand the situation better.”

“What happened?” Dorian prompted.

“Fable told us about what happened to her world,” Ariana answered. “That it was devoured by a World Eater.”

Dorian felt a chill. “Why?”

“Your… informant, Stella, came by with a message. She said that one of her patrons spoke of things such as tendrils of darkness, but when Fable heard that he’d mentioned Heralds of the Black, she recognized it from a saying among the cultists of her world just before it was destroyed. Before the World Eater came.”

Dorian felt like a lead weight had dropped deep into his stomach. “I… see,” he said, moving from the wheel. “I better talk to her.”

Ariana held him back with a hand on his arm. “We think it best she be left to rest. Put it from her mind.”

Dorian shook his head, his own thoughts putting together what he’d seen and heard the last few days with a terrible foreboding. “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he said grimly, then glanced back at Ariana. “Do you think you can get everyone but Fable out here? I think we need to have a meeting.”

Perhaps sensing the somberness of his tone, Ariana nodded and slipped away, her tail vanishing back into Dorian’s cabin.

For his part, Dorian made his way down into the hold.

There, deep in the belly of the ship, lay a lonely chest. It was a strange thing, and had been installed by Fable after one of their missions. Bolted into the wall, it was made of black iron and the lock was a curious mechanism that would only open to Dorian’s touch. He did so now, pressing his hand against it, the lock grinding, then clicking as it unlocked.

Grasping the lid, Dorian pushed open the chest. Within were their few true treasures. Gold glittered on the bottom along with some jewels; prizes from Rina’s hoard. Important documents lay beside them, such as their contract with Grash.

And atop it all was the staff.

The Pillar of Ways.

Grasping it, Dorian drew it out, examining it shrewdly. It was a strange thing, with swirling script written up the wood, while the tip was a mass of gold in a starburst pattern, but missing its final component.

That lay aside, far from the head of the staff. Known as the Eye of Eternity, it resembled something between a compass and a sextant. Its many strange facets and mechanisms glistened gold in the dim light coming from a nearby lamp. It had been in The Dragon’s Wing when they found it in a graveyard in the wyrmway. The staff itself had been on a world devoured by a World Eater during the halcyon days of the High Empire. The Eye had apparently been on its way to that very world, a thing important enough that it was hoped to be able to save it from destruction.

But how?

Dorian didn’t know. He couldn’t even fit the two pieces together. Some other enchantment was needed to make it work, and he hadn’t a clue what it could be. Not even Ariana, who had joined their crew with the explicit purpose of recovering the staff, seemed to have known.

Dorian picked up the Eye in his other hand, measuring the two against each other. He slowly brought them together, when a red crackle of magic blasted the headpiece out of his grip and across the room.

He sighed.

“Dorian?” Ariana called, poking her head below. “We’re all here.”

“Be just a second,” Dorian said, rising and putting both the headpiece and staff back into the chest, sealing it securely with another click of the lock.

Leaving it behind, Dorian climbed out of the hold and found everyone assembled about the midship. Even Rina was awake, the dragoness blinking groggily and scratching her head under her immense hat.

A sober air hung heavy over them, and Dorian couldn’t blame them. With a sigh, he planted his hands on his hips, and took them in with a glance.

“We have a problem,” he informed them. “A major one. There’s been a lot of talk lately, and I’ve made a few discoveries of my own. But I think I can say, with some certainty, that a World Eater is coming for Sphere.”

A pin could have dropped in the silence of that declaration. Even the noise from the docks seemed strangely muted as the four women stared at him in shock.

“By the sires of suns,” Rina breathed, breaking the silence.

“You’re sure about that?” Emberly asked, her red face ashen.

“I might be wrong,” Dorian conceded. “But I seriously doubt it. Either way, it means we’ve got a choice.”

“We do?” Melia said, her hair white with horror.

“Yeah,” Dorian replied, clasping his hands behind his back. “The way I see it, it’s not really our problem. We can leave Sphere at any time. We should probably drop a warning too, if anyone takes it seriously, but we’ve got nothing really tying us down here. We can sail out of here and never come back. I doubt anyone would blame us.

“Or,” Dorian continued. “We stay and try and prevent it from happening. I don’t really know how, but maybe we can come up with something. At least lend our help to the defence. Those are my thoughts. Any others?”

“You’re not wrong, Dorian,” Emberly observed, the demoness leaning against the mast, her arms crossed as she eyed him, a trickle of smoke escaping the corner of her mouth. “But it’s not so simple for Melia, Fable and me, savvy? We’ve known Sphere a long time, and if we lost it, we’d lose a lot more than just some memories and a waystation. Not saying we can stay or even should, but it seems a cold thing to just abandon the world here. Only saying.”

“I agree,” Melia added, some colour returning to her hair. “It’s not an easy decision for us to make.”

“True,” Dorian conceded. “But then there’s Fable.”

The creak of a door silenced him and he looked quickly back to his cabin. The faun in question stood there, looking tired, her face pale and even her antlers seeming to droop with exhaustion. Dorian felt a pang at the sight of her eyes, puffy from crying.

“Fable,” he said. “We-”

“I was listening,” she said with a weak smile. “Did you really think four people crawling out of bed wouldn’t wake me up? Melia actually stepped on my face a bit.”

Dorian looked at the elf, who blushed hotly.

“S-sorry,” she murmured.

“It’s fine,” Fable said, waving it off as she walked up to the circle. “But I think I should have some input to this too.”

“Of course,” Dorian said.

Fable took a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. She straightened a little, lifting her antlered head as if that breath had been enough to expel some of the mental weight she was carrying. “I think Dorian’s right,” Fable said. “I think a… a World Eater is coming here. I can feel it. And any time I look to the east and try to read the aura, I get nothing.”

“No readings?”

“Not like that,” Fable said, turning her head in the direction spoken, her voice growing distant and small. “I sense… nothing. Like a yawning emptiness. A hungry darkness stretching out. So big and hollow it’s like looking into a black hole.” The faun shuddered and shook her head, her arms hugging herself. “You can’t read a World Eater aura. It’s too big. Too huge. It’s how they manage to sneak up on worlds. But I think it’s out there. I don’t know how far. But it’s coming. I just know it. And it doesn’t come on its own.”

“How so?” Dorian prompted.

“Information on World Eaters is scant,” Ariana put in, the fox-girl adjusting her spectacles and peering at Dorian. “They leave very few survivors. But what has been gleaned is that they do not have a specific direction other than an instinctive hunger. Rarely do they come across worlds by chance. Often, they are summoned.”

“By a cult,” Dorian said, finishing the thought. He glanced back to Fable. “I’m sorry, Fable, but can you remember anything about the cults before the World Eater attacked your world? Anything we could use to track them down?”

Fable nibbled on her lip uncertainly. “There… was one thing,” she said slowly. “Anyone have some paper?”

Ariana immediately surrendered a sheet. Getting down on her knees, pulling a carpenter’s pencil from his toolbelt, Fable laid the paper out on the deck and began to sketch.

“There was this symbol,” the faun said. “Just before the World Eater came, it showed up in lots of places. Painted on walls of temples and some cultists even had it tattooed on them. When the spaceport was getting trashed, many of the cultits wore robes with it stitched on it as they burned the ships. It was… this.”

Dorian leaned over, peering at the design. It looked like a black triangle with several serpentine rings winding around it.

“You’re sure?”

“Sure as I can be,” Fable said with a disgusted look at the design. “I’ll never forget that thing.”

“Good,” Dorian said, looking about the others. “We’ll split up. See if anyone can turn something up about this symbol. But be careful. Don’t let on what you’re doing. Last thing we need is for these cultists to figure out what’s going on.”

“You’re going too?” Emberly asked.

“I’ll do some,” Dorian replied, checking a large clock built into a tower overlooking the docks. “But not for long. I still need to meet with Azin and tell him about what Grash said. I’ll check out the usual suspects on the way and maybe ask Stella to keep an eye out. We’ll meet back on the ship tonight and share what we’ve learned. Good?”

There was no argument, and soon they dispersed on their tasks. But though Dorian spoke confidently aboard the ship, he also knew that, barring the symbol being painted on the side of a building, he wouldn’t be the one finding anything. Though he felt more confident around Sphere now, he also knew the place was far too deep for him to figure much out beyond the obvious. If anyone found anything, he was betting on Emberly, Melia and Fable. They had the deepest connections to Sphere, especially Emberly, and once they had a bit more evidence, he’d go to Grash with his concerns.

Dorian wasn’t sure how the big orc would react. Probably call it bullshit, but Dorian shrugged it off. If it even got him a little worried, that’d be enough.

For now, Dorian turned his steps towards Azin’s coffee shop, arriving in short order. Walking inside, he immediately saw the elf in his usual seat, delicately drinking his coffee while his alien bodyguard lurked about his shoulders.

Dorian’s arrival didn’t go unnoticed, and as he took a seat across from Azin the bald elf smiled and delicately set down his cup.

“Captain Hawke, so good to see you, as always,” he purred. “I presume you have good news?”

“Sort of,” Dorian replied. “I told Grash about the plan with the Imperials. He doesn’t sound sold on it, but he seemed to be thinking about it.”

Azin nodded slowly. “Good. Good. Most excellent. The seed is planted. That fool orc may bluster about it, but he’ll see the wisdom soon enough.”

“I hope so,” Dorian replied. “But that does leave one issue.”

“And that would be?”

“My payment.”

Azin’s thin lips smiled. “Ah, yes. How right of you. You have been working hard for me, Dorian,” the elf said, reaching into his inner pocket and drawing out a checkbook. “And I would be remiss to abuse your goodwill. You will find I am a generous boss. Very generous indeed.”

Dorian wasn’t listening. Barely watching the elf. Instead, all of his focus was on Azin’s checkbook. A thing embossed in gold and gilt ivy swirling over it, gathering about a symbol in the center.

A black triangle framed by three serpentine rings.


Chapter 21


Dorian felt his body grow cold. His heart seemed to stop.

Oh gods.

Oh gods no.

“Dorian?”

He snapped back at Azin’s voice and blinked up at the bald elf, who was giving him an intent look. “Sorry?” Dorian said, forcing the stiff muscles on his face into an abashed smile. “Just got back from a party aboard my ship. Still feeling the alcohol a little.”

Azin’s narrow smile returned as he opened his checkbook and began to write. “Think nothing of it. I understand completely. And allow me to give you another reason to celebrate.”

Tearing the cheque from its book he passed it over. Dorian mimed looking at it, not even seeing the amount, his mind still whirling from understanding. “Very generous,” Dorian said, thinking fast. “And of course, I’ll need for us both to sign my copy of the contract, though I don’t have it on me.”

“No need for that,” Azin said with a dismissive gesture. “I think we have a good enough understanding that we don't need such formalities.”

“That’s exactly why we should though,” Dorian replied, a plan forming quickly. “If I work for you, I’d hate to think either of us would be cheating the other. Paperwork keeps us all honest. Come by my ship in a few hours,” Dorian said, tucking the cheque into his pocket, “and I’ll sort out the documents for you.”

Azin’s mouth twisted. “A great deal of bother for something so simple,” he replied. “And I will be busy.”

I bet you would be, you slimy bastard, Dorian thought. “Then how about your succubus? Filigra?” he prompted. “I’d like to hand it off to someone official.”

Azin sighed and rolled his eyes dramatically. “Very well,” he said. “I suppose I can send her by.”

“Fantastic,” Dorian said, still smiling as he rose. “I’ll be looking forward to seeing her.”

“I have no doubt,” Azin replied, putting out his hand.

With great effort, Dorian resisted the urge to crush the elf’s delicate fingers as they shook on it. Then, turning, Dorian walked casually away.

And as soon as he was out of sight, started running.

Gods. Gods above. Azin? Azin was in the cult? It made no sense. It was crazy! Why would the elf be working with the Imperials and also be part of a cult looking to destroy Sphere? How did any of that make sense?

Maybe it was a coincidence?

Dorian slowed, breathing hard, though not from exertion. His stride slowed as his mind threw itself back to the revelations, his initial surge of panicked energy fading.

Yes.

Yes, it might be a coincidence. Did a sign on the back of a book really mean Azin was a part of a cult bent on the destruction of Sphere? Maybe he got it from someone else. Maybe the symbol had a different meaning.

Or maybe it was a mark of the cult. Maybe Azin was part of it. Maybe this whole deal with the Imperium was a smokescreen for some purpose Dorian couldn’t fathom yet.

Dorian frowned, his brow knitting as he walked, still turning things over with his mind. As he worked through them, he realized he’d reached the dockyards and was approaching The Dragon’s Wing. Climbing aboard, Dorian looked about.

He brightened considerably when he saw Emberly by one of the cannons. He hailed her immediately, drawing the demoness’s attention.

“Well!” she remarked, straightening. “That was fast.”

“Thanks. Where are the others?”

One hand on her hip, Emberly jerked the other at the docks. “Off searchin’. I was about to head off too.”

“Glad you didn’t,” Dorian said. “I think I have something big.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. That symbol? I saw it on the back of Azin’s checkbook.”

Emberly’s brows instantly shot up with surprise. “You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure. It looked the same, at any rate, and we can’t exactly afford to be stupid about this. I tried to have him come aboard so we could question him, but he wasn’t going for it. But I did get his succubus.”

Emberly’s eyes lit up like matches, a grin widening her lips. “Ho ho! Did you now?”

“Yeah. Was that good?”

Emberly cackled, leaning against the mast with her arms crossed and a look of wicked cunning on her face. “You better believe it, Dorian. We’ll get far more out of her than we ever would Azin, savvy?”

“She did seem pretty fond of me,” Dorian admitted, recalling how the succubus fairly came just from kissing him. “I was thinking of, you know, seducing her and seeing if I could squeeze anything out of her.”

Emberly barked a laugh at that. “Oh aye!” she cackled, grinning ear to ear. “I imagine you might ‘squeeze’ a few things out of that slut. But hell! That’ll work for us. Of course,” she added with a knowing look, “that means you’ll have to get her so hot and bothered that she’ll do it willingly. And let me tell you, Dorian, no matter how well a Sin Contract is written, a demon will know every way they can twist it. But we gotta make it worth her while, savvy?”

“I think I can do that,” Dorian replied.

“Speaking from experience,” Emberly purred, moving towards him, resting a hand on his shoulder and pressing her breasts against his chest, “I’m inclined to agree.”

Dorian grunted as Emberly’s leg nudged his bulge. “Sounds good. Anything I should keep in mind?”

“Play with her horns. A lot.”

Dorian’s eyes instinctively went to Emberly’s sawed off stubs. “Her horns…”

The demoness grimaced and self-consciously touched hers. “Horns are special for a demon, Dorian. They can use them to connect to the infernal realms that spawned them. They can draw on additional strength and magic like you wouldn’t believe, like antennae. But without their horns, a demon is cut off from them. They can’t feed on that magic, but that also means they’re not influenced by the infernal realm.

“And that,” she added, “is what gives a Sin Contract its heft. A demon maintaining a connection to the hells while out in realspace is tough to do. So they need to feed on either magic or souls. A demon without a contract can just raid and drain mortals dry of magic or the power of their souls, which is why there're so many demonic pirates. But a demon with a contract feeds off the one they’ve signed a Sin Contract with. Break the contract, and break that connection, and most demons go… poof!”

“So?” Dorian asked.

“So leave it to me,” Emberly purred, patting Dorian on the shoulder with a wicked grin. “And we’re going to pump that bitch for more information than you’ll even want to know.”

Dorian wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Still, he trusted Emberly, strange as that may have seemed. So he left it to her as she ducked into his cabin to ‘prepare’.

“Just bring her in here when she arrives,” the demoness said with a wink as she shut the door. “And she’ll be in for a very big surprise…”

With a shrug, Dorian moved to the rail and watched the flowing crowds moving to and from the docks. Fortunately, he hadn’t too long to wait before he spotted a familiar figure strutting through the crowds. Dorian straightened as the demoness climbed aboard the ship.

Filigra looked good, and it was pretty clear she was hoping for more than business. The pinstripe suit was gone, and instead she wore a short skirt and tight blouse that showed off the heft of her chest. Fishnet stockings hugged her legs and thighs and her hair hung loose around her face, her eyes looking smokily over the halfmoon lenses she wore. A sultry smirk lit her lips as she strolled towards him.

“Hello, Captain,” she purred as she strutted up the gangplank. “Long time no see.”

“Too true,” Dorian replied, quickly recalling Emberly’s instructions.

“You have some paperwork for me to sign?”

“Absolutely,” he said, gesturing to his cabin. “It’s right in here.”

Her eyes slid to the door, then back to him, her smile growing deeper. “Mmm. How interesting. I can’t wait to… get to work…”

“Right this way,” Dorian said, walking to the cabin and opening the door to admit the succubus inside.

With a spring in her step, Filigra bounced into the cabin, her eyes taking it in with a flash. Dorian followed, peering about.

The lights were low and came from a number of scented candles spread across the interior, mostly concentrated around the bed. Emberly stood there, one hand on her hip, her body bared, toned figure dark in the candlelight, but her eyes gleamed through the gloom like those of a panther in the jungle. The demoness had one hand on her hip, her body leaning back a bit, a smirk of midnight delights curling her lip.

Dorian gently closed the door behind him, and at the sound of the latch Filigra turned, giving him a look of smoky amusement.

“Oh noooo,” the succubus cooed. “Could it be we’re not going to fill out paperwork?”

“We can do that too,” Emberly said hotly. “But Dorian told me about that kiss you two shared, and he happened to mention he was eager to get some more.”

“Did he now?” the succubus giggled and gave him another teasing look, her fingers moving sensuously over her own body, teasing at the band of her skirt. “I think I can do that.”

Dorian watched, barely daring to breathe as Filigra eased her skirt and panties down, revealing the sensuous shape of her legs, calves and mound. Her dainty hooves kicked the fabric aside and she grasped her shirt, tugging that up as well, her breasts bouncing into the open, no bra, for no mere wire or fabric could contain breasts of such aching perfection.

It was then, looking at her naked body, that Dorian understood the difference between a regular demon like Emberly, and one like Filigra. A creature designed for sex. For sin. For sensuous temptation. And he was supposed to give her the fucking of her life.

Might be a bit of a challenge.

“I think he likes what he sees,” Emberly purred, stalking up behind Filigra and reaching under the demoness’s arms, filling her hands with Filigra’s breasts.

“Mmm,” Filigra moaned, thrusting out her chest, her hips lazily rocking as Emberly squeezed and bounced her crimson tits. “I think you’re right. Do you like them, Dorian?”

“Very much,” he said, voice thick and hoarse.

Filigra’s lashes batted his way.

“Show her how much you want her,” Emberly purred.

Dorian knew what she meant and he shrugged off his jacket. He undid his belt, the click echoing in the warm silence, and soon stepped out of his pants. He saw how Filigra’s eyes ran up and down his body hungrily. Needily. The succubus licked her lips, taking a shuddering breath as Dorian pulled off his shirt, naked, the candlelight playing off his muscular body.

“Oh fuck,” Filigra cooed as Dorian cupped her cheek, leaned down, and captured her lips once more.

Filigra moaned, quivering in delight as Dorian kissed her, their lips melding together. He felt again that pulse of desperate arousal racing through him, electrifying his shaft and making it stand sharply to attention. Dorian growled, reached up, captured her breast with his own hand, giving it a hungry squeeze while his other hand grasped her ass and pulled her against him.

Filigra whimpered, melting to his lips, the fire of his passion. He could feel the hunger in her for it. The need. Like she were drinking something from him. Something she couldn’t seem to get enough of, but he barely felt. Her hips rocked, practically humping him, and he felt her damp arousal against his thigh.

He broke the kiss, Filigra swaying, woozy, her lashes fluttering, the sly seductress melted away, leaving only a needy beauty.

“He’s got so much more for you,” Emberly purred, drawing Filigra back, the succubus not resisting as Emberly slid onto the bed, the other demoness resting against her, back pillowed to Emberly’s breasts.

“I sure do,” Dorian said, moving onto the bed after them. Filigra trembled, her eyes opening a bit more as Dorian moved between her legs, lifting them, hooking them over his shoulders as he leaned down towards her pussy. He met her eyes and saw her bite her lip. He smirked, knowing it was wrong too, but unable to resist relishing the power he felt as he leaned down.

And began to lick.

“Mnnnnn!” Filigra cried, her legs tightening, but held back by Dorian’s strength.

“He’s got lots of practice,” Emberly chuckled, still playing with Filigra’s breasts as Dorian delved into the demoness’s hot box, stroking her pussy with lazy motions of his tongue.

“Fuck yes,” Filigra gasped, her head falling back, her breathing hot, hard, laboured as Dorian licked her out. Whimpers of delight and groans of ecstasy escaped her as he worked. “By the hells yes!”

“You’re drinking his mana, aren’t you?” Emberly purred, her hands moving from Filigra’s breasts and to her horns, the other demoness crying out in delight as Emberly’s fingers began to stroke them. “Naughty girl.”

“Tastes… ah… tastes so g-goooood,” Filigra whimpered.

Dorian grunted, amused and pleased. As he continued to lathe her pussy, he noticed something strange. Steam seemed to be rising off him. Gold and crimson. Wisps of it, threading the air, pouring into the demoness’s panting mouth. He didn’t even really feel it, but apparently she was.

A lot.

“Oh. Ohhhhh,” Filigra whimpered as Dorian’s tongue teased her higher. Higher. Finding her clit and stroking it tenderly. Lovingly. Torturing her with pleasure. “So… so gooood!”

“Can you hold back?” Emberly asked her oh so willing captive.

“N-nooooo!” Filigra moaned. Writhing. Trembling with the effort of resisting that most primal urge.

“Then don’t try. Let it out. Let it come!”

“Oh. Oh… Oh f-fuck yessssss!” Filgira cried, jolting, arching, wailing in ecstasy as she came in a sudden cry of purest pleasure, her juices rushing onto Dorian’s teasing tongue. A sudden swell of the steam of magic sucked into her throat.

Dorian let her ride out her orgasm, his tongue teasing it to the brink. Finally, he rose, towering over them both, Filigra looking at him dully. Breathlessly.

But even hungrier than before.

“You want more?” Dorian asked, voice husky, and he saw even Emberly shiver at the power of those words.

“Y-yes,” Filigra breathed.

He glanced at Emberly, who nodded, grinning wickedly.

Dorian smirked, moved forward. He leaned down, capturing Filigra’s lips again, his tongue tracing them as he eased forward, pressing his cock to her entrance.

Pressing into her.

“Mnnnn,” Filigra moaned, her lashes fluttering in delight, her body arching with ecstasy as he began to slowly, lazily, tenderly thrust into her. In. Out. A steady pace of ruthless mating that made the demoness whimper and take with jolts of her hips.

Dorian broke the kiss, breathing slow, evenly. But Filigra looked to already be on the ropes. Her eyes were foggy. Her pants hot and fast.

“Like it?” Emberly purred, still running her fingers along the ridges of the demoness’s horns. “You like his taste?”

“So… so good,” Filigra gasped.

“You want more, don’t you?” Emberly purred.

Filigra whimpered. “P-pleeeeease!” she cried.

“But you can’t take more,” Emberly said, amusement in her tone, her eyes gleaming in the light of the candles. “You’re all full up. You’ve been gorging on your contracted energy with Azin. Why, if you wanted more of Dorian’s, you’d have to… switch the contract. Make him your master. Obey him instead. Then you would get as much as you needed. As much as you wanted.

“And do you want that?” she asked coyly.

“Oh,” Filigra moaned, and Dorian could see the indecision in her face. “But… But I… I…”

“We could make it happen,” Emberly purred over the gasp of pleasure and the slap of flesh to flesh. “We could write a new contract. Make you our captain’s. Break the one with Azin. He’s got so much magic in him, you wouldn’t need to go back to the hells. The summoning wouldn’t break. You’d be Dorian’s. All his. Get to take his cock and magic so often. Isn’t that right?” she asked, glancing Dorian’s way.

“Oh… yeah…” Dorian grunted, speeding up a little, fucking her harder into the bed and Emberly.

“Nnnn!” Filigra moaned, half in denial, far more in waning resistance.

“Do you agree to take on Filgira’s contract?” Emberly asked. “To give her mana in exchange for her service? Do you accept her submission? Her service? For her to obey you in all things? To become yours?”

“I do,” Dorian said, his hands gripping Filgira’s hips as he plowed her. “I do indeed.”

“And do you want it?” Emberly asked the other demoness, her fingers reaching the tips of Filigra’s horns, rubbing the points ruthlessly. “Then say it.”

“I…” Filigra gasped. “I…”

“Yeah?” Dorian grunted.

“I… I… I want y-youuuuuu!” Filigra wailed.

“And it’s sealed,” Emberly purred.

A burst of light flared from Filigra’s stomach. She cried out, red runes lighting up in a circle around her belly button. She cried out in ecstasy as the lettering changed. Warping. Twisting to new designs.

In that moment, Filgira came. An orgasm that surged through her in a sudden swell of pleasure. She cried out, tensing, arching under him. The sudden tightness pushed Dorian over the edge. He roared as he filled her a final time, feeling the hot surge of his own climax race through him.

“Oh fuuuuuuck!” Filigra wailed, her eyes lighting up as she came, her body drinking his seed. His mana. Rapturous pleasure written on her face as she came atop his cock in a final high of desperate pleasure.

Dorian gasped, breathing out slow and heavily. He pulled out of the demoness, who collapsed onto the bed, breathing hard and fast, breasts heaving as she basked in the afterglow of a most literal sense, her eyelids fluttering closed as if she’d just passed out.

Emberly shook her head in exasperation. “Succubi,” she said, then patted Filigra’s cheeks. “Wake up, hot stuff. You’ve got some info to share, savvy?”

“Ohhhh. Five… five more minutes,” she groaned.

“You can rest later,” Emberly said.

“No… five more minutes… of that dick…”

Dorian snorted and Emberly gave him an annoyed look before turning back to the other demon. “No. You can get more only if you share, alright? Now spill. Are you a member of the cult?”

“Cult?” Filigra said, blinking dimly. “Ohhh,” she said with a sated smirk. “You mean… the Midnight Sons?”

“Is that what they’re called?” Dorian asked.

“Sure,” Filigra giggled, lazily stretching under him, her slim stomach arching and her plump breasts giving a tantalizing bounce. “Mmm. Buncha weirdos if you ask me. But Azin is suuuuper into it. Even bought all their stationary. And if the boss is into weirdo cult stuff, you better believe I’ll play along. But I’m surprised you know about it. It’s supposed to be hush hush. Someone’s gonna suffer for letting that cat outta the bag.”

“Don’t worry. There’ll be plenty of suffering all around if their plans come through,” Dorian grunted. “Now, what are they planning?”

“Don’t really know,” Filigra said, shrugging lazily, and clearly putting a bit more effort into it to make her breasts thoroughly jiggle once more. “Azin just goes on and on about Sphere needing to be ‘reborn’ or some shit. Usual stuff.”

“Does he say how?” Dorian prompted.

“Mmm,” Filigra mused, putting a delicately painted fingernail to her pouty lips. “Dunno. He never shares that kind of stuff with me.”

“Well, it’s going to be by bringing a World Eater to Sphere,” Dorian answered.

Filigra blinked up at him, a bit of the fog of pleasure fading from her eyes. “You’re… you’re serious?”

“Dead,” Emberly said stonily. “And so are all of us if we don’t stop them, savvy?”

Filigra propped herself up on her arms, looking between the pair in sudden worry. “Really? No joking?”

“Not even remotely,” Dorian said.

“Oh,” Filigra said. “Oh fuck. Though,” she added thoughtfully. “That does explain all the tentacle wallpaper. I just thought he was getting into the kinkier stuff…”

Dorian snapped his fingers, recalling the ditz to the present. “Listen, Filigra. We need to know everything, right now. The future of Sphere likely depends on it. Tell us, and we’ll protect you, but we’re running out of time. Tell us everything. Even the smallest detail might save us. Before it’s too late…”


Chapter 22


Ariana was most disappointed with her progress.

Not that she’d had terribly high hopes to begin with. The Archivists had an extensive library on Sphere, but it wasn’t nearly as large as the one that would be found in one of the greater strongholds. Too many hazards on Sphere meant that the rarer volumes were transferred to more secure libraries elsewhere. And to be fair, she hadn’t clearance to access most of the darker lore in the Deep Stacks. Still, she mused, patting her satchel as she wound her way back towards The Dragon’s Wing, she had hopefully gleaned a few things that might be of use.

She wasn’t terribly surprised to see the others on deck when she arrived, and even nodded in greeting to Emberly, who at least acknowledged her presence. Less so Melia and Fable. Though Ariana sensed no hostility from the pair, she acutely felt the distance between herself and them. Again, this did not surprise her, for the faun and elf had been together a long time, and had been the first to find Dorian on his homeworld. They shared a connection that she may never have.

It made sense, but she’d be lying if she said it didn’t hurt a little.

She gave the strap of her satchel a squeeze and joined the others gathered amidship around Dorian, who was sitting on the steps to the helm with a worried frown.

“Ariana,” he said, his expression clearing a bit. “Good to see you.”

“And you, Dorian,” she said, feeling her heart flutter and blood warm at his acknowledgement. “I have some information I look forward to share…”

“We all do,” Dorian agreed, “but I think I should let you all know something I found out first.”

Curious, Ariana took a seat on a barrel and leaned forward attentively.

Dorian sighed, straightening with a grim look. “I’ve found out, and have confirmed, that Azin is a member of the cult of the World Eater.”

Ariana’s eyes popped wide open, and she saw she wasn’t the only one shocked. Fable jolted and Melia pushed forward a step, a hand on her weapon, her hair flaring a pale blue laced with angry red.

“What!” the elf exclaimed. “You’re sure?”

“I had it from his succubus,” Dorian answered. “There’s no question. The cult is called The Midnight Sons. Azin is seemingly involved pretty high up, and is working with them to bring down Sphere. I’m not sure how he plans to do it, but he’s in it. Anyone have anything that might shed more light on this?”

“I do,” Melia answered with a growl. “And it’s starting to make more sense. I’ve been chatting with some of the sailors around Sphere and some older contacts, and they say there’s been a lot of activity around the deep wharves. People going missing, that sort of thing. More often than usual too, even for down there. And when I showed some the symbol, they said they’d seen something similar carved on some of the support beams down in the darker districts. And guess who runs the gangs in the Deep Wharves?”

“Azin?” Dorian hazarded.

“Bingo,” Melia growled.

“Adds up,” Emberly said, arms crossed. “I got some contacts running info for me too. Sounds like Azin’s boys have been buying up a lot of gunpowder and weapons. Allegedly they’re going to make a big move for territory. And I think they are, just not like we were thinking.”

“I heard something similar,” Fable added, and Ariana noticed the faun’s hands were clasped so tight in her lap the knuckles were white. “When it… happened on my world, there were random outbreaks of disorder all over the place. We couldn’t have done much against the World Eater as it was, but thanks to the cults, we were defenceless.

“Also,” the faun added, lifting her antlered head with a look of hardened resolve, “I know some of the maintenance engineers for a few of Sphere’s levels. They say there’s been some weird sabotage to some of the wide sector scanners. Maybe glitches, but it’s almost always towards the east…”

Dorian nodded slowly. “Adds up to what we know,” he grunted.

“I hope so. But once they managed to fix them, it seems like a blip has been approaching from there. A void, moving slow, but steady.”

“Not a great sign,” Dorian sighed. “Sounds like it’s already on its way.” He then looked to Ariana. “What about you?”

“Not much of the specifics to Sphere,” Ariana said, a hand delving into the pocket dimension of her satchel and drawing out a notebook. “Knowledge on the World Eaters is, unsurprisingly, quite sparse, but I did glean something of value.”

“I’m all ears,” Dorian agreed.

Ariana sat up straighter and opened her book, clearing her throat. “Yes. Well, it appears that the World Eaters rarely visit the same sectors more than once. In fact, they are drawn through space and those worlds with more than one sun have no records of them attacking. This is unsurprising, for it is known that World Eaters loathe heat and fire, for they are cold and hungry beings of the void.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes,” Ariana continued, running a finger along some sigils she’d scratched verbatim on her book. “It appears that the one thing that has been known to kill a World Eater is either a sun, or a Stellar Dragon. Or what we called High Astral Dragons.”

Glancing up, Ariana was pleased to see her words had the reaction she’d hoped. Stunned silence had fallen over the crew, who now slowly turned to Dorian.

Dorian stared at the fox-girl in shock. “You’re… you’re serious?”

“Very,” Ariana said, closing her book smugly.

“Why would you be surprised?” Rina asked, her arms crossed smugly. “There is no creature as powerful as a fully grown Stellar Dragon, and therefore, the male I have chosen as my mate.”

“You know about Stellar Dragons killing World Eaters?” Dorian asked.

“Of course! Such battles are things of legend.”

“Indeed. Though, I should add,” Ariana continued, “that these incidents are extremely uncommon, and only the most ancient of Stellar Dragons are said to have been able to fight off a fully matured World Eater. But their flames are particularly potent against them, so the tales go. That being said,” she added with a grimace. “There was a part of the translation that I didn’t manage to work out. It was an ancient poem. A saga in fact in The Journeys of Alfrun the Starwalker. Excellent narrative, so it may largely be myth, but there might be more to it.”

“Think you can translate it more?” Dorian asked.

“Oh yes,” Ariana said agreeably. “Given time, I should be able to work it out.”

“Hopefully we’ll have enough,” Dorian grunted, rising. “One thing’s clear, we’ve got something coming here. And we’re badly unprepared. A cult hiding in Sphere and probably out to sabotage the defences, sensors, and anything else, and a monster on the way to devour the entire planet. At this point, I doubt we’d be able to redirect it.”

“Agreed,” Ariana said, closing her book with a sound of finality. “If the sensors are indeed detecting the creature, and if the beacon had been drawing it in, it is unlikely to change course. A World Eater will be able to sense a planet rife with life from sectors away. If it is close enough to be pinched by Sphere’s traffic control, then it will not change directions for most anything. Sphere is too tempting a bait.”

“Fuck!” Melia cursed, kicking a bucket. “And no one’s gonna believe us as we are! We can’t get Sphere to evacuate like this. And we sure as hell can’t fight it off.”

“No,” Dorian said slowly, looking to the sky with thought. “But I might have an idea who can…”

“Who?” Fable asked.

“The Elven Imperials.”

Ariana blinked in surprise. “Oh,” she remarked, brightening. “That’s true. Were they to discover a World Eater was on its way, everyone would listen to them.”

Ariana looked around, but to her surprise saw few shared her enthusiasm. Melia and Fable were looking deeply uncomfortable, and Emberly was literally smoking with annoyance. “Is that not good?” Ariana asked.

“Sorta,” Melia said, her hair a flutter of nervous blues and angry reds. “But I don’t know why they’d listen to us either. They don’t exactly like us, and if we ran up to them and started going on about cults and stuff, they’d be more likely to throw us into the brig.”

“I know one reason they might listen to us,” Dorian said softly.

“You do?” Ariana asked.

In answer, Dorian lifted his arm. He flexed his fist, and scales shimmered across his hand while talons tipped his fingers.

“Oh,” Ariana breathed in sudden understanding. “Oh yes. They would be quite likely to listen to a Stellar Dragon, even if only in token respect. Dragons are the symbols of the Imperium, after all.”

“No way!” Melia barked, making Ariana jump with surprise. “Dorian, you can’t do that! If they find out you’re a dragon, who knows what they’ll do! Plus, that information is bound to get out sooner or later.”

“If I don’t, then they might not listen,” Dorian said, and Ariana was surprised and nervous to hear a ragged submission in his voice. “Or maybe they’ll listen, but too late. No. If we want to protect Sphere, we’ll have to try. Fable? See if you can get a read on Fala Luceran’s ship. Emberly? Can you get a message to Grash telling him about what we know?”

“I… Yeah, sure, Dorian,” Emberly said. “I can do that. But… are you sure?”

“Yeah,” Dorian said, and Ariana felt a shiver of awe race through her as Dorian looked to the starlit heavens, his expression hard with resolve. “I’m sure…”


Chapter 23


Though Dorian was sure of what he needed to do, he was equally sure that he wasn’t going to put the girls at risk doing it.

There were, naturally, some differences of opinion on that, but he settled the question firmly, and then went to secure himself a ride.

“You a-are sure?” Banquos said as Dorian mounted the racer.

“Sure am. And thanks for lending it to me,” he replied, clipping on the oxygen belt, the bubble forming around him.

The goat-man waved it off. “Think nothing of it. You sa-aved my life in the beacon. Though,” he added, stroking his bejeweled beard, eyes shrewd, “does this perha-aps involve tha-at?”

Dorian gave the other captain a defeated grin. “Not much gets past you,” he noted.

“A-attention to deta-ails is what keeps one a-alive out in the Black,” Banquos baa’d. “But I will not inquire further. Best of luck with your ta-ask, Captain Ha-awke. I wish you luck.”

“Thanks,” Dorian said, nodding as he revved the racer, fire guttering from its engine. “I’ll need it…”

With a kick the racer burst into motion, bearing Dorian quickly into the space around Sphere. Considering how much more control Dorian had over the craft this time, he’d hoped that the journey would be a calming affair. But of course, quite the opposite was true. Dorian knew only too well that not only his freedom, but also possibly his life was on the line with this one. There were a lot of unknowns for him in dealing with the Elven Imperials. He’d wracked his brain on how to tell Fala about the World Eaters and Azin without revealing himself and his dragon nature, but no matter what he came up with, there were too many unknowns. The biggest was even getting her to listen to him. He couldn’t try and make an appointment with her, or risk her leaving Sphere on a mission before she met with him.

And so, sadly, he resolved for a more… reckless approach.

He just prayed they gave him enough time to explain.

Thanks to Fable’s directions, he had little trouble locating the Elven Imperial vessel. The gold-encrusted ship was near the wyrmgate, registering ships for their records. A gilded mass of wood, iron, and cannon.

Dorian sighed, hovering his racer high above the impressively built craft as a freighter pulled away from the imposing battleship, leaving it alone for a moment.

His chance.

Dorian revved the engine and rushed it towards the Imperial ship. He saw figures aboard shout and scurry about, several cannons cranking about on their turrets and aligning with him, while a number of marines hastened onto the deck with arcane rifles cocked. Clad in polished silver armour, their angular helms framed their harsh faces as they brought up their weapons.

Dorian slowed the racer above them, just within earshot. A quick scan of the deck showed that Fala wasn’t about.

“I’m here to speak to Admiral Fala!” Dorian shouted.

“Human!” an elven officer in a tricorn hat and purple waistcoat shouted back from among a knot of marines with weapons raised and aimed. “You are to depart immediately!”

“Not until I speak to Fala!”

“You do not give us commands, human!” the officer shouted back. “Now clear out! You are obstructing Imperial business!”

Dorian sighed.

Well.

He tried.

Releasing the handlebars, Dorian rose to his feet, straddling the racer. He spread his arms, letting the molten heat of his draconic power simmer deep within him. It rose in a slow rush to fill his veins and thrum in his body.

And he jumped.

He plummeted towards the battleship’s deck, feeling scales shimmer over him, coating his arms, legs and chest. Horns sprouted from crimson magic and wings sparked into being from his back.

Shouts came from below and a barrage of rifle fire rose to meet him. Dorian winced as the rounds connected, glancing sharply off his body and around him in a spray of broken spells. As the deck rushed up to meet him, Dorian suddenly fanned out his wings, catching the air, arresting his fall to a slow descent.

He landed lightly, shimmering with scales and draconic power. He cleared his throat. “Bring out-”

The boom of a pivot mounted cannon echoed as a shot of pure golden magic slammed into Dorian hard. He staggered back a step, then slowly straightened, glaring at the stunned and horrified marines ranging about the deck, staring at him in dumbfounded shock.

“That was your one,” Dorian growled, flames licking from his mouth, wings flapping, dispersing the lingering smoke in a buffet of wind. “There will not be a second. Now, get Rear Admiral Fala Luceran out here! I have to talk to her!”

The officer in the tricorn hat raised a pistol, his face white but grit with terrified courage. “Creature! You will not-”

“What is going on?!”

Dorian looked up sharply to see Fala Luceran emerge from her cabin, the admiral shoving a hat down, her hair out of its rolls and in a dishevelled mass of blazing red with fury. Her eyes flashed as she looked down on the deck, one hand grasping the rail as she leaned over, scowling down at him.

“My lady!” the officer gasped. “We-”

“Fala!” Dorian barked. “I need to talk to you.”

He watched her eyes sweep over the deck, taking everything in before locking on to him intently. Her brow knit and the red swirl of her hair began to fade, growing a more subdued and cold blue, though he noticed flickers remained like embers. “Well,” she declared, moving about the rail and slowly descending the steps. “I am here now. So speak. And once you’re done,” she added with a look at the scorched deck around his feet, “we will discuss just what you are to endure such a blast of magic.”

“Fine by me,” Dorian said. “That works out perfectly in fact.”

Fala nodded, stopping before him, her impressive chest thrust out so the medals that decorated her jangled as she glared at him. “Then speak, Captain Hawke.”

Dorian had thought carefully over what he had been going to say. He’d planned a number of ways to convince her and break the news. But as he stood on the deck, confronted by the proud and beautiful captain, his veins singing and body burning with the power of his dragon blood, Dorian instead jerked a thumb back towards Sphere. “Your man Azin is a liar.”

Her brow knit. “Excuse me?”

“He’s not going to wait for Sphere to get a new government,” Dorian continued. “He’s not going to help the Imperium, whatever he told you. He’s a cultist, and is summoning a World Eater.”

Dorian felt the sudden chill that filled the air at that. Fala’s eyes narrowed sharply and her hair glowed an even brighter blue. “That is a serious accusation…”

“Yeah? Well, this is a serious problem,” Dorian replied. “The reason he wants you and your fleet here is so there’ll be more ships around to destroy when the World Eater gets here, and it’ll get the Imperium out of the way to leave this part of space unprotected.”

“And you have proof, I presume?” she demanded.

“Check in what his men have been doing in the Deep Wharves. The weapons they’ve been buying. Not to mention these,” Dorian added, reaching into his jacket. There was a click of cocking weapons from the marines, but Dorian ignored them, pulling out a ream of papers Filigra had managed to sneak to him. “Documents about the cult and their ties to Azin. Pretty thin, I’ll grant you, but if you really want proof, send a few scout ships east. Where the scanners haven’t been picking anything up but dead space.”

Warily, Fala took the papers from him. She began to leaf through them, and Dorian could see her face tighten and more red bleed into the shimmer of her hair.

She finally looked up, her frown deep. “This is… quite damning,” she admitted.

“I should hope so,” Dorian replied.

Her finger tapped the papers thoughtfully. “...Do you know how long we have before the World Eater arrives?” she asked. “How big it is?”

“Big enough,” Dorian grunted. “And I don’t know. Days. Weeks. I doubt months, but I think we have a bit of time. The Midnight Sons would be playing their hand if it were soon. But they’re still prepping for it, as far as I can see.”

“I see. If your accusations are true, Azin will pay for his crimes.”

“Not yet,” Dorian said. “I have a plan. Something to hopefully get him and convince Sphere of the threat. If you want to be a part of it, I’ll send you a message outlining it further.”

“You ask much of me,” she noted. “And offer me little reason to trust you.”

“That’s the way it’s gotta be,” Dorian said with a shrug, gathering the molten magic within himself. “But let me lay my last cards out on the table.”

And Dorian changed.

The transformation into his mid-sized dragon form felt good. The stretching of his body with scales and talons and fangs liberating. He rose, swelling until he nearly consumed the deck, sending startled marines scrambling back lest they be crushed by his bulk.

Dorian lifted up his long neck, his scales glowing gold and red, shimmering across the Imperial ship. He looked down at Fala’s face, who was staring up at him, her hat fallen free, forgotten, her jaw slack and eyes wide, hair white with shock.

Yet, Dorian thought he could also see a flutter of aroused pink in those long tresses.

Dorian smirked a little and craned his neck down. “All my cards,” he rumbled.

Bunched his legs.

And with a beat of his immense wings, he soared up into the sky.

As he passed his racer he snatched up the little device, soaring away from the Imperial ship and the shimmering gap in reality that was the wyrmgate. Dorian nodded to himself, angled away, and soared from the ship and Sphere. Seemed he’d gotten his point across. Now, all there was to do was to complete the trap.

Only once he was a good distance away did he return to his human form, remounting his racer and speeding back to Sphere. As he dodged around traffic and skimmed down towards The Dragon’s Wing, he smiled in satisfaction on seeing Grash’s ogre-disguised bulk waiting impatiently near the helm, along with Melia and Fable.

The big orc turned his steely gaze up to him as Dorian parked his racer and hopped down. “Grash,” Dorian said, approaching the orc. “Thanks for coming.”

“Dis better be worth it,” the orc noted, crossing his beefy arms and glaring at Dorian. “I don’t like bein’ summoned fer nuffing. Now, you’z said you’z had somefing for me? Well, outz wid it.”

“Yeah, I do,” Dorian said. “I need some help. When’s the next time the Council of Stone meets?”

The orc raised a speculative eyebrow. “We meets once a month. Da next one’s comin’ up in three days. Why?”

Dorian smiled. “Perfect,” he said. “I want to talk to you about that. And about what Azin’s really after…”


Chapter 24


Dorian supposed it made sense that neutral ground would be in the northern pole of Sphere.

The Temple of the Stone rose like a mass of masonry, crowning Sphere like a capstone. It inhabited the peak of the planet, built on the pinnacle of a mountain that had been carved from the pole of the planetoid. Below lay the High District, where palaces made of the same dark stone spread out for miles, sprawling out in avenues and richly built buildings. According to Grash, only the wealthiest merchants could afford such accommodations, most of whom controlled various interests across Sphere’s layers. The crème de la crème, risen to the top of the hive that was Sphere.

And above them all, like a pillar the size of a mountain with docks jutting from its sides, was the Temple of the Stone.

“What’s so special about it?” Dorian mused as he piloted their ship down towards one of the docks projecting from the angular building.

“The Temple acts as the only true neutral ground of Sphere,” Ariana explained. “The Order of the Stone are above politics, quite literally. They are astronomical observers and recorders, seeking the gods among the heavens and deciphering meanings from the paths of celestial bodies.”

“How’s that worked out so far?” Dorian asked.

“Wonderfully!” Ariana exclaimed, pulling out a newspaper. “Their predictions are incredibly accurate. For instance, this one said that ‘Good Fortune Would Find Me Today,’ and I found a silver piece on the street!”

Dorian raised a brow. It sounded like hokum to him, but he wasn’t here to argue. “Bringing us down,” he said, the oars of The Dragon’s Wing dipping them towards the pier. He knew it was the right one thanks to spotting Grash’s green bulk standing patiently near the end.

Fanning the oars, Dorian slowed the ship as it descended alongside the dock, with Melia flinging down the gangplank.

“Thanks,” he said.

“I still don’t like you going in alone,” Melia huffed, arms crossed.

Dorian shrugged. “Attendees can only bring one guest per meeting. Besides,” he said, eyeing the busy air around the temple, “...Keep an eye on the ship. And for anything strange. If Azin realizes he’s trapped, he might try and call for help, or stage a breakout.”

Melia followed his look and nodded slowly. Clapping her on the shoulder encouragingly, Dorian descended the plank to meet Grash.

“Well, well!” the big orc exclaimed as Dorian joined him. “Startin’ ta wonder if’n you waz comin’ after all. Ha ha! Just pullin’ yer leg. Now, ya ready ta make a big entrance?”

“I guess,” Dorian replied, glancing at the robed figures standing by. “And these are…?”

“Guardians a’ the Balance,” Grash said, slinging a burly arm over Dorian’s shoulders and walking him toward the large opening leading into the temple. “Quiet types, but dey make it deir business ta keep order round ‘ere, so try not ta piss ‘em off.”

“I’ll try,” Dorian replied, though he wondered if they’d be able to avoid it. If his plan worked, things should go smoothly, but that was a rather large ‘if’. He glanced again into the sky where he spotted several Imperial warships hovering. Ideally, he would present his evidence to the council, inform them of the World Eater, and have Fala back him up. Then, when Azin left, he’d be grabbed by the Imperials for questioning. Hopefully, they’d be able to squeeze more out of the elf.

But that was only if things went well. If he failed or if no one believed him… Well, it would be mighty awkward if he made an idiot of himself in front of the most powerful people in Sphere. Awkward, and potentially fatal.

Dorian shook off the jitters as they made their way through the spacious corridor leading deeper into the temple. Their steps echoed weirdly on the walls, and more robed figures drifted by, several carrying incense burners that filled the air with a sweet-smelling smoke. A number wore masks of crabs, bulls, and one had what looked like a centaur.

Weird, even by Dorian’s standards.

He focused as they came to a pair of huge doors at the end of the hall. Two more robed men holding tall staffs stood on either side of the imposing doors. As Grash approached, they bowed and opened the way with a groan of ancient timber, leading into the next room.

A huge vaulted chamber awaited within. A round table occupied the middle of the room, a crystal embedded in the ceiling glowing a bright yellow. Above the table was a diagram of Sphere made of golden light, etched in the air as if by some celestial artist, slowly moving. By their shifting light, Dorian made out what looked like astronomical star charts carved into the walls of the chamber.

Dorian’s eyes flicked about the table, spotting a number of strange people along with a few he knew. Azin, in particular, sat calmly in his seat, hands clasped atop the table, his squid-faced bodyguard ever lurking at his side like some monstrous shadow. At another part of the table he spotted the gold and white of Fala sitting demurely.

Others Dorian didn’t know. A dwarf encrusted in what looked like an iron crown and gauntlets glowered from another part of the table, while a figure made of what looked like pink crystal sat in flowing white robes near him. A goblin lurked in another corner, his top hat encrusted with gems along with the rest of his suit and tie. When he caught Dorian’s eye, the goblin grinned, revealing yellowed teeth embedded with diamonds.

Yeesh.

Grash strolled over to one of the chairs and dragged it out with a squeak, taking a seat and resting his mechanical arm on the table with a hiss of pistons. “Looks like we’z all here,” Grash said. “Shall we get started?”

Movement drew Dorian’s gaze to the tallest figure in the room. Robes whispering, they rose, their face a mass of bandages. What looked like miniature planets floated about their head, spinning like a solar system around a bandaged sun.

“We shall begin,” the figure declared in a musical voice. “By the stars and the planets and their divine rotation, let us commence this meeting of the Council of Stone! I, High Priest Astromo, shall officiate, as before. Let the stars bless this meeting with success.”

Dorian was silent as the meeting began. He wouldn’t claim he had a good grasp of politics or the art of dialogue, but it seemed to him that there was a lot of shouting and very little solution. The dwarf, whose name was apparently Eggars, had complaints that the goblin, named Mister Gorbs, had been robbing from his forges. Gorbs dared him to prove it. Eggars called him the son of a donkey. Grash laughed at them both. The crystal figure, named Dimas, informed them they all lacked elegance. After fifteen minutes of that, Astromo called the next issue to be discussed—something about new docks and piers infringing on the territory of various members. Maps were presented as evidence. More shouting ensued.

The next matter of business came up without deciding on a solution.

And on and on it went.

Dorian was rapidly beginning to see why nothing constructive was ever done collectively on Sphere. With a sort of horrified fascination, he listened to things proceed, feeling like his brain was being beaten to mush from the sheer boneheaded stupidity of the council.

And then it came to him.

“Next matter on the agenda,” Astromo sang, with a wide gesture of a bandaged hand and a flutter of billowing sleeves. “We have Boss Grash, who brings concerns about the arrays going down and matters in the east.”

“Aye,” Grash said importantly, rising like a mountain of green muscle. The orc twitched his white jacket, grinning his metal teeth at the assembled masters of the planet. “Esteemed masters a’ Sphere, seems we might be havin’ a bit of an issue croppin’ up that we should prob’ly take a bit ‘f an interest in. Mister Azin there ‘nd the Elven Imperial admiral with ‘im ‘ave come here with an idea. Roight? Dey think dat we should elect someone ta act as tha actual governor of Sphere.”

Conversation buzzed at this, and Dorian caught Azin’s cocky grin.

“And personally,” Grash declared, hooking a thumb to the lapel of his jacket and grinning at the table, “I think dey’ve got a point, I does. Because it seems ta me we ain’t gettin’ de sort a’ work done dat Sphere needs, especially when we’ve got somethin’ like an emergency comin’ our way.

“And we’z gonna need dat,” Grash added, his grin fading, his voice growing heavy as lead. “Because I’ve got it on excellent authority dat a World Eater’s comin’ dis way.”

Dorian expected the silence that followed that proclamation, but not the amused snort.

“Really?” Gorbs said, shaking his head, the tassels on his top hat swishing. “A World Eater? Ain’t one of those been seen in these parts for millennia! And that time, the Imperium told them ta fuck right off. ‘Sides! We’d have warnin’ if somethin’ like that wuz comin’.”

“We would,” Dorian put in, “if someone hadn’t sabotaged the deep-space sensors. If every ship that went east came back. If there wasn’t a cult working to undermine the station’s security.”

“And who’s this now?” Gorbs asked, giving Dorian a shrewd look.

“Dis,” Grash said, clapping Dorian on the back, “is Dorian Hawke. Cap’n of The Dragon’s Wing. Sure most a you’z ‘eard of him by now.”

Dorian was surprised to see that, by the sudden whispered murmurs, most clearly had. He cleared his throat. “I am,” he continued, “and a few days ago, I went with Captain Banquos to repair a light beacon damaged in the eastern sector. When we arrived, we discovered it had been sabotaged to put out a frequency much higher and different than it was designed to.

“And while we were there, we were attacked by an ixxanan.”

“And you survived?” Eggers blustered. “Just the two of you?”

“We did,” Dorian replied. “And when I returned to the docks, an informant told me that a cult known as the Midnight Sons was trying to engineer the coming of a World Eater.”

Another rush of murmurs spidered through the air.

“I have been hearing of strange activity among certain underground groups,” Dimas said thoughtfully.

“But if we really were,” Gorbs said again, “then we’d have had some signs!”

“Unless it was being covered up by someone powerful,” Dorian interrupted. “Someone subtle. Someone with the means and organization capable of such a thing.”

“Someone like me.”

Dorian fell silent, looking in surprise at the speaker. Azin had risen from his chair, the elf smirking at the room, but his eyes were narrow, glinting dangerously as he cast his gaze about.

“‘Ere!” Gorbs said, the goblin sitting up sharply and staring at the elf. “What you’z talkin’ about?”

“Forgive me for stealing your dramatic thunder, Captain Hawke,” Azin said, giving a thin bow in Dorian’s direction. “But how could I stay silent when you were about to rob me of the grand reveal?”

“Hold on ‘ere,” Eggers said, half rising in his chair, glaring at the elf. “Are you saying…”

“That it’s true?” Azin looked benignly around the table. “Oh yes. It’s utterly true.”

“You treacherous dog,” Fala snapped, rising from her seat, her hair a mane of furious red and her hand gripping her sword tight.

Azin spread his hands in mock helplessness. “True. But can you think of a better way to come to rule over Sphere? A new age is needed, and Sphere will be the seat of power. Free of the squabbling politics. A clean slate.”

“The World Eater would destroy this world,” Dorian protested.

Azin clicked his tongue, waving a finger as if scolding an ignorant child. “Not true! The World Eater feeds on life itself, but not the immaterial. Should it be allowed to feed freely, it would wipe out all of Sphere, but leave most of the planet’s infrastructure intact. It would be simplicity itself to move in afterward and retake the planet, turning it into a proper station under my rule. Though, I would rename it, of course. Sphere is so plain. Something more dramatic. Like… Azina! Yes, I always liked that,” Azin said dreamily.

Grash chortled, his guillotine claw snapping audibly as the big orc rose ponderously to his feet. “You’z sure talkin’ big fer a man outnumbered ‘nd outgunned.”

“How amusing,” Azin said lightly, his dark eyes gleaming as he grasped dark pendant he wore. “You think I didn’t come prepared to kill all of you today.”

Dorian’s eyes widened as he felt a sudden buildup of magic in the elf. “Everyone back!” Dorian shouted.

“Too late,” Azin replied mildly and tossed the pendant on the table.

The stone shattered, an explosion of magic black as midnight throwing Dorian back. It nearly knocked him off his feet, but he managed to endure it.

And almost wished he hadn’t.

A dark gate crackled in the air above the table, the smoky portal shimmering as an elf clawed through. A dark cloak clung to him, stitched with red designs like swirling tentacles. A sword was clutched in its hand, and a pistol in the other. “Herald the Black!” the cultist howled as he surged into the room, followed by dozens of others of every race, pouring through the portal.

“Shit!” Dorian spat, drawing his sword, but before he could move, an icy dagger of pain lanced into his head. He staggered, grabbing his forehead and turning sharply.

Azin’s bodyguard hovered nearby, the squid-faced horror staring at him, the air around the monstrous alien humming as his yellow eyes glowed terribly, psionic power crackling off him like lightning.

Dorian grit his teeth, his head feeling like it was in an ever-tightening vice. Sound seemed muted. The bellow of Grash as the big orc swept his mechanical arm, hurling several cultists away from him and charging for Azin. The crackling buzz of Eggers slamming a hammer blazing with lightning into another cultist. Red light seared through the room as Fala unloaded her sidearm into the dark mob, her sword wreathed in golden flame.

Dorian shuddered, his legs threatening to give out as if the weight of worlds were crushing him. The hum of power resonated louder as the squid-faced alien bore his power into him. The world seemed to narrow, slowing, existing in a fraction of time and space between Dorian and his attacker.

Legs feeling like they were made of lead, Dorian took a shaky step forward and almost buckled to his knees. He sensed a thrum of amusement from the alien, and a sudden fury welled up in him. Dorian lifted his sword arm, switched his grip.

And threw his blade like a spear.

He felt a flash of shock from the psionic horror right before the sword slammed into its pulsing forehead. The sheer force of it hurled the alien backward, slamming it into one of the astronomical designs written on the walls, pinning the creature there like a fly. The alien twitched, the tentacles on its face writhing.

Then it was still.

In an instant, the pressure vanished from Dorian’s mind. He gasped, stumbled a step, and shook his head to clear it.

A bellow of rage and pain jerked his attention back to the present. Dorian turned sharply to see Grash facing Azin. And yet, it wasn’t Azin. The elf’s arm was lifted, but from his sleeve projected a dozen tentacles, dark as midnight, writhing over the orc, some restraining his arms while others wrapped around his head.

“This was a long time coming,” the elf purred over the sound of battle, grinning as he gazed down into Grash’s snarling face. The black tentacles suddenly surged with dark lightning, the orc bellowing in rage and pain.

Until his head exploded.

For a second, Dorian could scarcely believe it. Seeing the big orc die so simply didn’t seem real. Then, Grash’s hulking body toppled, crashing to the floor with a heavy thud.

And rage surged up in Dorian.

Ignoring his pounding headache, forgetting about his sword, Dorian charged across the room towards Azin. A dark-robed cultist lurched into his path. “The Black feeds!” the madman shrieked.

Dorian didn’t even look. Gold and crimson flared on his arm as scales formed, and he struck the man aside with a crack of bone, sending the cultist spinning across the room like a broken doll.

Azin turned sharply towards him, and Dorian saw fury in the elf’s dark eyes. With a gesture, the elf's other hand turned black, fingers extending, lurching at Dorian in a mass of dark tentacles.

“Know the power of the Herald of the Black!” Azin crowed as his rubbery limbs grabbed at Dorian, wrapping around his arms and legs.

Dorian pulled against them, rearing up. The molten heat within him rushed into his throat, wings bursting from his back, and horns of light glowing from his brow. He exhaled, a mass of golden flames devouring the writhing tentacles that clutched at him.

Azin shrieked in pain, his rubbery tentacles snapping back, freeing Dorian for a moment. Crouching, Dorian hurled himself at the elf with a beat of his wings, tackling him onto the table. Azin skidded across the polished surface with a snarl, his other arm coming up and slamming into Dorian with inhuman strength.

The blow threw Dorian back, but a flap of his wings straightened him, leaving him hovering above the table. The elf rose, more dark tentacles oozing from his sleeves like both arms were masses of writhing shadows, his eyes black as midnight.

“You should have never crossed me, Captain Hawke!” Azin snarled.

“Funny,” Dorian replied, gathering up a great mass of molten heat in his chest, sending it up his throat until every word sparked with golden flame. “I was going to say the same.”

Azin snarled, hurling his tentacles forward. At the same time, Dorian opened his mouth.

But it wasn’t flame that erupted from his jaws this time. A beam of red and golden light blazed from his maw, screaming in the air as it vaporized everything in its path. The tentacles dissolved before the heat of the ray, Azin’s eyes widening in horrified understanding an instant before it hit him.

“Eyaaaaaaagh!” the elf shrieked, little more than a shadow in the blaze of the sunlit ray. He threw up his arms in some final, futile effort of defense, but it was useless. His body faded, scoured away by the force of Dorian’s breath, reduced to nothing in moments.

Dorian closed his mouth, chest heaving as he looked down at the melted hole in the middle of the table.

He exhaled a plume of smoke, his wings fanning out as he slowly drifted back down. He landed and looked around, but the battle was already done. Dark-robed bodies lay strewn about in heaps, along with several council members. Those still standing were staring at Dorian with shock and awe.

“Bloody hells,” Eggars breathed, caked in gore and still holding his crackling warhammer. “Yer a bloomin’ Astral Dragon!”

“Yeah,” Dorian said, suddenly feeling very tired. “I am.”

Murmurs swept through the survivors, and Dorian looked over at Grash’s body. He felt a sudden pang of loss, which was strange. He wouldn’t have considered the orc a friend, but the big brute had been instrumental in much of Dorian’s time in space since arriving. Dorian sighed and shook his head, forcing himself to focus on the present. Standing astride the table, he took in the room grimly.

“So you all know now I was telling the truth,” he declared. “So I suggest you elect your leader and get organized. Prepare the defense of Sphere! Because the World Eater is coming. And we’re all its prey.”


Chapter 25


Much happened in the following few days, not the least of which was Fala being elected as the temporary war leader of Sphere’s defences. It hadn’t sat well with a number of the council members, but it was generally accepted that, given the scale of the emergency and the admiral herself being the only one with any true experience fighting a large-scale naval engagement, she was the best choice.

Especially when Fala’s scouts returned.

Thus, Dorian found himself sitting once more in the main chamber of the Council of Stone, now repurposed as the war room. The immense table remained, along with the hole melted in its center, but the rest of the expansive chamber had been filled with charts and arcane brass devices that projected maps and screens onto the walls. A number of Imperial mages were scattered about, running communication devices, while various other races dashed to and fro, coordinating Sphere’s preparations.

Dorian paid them little heed. He sat back in his chair, his crew all around him. Fala had looked annoyed when he brought the five women in with him, but she gave no argument, simply gesturing for him to take a seat.

In the center of the table, the golden illumination of Sphere glowed. Fala stood on the table beneath it, and Dorian caught Rina repeatedly glaring at the elf’s pompous hat while self-consciously adjusting her own.

“The matter stands like this,” Fala said. “Efforts have gone well in rooting out various elements of the cult of the Midnight Sons. However, those have become the least of our worries. My scouts have returned with news.”

She gave a nod to some cowled mages, who adjusted the controls of a device. The projection of Sphere shrank, the map expanding to illuminate the areas around it—specifically, a large dark mass overshadowing the eastern sectors.

“The World Eater is closer than we thought,” she said. “And approaching steadily. It will reach Sphere within a week. Possibly less.”

Dorian felt a chill spread through him as a hush consumed the room.

“Unfortunately,” Fala continued grimly, “this means reinforcements from the Imperial Navy will be unable to arrive in time. The warships under my command number fewer than a dozen, but we will nevertheless form the first line of defence. We have some… experts on how a World Eater attacks here. Captain Hawke?”

Dorian glanced at Ariana and nodded. The fox-girl cleared her throat.

“There is little true knowledge of how a World Eater seeks to do battle, but some is known. It lacks what we might consider a tactical mind, being little more than a mass of yawning hunger. From the few records we have from survivors and those who defeated such an attack, we understand that it homes in on the largest concentration of life it can find. Any impediments it will seek to remove with its innumerable tentacles.”

Fala gave a short nod of thanks. “Indeed. As a result, we will be employing a series of defensive lines. Every warship on Sphere will be pressed into service to form a series of screens.” She gestured, and several blips of light sprang into being on the map. “As the World Eater approaches, we will seek to spread its attacks out across a wide field. Spread out as it is, it will be unable to resist a frontal assault upon its core—the heart.

“For that,” Fala continued, “we will be engaging a fire ship tactic. A World Eater is known to loathe fire and magic. Therefore, we will be managing a number of derelicts and driving them into the core of the creature. With luck, between the concentrated firepower of the warships and these fire ships, the attack will succeed in baring the monster’s core for a concentrated assault, and kill the thing before it can damage Sphere too much.”

“Excuse me,” interrupted a pompous but trembling human merchant whose name Dorian hadn’t caught, “but has there ever been a recorded instance of fighting off a World Eater of this size?”

Fala gave him a steely look. “No.”

Whispers hissed around the table. The merchant paled even further. “Then… should we not try to evacuate Sphere?”

“We have neither the time nor enough ships,” Fala replied coldly. “It would take months to complete a full evacuation of the station. Therefore, we must fight. As such,” she added with a hard look around the table, “I suggest you all return to your people and territory, and prepare for the battle. Man your defences, and ready yourselves for the fight of your lives.”

Dorian moved to leave, but Fala gestured for him to remain.

“Awful uppity, isn’t she?” Emberly murmured under her breath.

“Shh,” Dorian whispered while the rest of the council filed out. As they did, Dorian noticed several of them eying him, whispering to each other as they were ushered out of the room by a number of marines.

Once the doors were closed, Fala turned his way.

“I will not lie,” the elf said. “Things do not look good.”

“Do they?” Emberly remarked with a roll of her eyes. “Shocker.”

Fala gave the demoness a glare, then turned her attention back to Dorian. “It’s said,” the elf began slowly, “that the only thing that has ever been able to stand against a World Eater has been an Astral Dragon…”

“I’ve heard,” Dorian replied with a sigh. “But I’m not hugely experienced at the whole ‘being a dragon’ thing.”

“What do you mean?” the elf asked, frowning.

“Dorian is still a young dragon,” Melia replied. “So to speak. He’s strong, but don’t hinge the survival of this world on him.”

“We may not have a choice,” Fala said coldly. “Our current plan is desperate, and I have no illusions of its success. Without a greater presence of warships or a miracle, we stand little chance against the World Eater. The only thing that could even the odds is an Astral Dragon.”

“I’m only one,” Dorian said with a helpless gesture. “I’ll do everything I can, but I’m just me.”

“What about your sire?” Fala pressed. “Your family? Any others?”

“I don’t know where they are.”

A sudden snort of amusement made him look at Rina. “What?” Dorian said.

Rina covered her mouth with her hand. “That is a funny joke, my mate.”

“What joke?” Dorian prompted.

Rina cocked her head at him, the feathers of her hat flopping about. “That you do not know where your sire is. Every dragon can find their parent.”

“They can?” Dorian said blankly.

“Of course,” Rina said, looking around at the shocked faces. “Didn’t you know?”

“I… no!” Dorian gasped, rising out of his chair and grabbing Rina’s shoulders. “Rina, are you saying I can find my parent dragon?”

“Certainly,” she said, blushing a bit. “You are a Stellar Dragon, my mate. You can carve your way through the wyrmway and straight to them, if you so desire.”

“Can you show me how?” Dorian asked, hope springing in him for the first time in a long while. “Rina, can you?”

The dragoness preened at his attention. “Well, of course, my mate. I would be pleased to. But I… would like something in return.”

“What? Name it!”

“Well,” Rina said, squirming a little, glancing at him shyly, “I would ask that once we have done so, we are married. As appropriate. After which you will mate me. Properly.”

“Rina, if you can help me with this, I’ll fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk straight for a week!”

The dragon’s blush grew even redder. “O-oh,” she breathed, licking her lips. “And, there is… one other thing I would like…”

“What?”

Rina glanced over at Fala. “I want her hat.”

Fala blinked. “My hat?”

“Her hat?” Dorian said blankly.

“Yes,” the dragoness said, pouting a little. “I am tired of her lording her hat over me. It’s not fair nor proper she should have such an impressive headgear in my presence.”

For a moment, Dorian was at a loss for words. Then he released Rina and gave the admiral a look. “Give her the hat.”

Still looking perplexed, Fala removed her hat and handed it over. Rina fairly snatched it up, tossing her old headgear onto the table and pulling the new hat on. Rina beamed, chin lifted, radiating satisfaction.

“Now will you show me how to reach my… sire?” Dorian asked.

“Of course, my mate,” Rina replied. “We two shall go at once.”

“J-just you two?” Fable stammered. “But…”

“Only us?” Dorian said. “But-”

“Is time not of the essence?” Rina asked. “Certainly I care little if this world is devoured by the ixxanan beast, but I thought we needed speed for this. And we two could travel far faster alone than if we dragged your ship along.”

Dorian hesitated, then glanced over at Fala. “Can you give us a minute.”

“Certainly,” the elven captain said with a short cock of her head, withdrawing to discuss something with several officers.

Dorian hustled the five women with him to a more private part of the room. “Look,” he said. “I think I need to do this.”

“But… but just you two?” Melia said, her hair a pale grey of fear and concern. “Dorian, I don’t…”

“Can’t you bring a few of us with you?” Fable asked shakily.

“I’d feel safer having you all together,” Dorian said. “And I’m not sure what’s going to happen in the wyrmway, or if I even can. I wouldn’t put you all at risk. And if I died trying then… well, if that happens, then I want you all to get away from Sphere before the attack. Okay?”

“It’s not about that,” Fable said sullenly.

Dorian looked between them with confusion. “Then what?”

Melia tortured her lower lip with her nibbling teeth. “You’re not… you will come back, right?” she asked.

Dorian gave her a blank look. “What? Of course I will. What are…”

Emberly guffawed suddenly. “They’re worried you’re gonna leave us now that you’ve got your dragon prude, savvy?” the demoness said.

Dorian rocked back on his heels with shock. “I… really?” he asked, and the abashed looks on both Melia and Fable confirmed it. Dorian’s face softened and he reached out, resting a hand on the pair’s shoulders.

“Listen,” he said warmly. “I swear to you, right here and right now, that I’ll come back no matter what. And when I do, and bring my dragon sire with me, then we’ll get married.”

Fable raised her head, her eyes faintly shining. “Y-you mean it?”

“Absolutely,” Dorian said, glancing at Melia. “Any objections?”

Melia flushed pink from the tips of her ears to every follicle of hair. “I ah… w-well, if you… if you think it’s…”

Fable elbowed the elf sharply and Melia jumped. “I… I mean, that would be wonderful, Dorian,” Melia said quickly.

“What, all of them?” Rina demanded.

Dorian chuckled. “If they’ll have me.”

“Oh my,” Ariana said, covering her mouth as her ears stood straight up and tail floofed with delight. “Oh my oh my! A dragon and pirate themed wedding. My goodness!”

“Finally!” Emberly grinned. “An excuse to wear a wedding dress!”

Rina scowled at them, but sighed, crossing her arms and rolling her eyes. “Fine,” the dragoness grunted. “But no one better wear a hat bigger than mine at the ceremony!”

“No worries!” Emberly crowed, slinging an arm over the shorter woman’s shoulders and grinning down at her. “I promise you’ll have the biggest, poofiest, fluffiest hat in the history of weddings! You know, assuming the World Eater doesn’t kill us all. Savvy?”

“I’d better,” Rina huffed.

“One more reason for us to live through this, then,” Dorian said, looking warmly at the women he loved. “And a damn good reason too.”


Chapter 26


The Dragon’s Wing skimmed along near the open wound in reality that was the wyrmgate. Fanning the oars, Dorian slowed them to a crawl, floating along as he looked at the traffic with something approaching despair.

Unsurprisingly, news of the World Eater’s approach had engineered a mass exodus on the planet. Ships mobbed the shimmering hole in space, the reds and blacks radiating from it washing over hundreds of vessels, casting them in an even more hellish hue that only added to the atmosphere of chaos. Even from where he stood, Dorian could see fights breaking out as ships jostled for space, some trying to force their way through despite the policing presence of several Imperial warships. Already a number of refugees had wrecked themselves while trying to push through, and their hulks now added barriers and further chaos.

And still there were so many.

And it was still so terribly early.

Dorian looked across the masses of ships. It would take weeks for even the ones he could see now to make it through the gate, and there were hundreds more still on Sphere. Many lacked navigators able to thread the way through the wyrmway, and others were too small to carry enough oxygen to survive a trip alone to an air station, though that didn’t stop some from making the effort.

Most merchant companies, privateers, and even some pirates had been dragooned by the Imperials to join in the defence of the planet, and their ships remained at anchor. It was an unhappy choice for many, but flight was a hopeless prospect for even more.

Millions more.

All depending on him.

The weight of that settled on him, and Dorian shook his head and turned away, the oars of the ship beating again, slowing them to a stop a fair distance from the wyrmgate and the chaos that mobbed it. With reluctance, Dorian left the wheel and moved amidship.

Fable, Ariana, Melia and Emberly waited for him there, Rina idling near the rail, looking on with indifference. A mood like a funeral hung around them, suffocating. Dorian stopped, facing them. The women he’d met. The women he loved. As he looked at them, words failed him.

Fable came up to him first, looked him in the eye, then threw herself against him, hugging him desperately.

“Make sure you come back,” she whispered into his jacket.

“Wouldn’t dare miss our wedding,” Dorian said, stroking her hair between her antlers, the joke feeling stiff and sad.

Fable gave a laugh half choked in a sob and finally drew back, sniffling but trying to hold back her tears. Dorian felt his heart swell for the faun, and it tore him to turn from her.

Melia stood next in line, her hair cold blue tinged with pink. “I’ll keep the ship safe,” she said resolutely.

“If it looks bad and I’m not back yet,” Dorian told her, “run. I’ll find you.”

The elf smiled grimly and nodded, but Dorian saw more pink enter the flames of her hair.

He turned next to Ariana, and the fox-girl came forward, hugging him as well. “Make sure you remember everything,” she told him. “Once this is done, I simply must know all of it for my records.”

“I’ll tell you whatever I’ve got,” Dorian assured her with a chuckle, ruffling her ears so the fox-girl’s tail swished with pleasure before she stepped back.

Emberly smirked as he came to her. “Well,” the demoness proclaimed, thumbs stuck in her belt. “Not much for tearful goodbyes, especially when I’m planning on seeing you again soon. So come back in time to save Sphere, Dorian. I got a lot of my stuff here.”

Dorian grinned wanly. “Will do.”

“Good. Oh, and by the way…”

The demoness suddenly reached out, grabbed the front of his jacket and yanked him close. Surprised, Dorian stumbled a step forward, and suddenly found himself kissing Emberly hard on the lips.

His body zinged with the sharp passion of her lips, but before he could respond properly, she released him, stepping back with a cackling grin. “And for the rest of it, you better come back quick!”

“Noted,” Dorian laughed, true humour touching his voice for the first time as he shook his head in amazement. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve a group of such incredible women being in love with him, but he knew for sure that he’d do whatever it took to make it back to them.

Rina cleared her throat audibly. “If you’re done,” the dragoness said pointedly, “We’d best head off. The sooner we go, the sooner we’ll be back.”

“True enough,” Dorian agreed, and it was hard to force himself away and move up beside her, putting one foot on the railing. He gave a final look back at the four women waiting on the deck. “I’ll be back soon.”

Fable smiled, then sobbed into Melia’s arms, while Ariana waved and Emberly smirked knowingly. For a moment Dorian simply took them in again.

Gods but he truly did love them all.

Which was why he had to turn his back on them, step onto the rail.

And jump off.

For a moment he plummeted, but then he let the fire of his transformation consume him. Scales shimmered over his arms and legs. Wings sprouted from his back like bursts of starlight. They fanned out, and as they caught the winds of magic that flowed through the void, he let himself change fully.

Exultation burned like molten fire through his veins as he soared, not bothering to restrain himself, letting his power fill him to his true size. He swelled in might, and by the time he neared the traffic jam before the portal, he was bigger than the ships jockeying for a place.

“Incredible, my mate!” he heard, and looked down to see Rina wing beside him, the red dragon’s golden eyes shining in awe as she looked at him.

Dorian grunted, feeling a rush of warm pleasure and pride at her praise, but he tamped it down. Relishing in his form could come later. “How do we find my sire?” he asked.

“You have that in you, my mate,” she replied. “You always have. Just as you can find the routes to worlds, you can sense the presence of the one who shares your magic. Look for the thread that glows the brightest. At the end we will find your sire.”

Dorian nodded and looked forward. He concentrated, narrowing his eyes. Once more, the threads of light that marked the routes to worlds seemed to glow before him—ribbons of magic, each subtly different, tuned to the magic of worlds.

But as he focused, willing himself to find the one who’d given him life, he looked for the brightest. The strongest.

His heart leaped as one of the threads, at first like all the others, began to glow more boldly. Warmer. It flared a red and gold not unlike the shimmer of his own scales. A flicker of strange familiarity throbbed in Dorian’s chest. A feeling almost like…

Home.

He growled. “Follow me,” he said, and soared after the thread.

Shouts of alarm and shock went up from the ships as Dorian swept between them, ducking and dodging around the bulky frames of barges and yachts. He skimmed along the steel underside of a dwarven mining hulk, then, with a flap, bounded over and sent the masts of a brigantine quivering with his passage. He felt more than saw Rina keeping pace, and then before them the great eye of the wyrmgate yawned, its surface scintillating with the strange reality of the space.

Dorian suffered a momentary quiver of uncertainty. He’d never tried to fly through the wyrmway as a dragon. Doubts assailed him, but he pushed them down. He could do this. He had to do this.

Because if he didn’t, everyone he loved in the Black would die.

Gritting his teeth, Dorian rushed past an Elven Imperial warship, tucked his wings in close, and plunged through the shimmering field of the wyrmgate.

It was like diving into a warm bath after trudging through an eternity of winter. Dorian felt his scales flick with pleasure, a gasp escaping him as he winged into the shimmering gloom of the unreality beyond the gate. The walls of the wyrmway seemed both near and impossibly far, flowing with reds, blacks and violets like an ever-shifting portrait. Space between space, passable only for navigators and dragons. Any attempting passage through without one of those would be lost, doomed to sail through unreality until their air ran out and they suffocated to death.

The thought made Dorian’s spines ripple with a shiver. He glanced back and saw Rina keeping close. He hoped, anyway. Distances were hard to measure in the wyrmway. A ship that seemed right in front of you could be a hundred miles away, for space did not work the same in this domain, a shortcut across impossible distances.

Turning his thoughts away from that, Dorian focused again on the thread of light he followed. Dozens of others spiralled away throughout the wyrmway, but now that he was focused on just the one, he wondered how it could have been hard to see it was different. It seemed to pull at his core, tugging him deeper into the wavering void of space.

The flap of his wings echoed strangely around him as Dorian followed the thread. Time seemed to recede. His thoughts grew vague and reflective. His mind floated in the pleasant void of nothingness. Hours passed like that. Perhaps days. It was near impossible to tell. He passed by ships, beasts, and masses of scattered space rock. Now and again he skimmed by ruins floating through the void like chunks of temples and cities wrenched from reality and cast adrift. He wondered dimly how they came to be there, then dismissed the thoughts as unimportant.

Deeper Dorian went. Bends in the wyrmway opened before him. Tunnels welcomed him into strange parts where the flow of reds and blacks changed and warped. Dorian suddenly flapped back, puzzled, as he found himself before the wall of the wyrmway, the thread of light spearing right through it.

“What’s wrong?” Rina asked, fanning her wings and hovering at his side.

“It goes through the wall,” Dorian replied, his voice echoing strangely.

“Then so should you,” Rina remarked. “You know how, surely.”

Dorian opened his maw, then paused. He recalled suddenly the first time he’d seen a dragon. While traveling through the wyrmway for the first time, another astral dragon had ripped right through the walls of the wyrmway and flown past them. Dorian again looked at the wall where the thread of light pierced through.

He could do it. He flexed his wings. Don’t think about it. Just do it. His own nature knew more than he did about what he could and couldn’t do. He just had to let instinct guide him. Drawing himself up, Dorian beat his wings twice, gaining some distance, then gave a violent rush, shooting like a diving hawk at the wall.

His wings stretched out, his legs tucking in close, his neck stretched like a spear as he plummeted towards the shimmering wall.

As he closed, he saw the patterns of the wyrmway change. The colours seemed to flow away from the spot like they were forming a target. Dorian forced himself not to wince as the wall rushed up towards him.

He hit it, feeling it stretch around him like the tension of water clinging to a swimmer emerging from a dive. Dorian grit his teeth as he felt his whole body pulse with his draconic magic.

There was a great tearing sound, and the wyrmway parted in front of him, ripping before his draconic might. The surprise was so great, Dorian fairly tumbled through as he soared back into the starlit void of reality. His wings beat frantically as he stopped, his head swinging about in confusion.

He was in space, though nowhere he recognized. Ahead, dominating the view, was the vastness of a planet floating through eternity like a great marble of swirling greens, whites and blues. Dorian stared at it and saw the thread from him curving down to the planet below like an endless shaft of light.

“You did it, my mate!” Rina cried.

Dorian looked back to see the red dragon soar after him through the tear in reality he’d made. The sight of the gap sent a strange thrill through Dorian—a confusion of feelings at his own power.

“Y-yeah,” he breathed. “I guess I did.”

Rina beamed at him, then looked down at the world below. “Is that where your sire lies?”

Her words recalled him, and Dorian turned to the world as well. “Seems so,” he said. “Come on. We don’t have a moment to lose.”

Bringing in his wings, Dorian dove down towards the waiting world. He slowed as he neared the atmosphere, tamping down his haste. Wouldn’t do to torch himself on reentry. Spreading his wings, he glided down through the thick clouds, and it was almost strange feeling the gravitational pull on him, dragging him towards the strange planet. The clouds soon cleared, and Dorian beheld the vast expanse beneath him for the first time.

Paradise best described it. Massive, sparkling oceans painted the world below in swathes of crystal blues. Jungles sprang along island chains strung across the expanse. As they drifted lower, following the thread of light, Dorian picked out scattered pieces of civilization. Temples of ancient stone reared up like islands of cyclopean rock, their terraces rich with hanging gardens and the faint dots of people. Dorian eyed them thoughtfully, yet strangely his senses did not draw him to those immense marks of palatial glory, but further on towards another distant chain of islands. Golden beaches were kissed by the lazy swish of waves, and as Dorian descended closer to them, he spotted something.

A large but lonely cabin sat on the beach, its construction simple but sturdy. Heavy logs formed a peaking roof thatched with reeds, while paths threaded the way into the jungle. Dorian’s wings fanned as he landed among several dugout canoes resting just out of reach of the surf.

“Is… this it?” Rina asked, landing beside him.

Dorian checked again, but there was no mistaking that the thread of light led right into the cabin. “Seems so.”

Rina’s head snaked about suspiciously. “...Perhaps your sire is in the midst of feeding upon the residents,” she suggested.

“Perhaps,” Dorian said, but it seemed doubtful. He rolled his shoulders, tightening the ball of molten fire within him, contracting the draconic power that flowed through his body from head to talon. He shrank slowly, scales and wings receding until he stood as a human once more, his boots shifting in the immense clawed footprints he’d left in the sand.

Rina glanced at him. “Should we not remain in our glorious true forms, my mate?”

“Be a bit hard to get through the front door like that,” he noted.

Rina huffed a complaint but changed shape as well, the dragoness shrinking in a flash of flame to her human-dragon guise. A tail swished behind her and horns proudly jutted from her brow. She crossed her arms under her naked breasts and tilted up her chin, glaring at the cabin.

Dorian nodded and trudged up the beach. In the distance he heard the cry of seabirds and saw several strange specimens roosting among the trees, resembling lizards more than birds. Dorian had a sudden memory of the avians they found on the world Rina made her roost on. A ruined fragment of a planet devoured by a World Eater, yet springing with reptilian life thanks to her magic.

Could it be…

The steps clonked under Dorian’s feet as he came to the door. He paused, hesitating. What would his parent be like? Would it be his mother? His father? What would he say to the people who left him alone on a rural world? Who left him no hint of his true nature? No inkling of what or who he was? A sudden reluctance seized Dorian. Did he even want to know?

Well, maybe. Maybe not. But what he did need to know was how to defeat a World Eater, and that meant he couldn’t afford another wasted minute. He raised his fist and knocked firmly on the door, resolute.

Dorian felt the subtle vibrations of heavy footsteps approaching. He drew himself up and swallowed. The door creaked and ground slowly open.


Chapter 27


Dorian stared at the man standing in the doorway.

It was... not what he expected.

To be fair, Dorian wasn’t quite sure what he had expected. Perhaps a figure of grim dignity—a man wizened by centuries, brimming with wisdom and power. Flowing robes and a long grey beard. Great wrinkles denoting ages spent in scholarly wisdom or scars from battles fought across millennia of life.

Instead, he found a potbelly, an open sleeping robe in garish colours…

And fuzzy slippers.

Dorian’s eyes trailed back up to the man's face, which had heavy stubble and a balding spot. But when he saw the eyes, Dorian knew without a doubt that this was the one he sought. Those eyes were as golden as newly minted coins, shining with amusement and a quiet sense of power.

“Well, well,” the man said, scratching his stubble. “G’day, son. How’s it goin’?”

“Hi,” Dorian replied, the word feeling strange and heavy on his tongue. “Dad.”

The older man grinned. “Well, don’t just stand there all day. C’mon in. Your lovely lady friend too,” he added with a wink at Rina.

Dorian glanced at the dragoness and almost did a double take at the starstruck expression on her face. “Oh my gods,” Rina breathed. “You’re Arrakerash, Sunsetter!”

The older dragon laughed, his gut wobbling slightly. “Hooo! Haven’t heard that name in a while. Just call me Rakesh. ’Cept you, bucko. You can call me Dad!” Rakesh chortled, slapping Dorian on the back. “Now, come in! The wife cooked up some amazing steaks for breakfast. They’ll absolutely melt in your mouth!”

“M-my mom?” Dorian stammered.

“Nah, nah,” Rakesh replied, guiding Dorian inside the expansive cabin. “Mirriamalesh doesn’t care much for these sorts of places. No, she much prefers Dragon Temple worlds. She’s got a favourite out near the arm of the Milky Way, where she gets pampered by dozens of priestesses who train from birth just for the privilege of serving her. She even has a girl whose entire life was dedicated to painting her toes perfectly! I’ll take you there one of these days. Those ladies are pretty beautiful too. Rawr!”

Dorian nodded blankly, taking in the cabin's interior with amazement. The walls were filled with seemingly random objects—many crude and battered, some rusting—but he sensed something in them. An ancientness that surrounded them like an aura.

“Like the decorations?” Rakesh asked amiably as he led them inside. “Beauties, eh? Only the choicest bits. That bent metal claw there? Took that off a dwarven dragon golem. Biggest metal bastard you ever did see! Guarded their hold, and I just had to take a piece from it. And that helmet? Got that off a Stellaris Warlord. Led an armada of a hundred ships. Oh! And that ragged cape? That was from a necromancer, Garth the Unclean. Turned your cousin’s corpse into a ship and rode it pillaging the stars for more dragon dead until I torched them both. That was a bad scene. Molly! Molly, look who’s here!”

Dorian looked away from the walls as a woman poked her head out of the kitchen. His eyebrows shot up at her sheer size. Standing nearly twice his height, with a pair of bovine horns jutting from her brown hair, she had breasts bigger than wine barrels and which strained against a white apron—the only thing she wore.

“Oh?” the giantess said, smiling with matronly pleasure at the sight of him. “Guests? How lovely. Rakesh, I would have appreciated a bit of warning,” she added with a stern look at the man beside Dorian.

His father winced. “Sorry, Molly. He just popped in.”

Molly sighed and shook her head. “You’re lucky I love you,” she said with warm exasperation.

“Count my blessings every day,” Rakesh replied with a grin.

Still shaking her head, but smiling broadly, she turned and wandered back into the kitchen. Dorian couldn’t help but stare at the plumpness of her behind and the tail swishing above it.

“Not bad for your old man, eh?” Rakesh said, patting Dorian on the back. “Trust me, son. There’s a planet out in the eastern fringe where the ladies have breasts the size of moons! Hoo!”

Dorian swallowed thickly. “Uh, yeah,” he replied weakly. “But I, uh…”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Rakesh said. “I’m sure you’ve got plenty of questions. Here! Take a seat. Both of you! Right here. Ha! Perfect.”

Dorian blankly plopped onto the couch, Rina immediately curling up against him, her head on his shoulder. Rakesh sighed in satisfaction as he eased himself into a creaking easy chair and settled back comfortably.

“Mmm. Now that’s the life,” Rakesh said, picking up a tankard of ale sitting on a side table. “First thing you’re probably going to ask is why I left you on that world.”

“It… had crossed my mind,” Dorian admitted.

“Ah, well, see, I was going to come back for you, son. But maybe in another fifty years or so.”

“Fifty years!”

“Oh yes,” Rakesh said, nodding as he took a swig from his tankard. “By then, you’d have seized your destiny. Probably become a scholar or a sorcerer, harnessing great magic, yet always feeling like there was a greater destiny for you. Some of your brothers or sisters even became great rulers or kings, overthrowing tyranny, forging nations, becoming tyrants—the usual stuff. It's in the blood. Dragons aspire, son. That’s the nature of it. Then, your mother or I would pop by, and if you were still alive, we’d show you the ropes of dragonhood!”

“You… you’ve done this often?” Dorian asked.

“Have to,” Rakesh mused. “A Stellar Dragon can’t hide for long, son. Nope. Within a few years, our power bleeds out and is detected, no matter how hard we try to hide it. And then, hoof!” he grunted. “You don’t want to know the sorts of bastards who come down onto worlds like that, looking to slay us and pillage our blood, bones, and power. And let me tell you, those worlds are never particularly grateful when you bring down tentacled horrors onto their hamlets and nations. Which is why I can’t even keep a single hoard. Got dozens of the things scattered around. I only carry around my favourites,” he said, fondly looking at the trophies hanging from the walls.

“So, that’s why you left me?” Dorian asked.

“Only until you’d developed safely. Hidden from those who’d hunt us. Then, like I said, we’d come find you, bring you up into the stars and show you the ropes. But it looks like you were an early bloomer, son. Turned out nice too!”

“Y-yeah,” Dorian said, his mind whirling with the revelations. He swallowed thickly. “But, uh, Dad, there is another reason we came looking for you.”

“I know, son.”

“You do?”

“Of course. You’re getting married, right?” he asked with a wink and a grin.

“I—”

“We are!” Rina purred, nuzzling his arm like an affectionate cat. “And I insisted on marriage before we bedded. Make it official.”

“Aw, that’s adorable, son,” Rakesh proclaimed affably, slapping his knee. “Good on you!”

“R-right. But not just Rina,” Dorian said.

“Oh! Built yourself a harem, did you?” Rakesh asked with another wiggle of his bushy brows. “Ha! That’s my boy. The blood always tells. Dragons like us only attract the most wonderful women.”

“Flattery will only get you so far,” Molly noted, moving into the room and fondly rubbing Rakesh’s balding head.

Dorian looked between the tall, matronly beauty and his father, who gazed back at her with that well-worn affection that only time and comfortable passion could foster. A homey warmth filled the space, making his chest tighten and ache—a love he had longed for as a child but could never find.

But the sight brought him back to his purpose, and Dorian straightened sharply. “Dad,” he said, his voice firm. “There’s more I need.”

“Oh?” Rakesh asked, turning his attention back to him. The older dragon’s posture straightened as the steel in Dorian’s words sharpened his demeanor, making his air more sober and serious. Molly gave her love a pat on the head and wandered back into the kitchen.

“Yes,” Dorian continued. “I came from a world called Sphere, where the rest of my... where my harem is. And it’s under attack by a World Eater.”

Rakesh’s eyes narrowed immediately, his mouth twisting into a grimace. “One of those bastards,” he grunted.

“Yes. I need help fighting it off.”

Rakesh exhaled heavily, reclining in his chair thoughtfully. “Well, son,” he said slowly, “that’s not going to be easy. Not at all.”

“Why not?”

“They’re hardy bastards, I don’t mind telling you,” Rakesh replied. “Especially if they’re big enough to truly threaten a world. It can be done. I’ve taken down a few in my time, but I wouldn’t recommend going in half-cocked. Not at your age. Even the two of us might not be enough.”

“But legends talk about our kind killing them,” Dorian protested.

“Oh yeah, back in the High Empire days. Nice guys. Their priestesses? Incredible tits, son. Just amazing. And they wore these wonderful skimpy robes. Mmm.”

“Dad, please,” Dorian interjected.

Rakesh shook himself. “Oh, right. Well, of course, back then we had the Star Staffs.”

Dorian felt a tingle run through his hands. “Star Staffs?”

“Yeah,” Rakesh said with a waving gesture. “Great things. We used to use them to ward off World Eaters now and then. Crafted with Stellar Dragon and High Mage magic. Great stuff. You don’t find that kind of skill these days. They could concentrate the power of a dragon like us to an amazing degree! Made fantastic barbeques—specifically of those grabby bastards.”

“Were they in two pieces?” Dorian asked, clenching his hands into fists to keep himself from shaking with excitement.

“Oh, sure,” Rakesh replied with an idle motion. “Needed to be. Those staffs were wonderful amplifiers of even more basic magic. The emperor at the time—I think his name was Borrim? Borm? Boggart? Bah, whatever. He had them broken up. The staff was kept in temple worlds, and the head was at the Imperial Capital. Great for showing the colonies who was boss, but not so great when an actual problem showed up.”

“We have one,” Dorian said.

Rakesh cocked a bushy brow. “Do you now?”

“Yeah,” Dorian said eagerly. “We do.”

Rakesh grinned. “Hrmm. Not surprised. Those things have a knack for drawing dragons to them. We can practically taste the power. Of course, separated, they’re little better than a glorified backscratcher. Damn good ones too. Used to have one, but your mother got it in the divorce.”

“I tried putting mine together, and it didn’t work,” Dorian confessed.

“Oh, no, no,” Rakesh said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You wouldn’t be able to. You need a dragon and an elf to make it happen. Made that way intentionally. Meant to symbolize the cooperation between dragons and elves or something. I can show you how, though.”

Dorian sprang to his feet, Rina yelping as she flopped into the now empty spot. “Then let’s go. Now!” he cried. “We need to get back to Sphere before it’s too late.”

“Alright, alright,” Rakesh grunted, heaving himself out of his chair with a weary sigh. “Oof! I was hoping to have a nice father-son barbeque first, but sure. We can save a world instead. Molly!” he shouted. “Going with the boy to kill an eldritch abomination and save a world!”

“Want me to pack a lunch?” came the reply from the kitchen.

“How about it, son?” Rakesh asked, glancing Dorian’s way. “She makes a mean potato salad.”

“Maybe later,” Dorian said quickly.

“Put a pin in that, Molly. Don’t wait up, either! Might be a few days!”

“Have fun, boys!”

“Fun, she says,” Rakesh chortled. “Hmph! Would you believe she was a notorious warrior queen? Conquered a dozen worlds. Ah, but no matter. Right then!” he declared, tying off his belt under his gut, his hands on his hips as he struck a purposeful pose. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 28


Making his way outside the cabin and onto the sunny beach, Rakesh yawned and stretched with a heavy grunt. “Mmm. Lovely sun today,” he said amiably. “But no matter. Shall we?”

Dorian nodded, eagerly shifting into his draconic form. Shimmering scales formed, and wings of light burst from his back as he stretched himself to his full size, towering over the cabin. With a crackle of flames, Rina assumed her true form as well, the red dragoness giving a triumphant shriek that sent birds soaring into the sky.

Dorian looked down at his father, who was eying him with approval. “Not bad, son,” the elder dragon called. “Now, watch how your old man does it!”

Dorian did, rapidly backpedaling as Rakesh was suddenly enveloped in an explosion of light. Like a star bursting, the beach was lit with unearthly brilliance. Dorian winced as the white light reformed into wings and scales, claws and fangs. A spine of horns crowned Rakesh's head, and his tail created a massive wave as it slapped the sea. The earth trembled as the elder dragon planted his feet on the beach, rearing up high.

Dorian stared in awe at the beast before him. The elder dragon was bigger than the castle on the estate where Dorian had grown up. He towered over Dorian as a lion towers over a cub, his scales shining like layers of polished steel, shimmering with motes of starlight as if galaxies swam across his body.

“Not bad, eh?” Rakesh boomed, his voice shaking the world itself.

Dorian swallowed. “Wow.”

“You shall be even larger one day, my mate,” Rina assured him, rubbing her neck against his.

Rakesh laughed. “You’ve got yourself a good mate there, son! Can’t wait to see how your kids turn out. Now, let’s make sure you have plenty more!”

He spread his wings wide, each beat like the gusts of a typhoon that nearly uprooted the trees bent to the power of his tempus. Dorian was amazed the cabin wasn’t ripped to splinters, but he realized there must have been enchantments placed on it. Recovering quickly, Dorian took to the sky as well, Rina close behind as he followed his father into the wide-open heavens.

The blue sky soon gave way to purples and blacks as Dorian flew after his father, straining against the gravitational pull of the world below until he finally broke free and soared into the waiting black of space.

“Is that the way you came through?” Rakesh asked, nodding his horned head toward a tear in space.

“Yeah,” Dorian called back.

“Not bad! Took me over a century to learn how to rend space. Lead on, son! Show me the way to this world of yours.”

Dorian nodded, a few more flaps of his wings pulling him ahead as he shot toward the gap in reality. Passing through again wasn’t nearly as hard as it had been the first time, and Dorian shot through into the strange reality of the wyrmway.

There was a loud tearing as his father came after him, widening the gap with a rending sound that made the walls of the wyrmway shudder. Then they were through, and Dorian was leading the way back to Sphere.

The same sense of timelessness as before took hold of Dorian as he soared with his father and Rina. As the reds and blacks of the strange dimension flowed over him, Dorian felt his muscles invigorate, his wings grow strong again, and his talons sharpen. A strange sense of euphoria carried him through the space between stars.

Again, he couldn’t have said whether he flew for hours or days, but in what felt like no time at all, he saw the familiar exit to Sphere. Dorian flapped his wings with renewed urgency and soared toward it. He hit the shimmering membrane that separated realities and broke through with a burst of strength.

And entered into a nightmare.

No sooner did Dorian pass through the portal than he had to bank sharply to avoid a mass of detritus and half a splintered barge. He straightened, then stopped abruptly, wings fanning out to hold him in place as he took in a scene straight from hell.

Wreckage littered the space around Sphere. Ruined ships floated, some aflame, most simply torn to shreds. Flashes of fire erupted from the surface of the layered world, spitting upward defiantly at what could only be the World Eater.

Huge could not describe it. It defied sanity and comprehension. It was bigger than Sphere itself, a dark mass of ever-shifting shadows. Writhing tentacles knotted across its body in a panoply of motion that made the eyes hurt and blur from simply trying to track its vastness. A hypnotic tangle of movement too complex to comprehend. Many of the shadowy limbs spread out, and Dorian saw a tentacle grab a fleeing merchant ship and crush it with horrific ease. Great yellow eyes as big as continents gazed down at the defiant world with a fathomless, alien hunger. The writhing mass of the galactic horror oozed out of the void with relentless will—a force of nature, an interstellar horror.

The sheer scale of it made Dorian’s very soul shudder, a sense of hopeless terror in the face of such uncaring cosmic immensity.

“Hoo boy! He’s a big one, huh?”

The words shocked Dorian back to the present. He looked back as his father glided out of the wyrmgate, wings fanning as the elder dragon slowed and eyed the shadowy bulk.

“Ancestors!” Rina gasped, the red dragon stalling in an ungainly flapping as she beheld the monstrosity.

“Have… have you ever fought one this big?” Dorian asked his father.

“Never even half so large,” the elder dragon admitted, then gave a toothy grin. “So let’s hope that staff of yours works, son. Or we’re right fucked! And… aha! There it is.”

“You can sense it?” Dorian asked.

“Oh yes. You never forget that feeling. Come on!”

His father surged forward, and Dorian belatedly followed, winging after the elder dragon. They soared across the wreckage around the wyrmgate, Rakesh plowing through the ruins with sheer power, Dorian and Rina keeping close behind. They flew swiftly near Sphere, skimming along the layers and broken docks. Dorian saw thousands of people and aliens milling about the wharves in desperate confusion. He banked along with the other dragons, rushing across Sphere’s side.

Cannon flashes blazed ahead as Dorian and the others reached the opposite side of the planet, where slender tentacles from the vastness of the World Eater groped for Sphere. Dorian saw cannons deployed along wharves and built into sturdy dockyards roaring defiance, firing magic and flames into the encroaching limbs, warding many away.

But always, there were more.

Before their eyes, Dorian saw one of the dark limbs slam into a turret outpost, crushing the gun and its crew in a flare of erupting flames and shrapnel. Another tentacle swept across a mass of buildings, crushing homes, taverns, and shops in a single, uncaring sweep of titanic indifference.

As they rounded Sphere, Dorian saw why the vastness of the horror had yet to reach the planet with anything but those smaller limbs. A mass of ships formed a series of lines before Sphere, like a bulwark of wood, steel, and cannon. Ships towed by interstellar monsters, the bulky iron masses of dwarven mining barges, gaudily painted merchant ships, and privateer crafts of varied make—all arranged in defiant lines. Leading them were the shining bulks of Elven Imperial warships, like the glittering tip of a spear, all thundering with magic and cannons at the terrible mass of the monster from the blackest pit of the universe.

And yet, despite the flashes of magic, powder, and even the suicidal charges of fire ships sent hurtling into the yawning mass of the World Eater, the monster advanced ever onward.

Dorian’s eyes darted over the last stand of Sphere’s defenders and suddenly picked out The Dragon’s Wing, positioned near the front alongside Fala Luceran’s ship. The Dragon’s Wing was turned sideways, its cannons flowering red in a steady drumbeat of gunfire.

Dorian instantly banked, putting on a sudden burst of speed. He weaved through the defensive line, dodging flashes of cannon fire, his heart hammering in fear as he closed in. Several times, the flare of magic nearly struck him, and only a sharp twist saved him from being hit.

At last, he reached the ship, shrinking in size until he landed, mostly human, though still retaining his horns, wings, and tail. He hit the deck hard enough to almost crack the planks.

“Dorian!”

No sooner had he straightened than Fable hurled herself into his arms. Dorian hugged the sobbing faun tightly against his chest and looked up as the rest of the crew scrambled from their stations toward him.

Emberly cackled, slapping him on the back. “Started to worry you weren’t gonna show after all,” the demoness grinned, but he spotted the strain behind the bravado in the tightness of her lips and the ashiness of her skin.

“Took your damn time,” Melia said sharply, though Dorian could see the relief in the pink of her fluttering hair.

“I did tell you I’d be back,” he said over the thunder of cannons and flash of magic. “And I brought help.”

The ship tilted suddenly, and a great shadow fell over the deck. Emberly, Melia, and Ariana scrambled back, looking over Dorian in awe. Even Fable managed to lift her face from his chest, her eyes widening and her jaw dropping.

Dorian glanced back to see Rakesh looming over the ship, clinging to the side with his massive claws as he craned his head over them, giving them all a toothy smile. “Ladies,” the stellar dragon boomed with a cock of his head.

“Oh my gods,” Ariana breathed, for the first time ever at a loss for words.

Dorian savored the moment, then gently eased Fable out of his arms. “I’ll be right back. Dad? Mind filling them in?”

“As best I can,” the immense dragon rumbled.

With a nod, Dorian dodged around the crew and bounded below decks. Racing to the chest in the back of the hold, he hastily wrenched it open and snatched out the Pillar of Ways and the Eye of Eternity. He held the two artifacts, feeling the power hum within them. Then, gripping them tightly, he rose and raced back onto the deck.

As he emerged, he found Melia standing alone in the middle of the ship, looking lost. Dorian slowed as he neared her, holding the two relics. “What do I do?” he asked, looking up at the older dragon looming above them.

“The elf takes the staff. You take the Eye. Then, you both combine them.”

“I… I have no idea how to do this,” Melia admitted. “I’m not a mage or anything!”

“You said you were trained as a tender to your station’s tree,” Dorian reminded her, handing over the staff.

Melia took it reflexively, staring at it blankly. “But I… I mean, I lost my place there. I don’t…”

“Melia?” Dorian said gently. “You can do this.”

Melia opened her mouth, then closed it, lips tight. Finally, she gave a shaky nod and uncertainly held out the staff.

Dorian stepped in close, lifting the Eye. Both relics began to glow as they neared each other. Static crackled between them, clawing across their surfaces, but this time, instead of repelling, Dorian felt them draw toward each other. A golden brilliance radiated from the head of the staff and the facets of the Eye.

Dorian looked from the relics to Melia’s eyes. The elf was staring at the staff, her mouth open in awe. She met his gaze.

“I love you,” Dorian told her.

Melia blushed, her hair tinting pink. “I… I love you too,” she breathed.

And the pieces of the staff snapped together.

A blaze of golden light erupted from the staff. Dorian gasped, stumbling back a step. Melia did not. The elf stared at the relic she held, her eyes wide. Golden light spilled from it, rushing up her arms in twisting whorls that radiated from beneath her skin like tendrils of light. She gasped, her clothes fluttering, a pillar of radiance spilling from her as if she had become a living sun. Her hair turned from pink to the richest flame of gold, cascading over her shoulders as she clung to the staff.

Slowly, the light dimmed, but never completely. It surrounded Melia in a glowing nimbus.

Booming laughter came from above, and Dorian looked up to see his father grinning down at them. “Now that’s something I haven’t seen in an age or more! Now mount up, you two! We’ve got a monster to kill.”

Dorian looked back at Melia and grinned. A shaky smile lit her face as well. Without hesitation, Dorian shifted again, filling himself with draconic power, growing back to his full dragon form, his bulk crowding the deck. He crouched, tilting his body and offering his back.

“Shall we?”

“Wait!”

He turned as Fable jogged up to them and passed Melia an air belt. “Can’t have you suffocating down there,” she noted with a wink.

Melia giggled nervously and activated the belt before she climbed onto him. As she settled onto his back, Dorian shivered with pleasure, feeling the warmth of her light radiate through his scales, making him glow even brighter, as if he were being filled with the power of the staff she held. Slowly, he rose, straightening. He looked out towards the dark, writhing mass of the World Eater.

“Let’s go,” he growled, spreading his wings and leaping free of the ship.

He caught the astral winds that flowed even through the chaos of battle. Like a beacon, Dorian glowed, with Melia clinging to his back as he closed with Fala’s warship.

He spotted the admiral on the bridge of the ship, and her eyes widened as she beheld him and Melia.

“We’re charging in,” Dorian informed the admiral. “We’ll carve into the thing’s heart and slay it. Cover us!”

Fala’s expression firmed. “It will be done,” she cried, then turned, shouting orders to her crew.

Dorian nodded, winging away. As he threaded his way through the ranks of the warships, Melia raised the staff, its glow a beacon in the darkness that faced them. Dorian glanced back and saw the warships and the most heavily armed crafts reforming, guided by flashes of light from atop Fala’s flagships. Slowly, a fan of the most heavily armed ships formed up behind Dorian and Melia. He spotted Banquos’s ship among them, as well as The Dragon’s Wing, and he smiled.

Then he turned his head forward, facing the writhing madness of the World Eater. “Ready?” he called to Melia.

“Ready,” she replied, her voice resonate with power.

Dorian nod, and with a great flap of his wings, hurled himself against the darkness.

As they broke free from the lines of defending ships, Dorian and Melia found themselves in the empty space between the ships and the World Eater. The dark mass filled the void before them, terrifying in its immensity. And yet, Dorian felt no fear.

Not even when the creature's enormous eyes turned and locked directly onto him.

A shrieking howl split the void as tentacles split from the writhing central mass, uncoiling toward him in a thousand clutching limbs. But before they could reach him, a barrage of fire from the ships behind pelted the limbs, forcing them back.

One, however, broke through, tearing through the smoke with its great black form. Before Dorian could react, a ray of light ripped through the air, slamming into the limb and tearing through it like sunlight piercing a shadow.

Rakesh soared up beside Dorian. “Straight through, son!” the elder dragon bellowed. “Cut your way into its heart. We’ll cover you!”

Dorian nodded, his wings beating hard, propelling him in a sudden burst of speed toward the central mass of the World Eater. More tentacles unfurled, swinging at him in innumerable writhing strikes. He dodged, tucked, and spun past several. A quick flick sent him skimming along a massive dark limb, keeping close and evading a dozen smaller tentacles that sprouted from it, snatching at him.

His heart pounded in his chest. Dorian didn't think; he merely moved, instinct guiding him. His body burned with power and energy, fueled by the staff Melia held as she clung to his back. Again, Dorian's wings beat.

But there were more tentacles.

Always so many more.

More of the shadowy limbs reached for him, growing thicker and faster the closer he came to the World Eater.

Smaller.

Faster.

They crowded him on all sides—innumerable clutching limbs. Perhaps they sensed his intent, what he was. Shadows repelled by light, threatened by it. Ahead, Dorian saw countless limbs closing in on him, springing forth.

He felt Melia shift atop his back. He glanced back and saw her straddling him, her staff thrust out, her hair glowing like a halo around her head. She shouted something he couldn’t hear, and a blaze of golden light surrounded them.

The clutching tentacles flinched back, another howl of agony ripping from the horror, and Dorian crashed through, wheeling as the dark limbs closed around them from every side. A solid wall of blackness loomed ahead, twisting together like a pit of centipedes. Dorian inhaled deeply, feeling the flames of his power surge from his chest, filling him.

He exhaled, not with fire, but with a ray of pure gold and crimson light. It struck the wall of darkness, burning it away. A thousand howls of agony that shook the heavens buffeted him as he tore through the hole cut in the World Eater’s body.

And then he was inside.

Suffocating, writhing darkness surrounded them. It closed in, tightening as if to crush them in its sheer bulk. He heard Melia cry out a word again, and the light from the staff pulsed, blazing outwards against the unnatural night. Again, it burned away, melting back. Dorian inhaled once more and unleashed fire this time—a screen of stellar flames, hot as the sun, burning a path through the void-born horror.

Deeper they went.

Deeper they plunged.

They broke through the writhing black walls suddenly, erupting into a vast space.

Before them lay the creature’s heart.

It resembled the core of the ixxanan that Dorian had killed in the light beacon. A great, black organ pulsing with unholy vitality. Dark limbs sprouted from it like the roots of some vast tree of horrors. Like a lone light, Dorian and Melia descended toward it, a comet of gold in the unnatural silence and stillness of the monster’s heart.

Then, things moved in the dark.

Dorian’s eyes flashed to the shadows as they writhed on the roots of the World Eater. Swarming masses of scurrying darkness hurled themselves into the air like locusts. As they neared his light, Dorian saw the groping arms of countless ixxanan—parasites clinging to their sire, now rushing upon him in their hordes.

Dorian growled. “Hold on tight!” he shouted to Melia, fanning out his wings and pumping them hard, sending himself hurtling down toward the throbbing black heart below.

More ixxanan rose to meet him in a cloud of writhing darkness. Dorian inhaled, holding the fire within his core, feeling it churn and burn as it grew in heat. At last, just as the swirling mass rose to meet him, their yellow eyes flinching from his brightness, their groping limbs reaching for him, he breathed out.

Flames so hot they were white erupted into the void, washing through the ixxanan in a wave. Countless were vaporized in that first gust; more were sent pinwheeling away, alight like fireballs ricocheting off one another, lashing out in mindless agony.

Through the sudden gap, Dorian plunged, landing on the dark surface of the heart below. He felt the vile thing give under his feet, sticking to his claws like oil.

“Hit it!” he bellowed at Melia, even as he turned to face the descending swarms of eldritch horrors piling down upon them. He felt Melia stand on his back and saw the glow of her staff brighten. Building its glow. He glanced back as she swung it down.

A blast of pure golden light blazed from the staff into the monster’s core. It seared into the dark flesh, boiling it in an instant. The ground beneath Dorian’s feet trembled. A scream of unutterable agony shuddered the air, deafening him with its pain. The roots growing from the heart writhed, twisting.

Rays of golden light burst from parts of the corrupted heart, splitting the unearthly darkness that surrounded them. The glow grew brighter, Dorian and Melia floating in its epicenter. It blazed wider, brighter, searing the gloom and vaporizing the masses of lesser ixxanan that tried to descend on them. Under his feet, Dorian felt the monster’s core break apart, disintegrate—

And finally explode in a blast of golden fire.

The burst of magic blinded Dorian for a moment, but as he squinted, the faint darkness returned, though nowhere near as absolute. Dorian looked around in awed wonder.

The forest of tentacles was dead. The great strands were split from where they once connected to the heart of the World Eater, and had grown grey, brittle as petrified wood. Even as he watched, they began to shrivel like plants starved of life, wizened and weak.

“Wow,” Doria finally breathed.

“Yeah,” Melia gasped from his back.


Chapter 29


Gods, he was tired.

By the time he emerged from the withered tangle of the World Eater’s corpse, Dorian practically collapsed aboard the ship, so spent he couldn’t even lift his head, and drifted off almost at once..

When he did wake, for a time, he could only stare at the ceiling of his cabin blankly, his mind struggling to make sense of reality. Then, events rushed back to him, and with a wearied groan he sat up, a hand against his head.

“Dorian? You awake?”

He looked up and saw Fable sitting in a chair beside the bed.

“How… how long was I out?” he asked.

“Three days,” the faun said, leaning over and stroking his head, smiling down at him. “By standard time, anyway.”

Dorian grunted. “Feel like I could go for another week,” he said.

“I doubt we’ll be able to get Melia up before then,” the faun giggled. “She’s been out since you two landed.”

“But she’s okay?”

“Sure. But things have been busy. You’re wanted by the Council of Stone too.”

Dorian groaned. “When?”

She hesitated. “As soon as you can get up.” She stole a glance at him. “If you want, I could always say…”

Dorian waved it off. “No, no. I’ll manage. Fill me in while I get dressed.”

Fable did so, telling him about how the World Eater’s body had petrified. How dozens of smaller ixxanans had been seen pouring from the horror, many fleeing to the stars, others raining down onto Sphere, which were being hunted down as they spoke.

“And Sphere?” Dorian asked as he pulled his pants down.

“Survived,” she said, with a smile both sad and happy. “Dorian?” she said, taking his hand. “Thank you.”

“I mean…”

“You’re going to be thanked a lot,” she told him softly, her eyes moist. “But they don’t really know what you spared them from. You saved millions, Dorian. Millions who won’t share the fate of my world. Millions who can hold their families. Billions who won’t fall prey to that monster in the future. Thank you,” Fable said, sniffling as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Thank you…”

Gently, Dorian drew her to himself, pressing her against his chest as he gently stroked her hair. Fable cried softly into his chest, but they were tears of joy mingled with sorrow. He didn’t even mind that her antlers were poking him.

“He’s up!”

Dorian raised his head as the door opened and the rest of the women poured in, aside from Melia. Laughter and cheers broke on him, along with adoring embraces. Dorian took it all in stride, returning every hug and sobbing.

And with his lovely retinue in tow, he finally exited the cabin.

The Dragon’s Wing was anchored to a pier connected to the Temple of Stone. Guardians rushed forward to announce him, and in short order Dorian found himself once more in the vast chamber, no longer a place of war planning, but instead of reconstruction.

Fighting to stay awake, made slightly easier by Fable sitting in his lap and snuggling him lovingly, Dorian tried to focus as Fala went over the results of the battle.

“We’re still assessing the damage to Sphere,” the elf said, pointing to parts of the planet's projection hanging over the table, many areas marked in wounded red. “And the damage is extremely severe in some places. Hundreds of ships were lost in the battle, but all things considered, we did well.”

“Since the alternative was being sucked dry by a space horror, I’d say we did amazingly,” Emberly noted from where she sat smugly beside Dorian.

Fala gave the demoness a cold look. “Indeed.”

“How many dead?” Dorian asked.

“As I said, we’re still assessing,” Fala replied. “But tens of thousands, at the least.”

Dorian winced. He tried not to think about how many might have survived if he’d been a bit faster. Fable stroked his cheek gently, tilting his head down to meet her eyes.

“You did your best,” she said softly.

Dorian gave a wan smile, unsurprised she could sense his mood. “Thanks,” he murmured.

“Best is pretty damn good!” Rakesh remarked jovially, patting Dorian on the shoulder. “Not many dragons can claim they went up against a World Eater and came out the other side. Let alone one as big as that beast! Chip off the old block.”

“Well, I had help,” Dorian said.

“Indeed,” Fala added. “But the fact remains,” she continued with a shrewd look around the table and at the surviving council members gathered there, “this, if nothing else, appears to demonstrate that Sphere does, indeed, need some central authority. A governor of the world. Had the planet been able to organize more effectively, our troubles could have been considerably lessened. Were the cults less able to organize, or were communication between the tiers more centralized, they could have been tackled sooner. Not to mention if the light beacons had been properly maintained and not allowed to be sabotaged like they were, it is likely the World Eater would never have come across Sphere”

There were general mutters of unease around the table and exchanged glances.

“And who should be the governor?” Gorbo asked, the goblin glowering over the table. “You?”

“No,” Fala replied, which made Dorian blink in surprise. “I am needed elsewhere. The death of the World Eater left a number of ixxanan scattered about the area, and the empress and Imperium will doubtless wish to hear of what happened here. Once my ships are repaired and my crew replenished, I intend to hunt down as many of the creatures as possible.”

“Instead,” she added, her eyes sliding to Dorian, who straightened a bit in wary confusion, “I suggest Captain Hawke.”

It took Dorian’s tired brain a moment to register what she had just said. “M-me?” he stammered. “But, I…”

“Who better?” Fala asked simply. “Who has done more to serve Sphere than you? Who is the one who saved it from the World Eater? Who would the residents of this world wish to rule over them? Who at this table,” she added, with a sharp look at the rest of the members of the squabbling council, “could dispute your right to do so?”

There was some nervous shuffling and clearing of throats. At last, Eggars grunted and stood.

“He has my bloody vote,” the dwarf declared, one hand resting on the stormhammer sheathed at his side. “Not like any of the rest of ye would be able to do a damn decent job.”

“Agreed,” the crystalline Dimas chimed in.

“Then we have a second and a third,” Astromo said, the strange alien fluttering their sleeves, bandaged hands gesturing across the table as lights orbited their head. “Rise, and lay out your vote!”

Dorian looked around in blank wonderment as, one by one, the members of the council rose and cast their votes for him. Even Gorbo, after a nudge from his neighbor, staggered up onto his seat and begrudgingly raised his hand as well.

“I…” Dorian began, at a complete loss.

“I would expect nothing less from my mate,” Rina declared confidently.

“Damn straight,” Emberly cackled. “And don’t you worry, cap’n. You’ve got a hell of a good staff here to help you out.”

Dorian turned about slowly, locking eyes with each of the women who stood around him. In their gazes, he saw their love for him, their devotion, and he felt his heart swell with the same. He finally shrugged with a defeated smile. “Well,” he said, “why not?”

“Then it is agreed,” Astromo declared in that tolling voice, gesturing grandly. “Rise and pay homage to the first governor of Sphere!”

Dorian shook his head in amazement as the members of the council gave him a short bow or salute. Once more, he was struck by how far he had come, what he had accomplished. In a year, he had gone from mucking out the stables on a backwater feudal world to battling pirates, slaying monsters, saving worlds, and becoming the governor of a massive trade planet. And not only that, he reminded himself as he felt Fable snuggle against his chest, Emberly lean on his shoulder, and Ariana’s bushy tail wrap around him. He had also gained a group of women who loved him, and his heart swelled as he realized he loved them too.

What more could he want to be happy?

Well, perhaps one thing…

Dorian turned to his father, who beamed at him with paternal pride. With a shrug and an abashed grin, Dorian asked, “So, I heard someone say you officiate weddings?”


Epilogue


Like a comet through the void, Dorian burst through the wall of the wyrmway and glided through space.

Gods, it felt good to stretch his wings again.

He groaned softly, soaking in the light from the sun. Not since the battle with the World Eater had he been able to do so. The reconstruction of Sphere had been quick, but it came with its own myriad of problems. Members of the council to appease, merchants to assure, and not to mention the planet-sized fossil orbiting above Sphere that had to be dealt with. They’d finally just hooked it to some derelict ships from the battle, set them on a course for the sun, and sent it off. It would take years to make the trip, but at least it was out of his hair.

And although Dorian did feel a little guilty thinking it, it had been easier to start fixing Sphere’s problems with the massive reconstruction effort than it would have been if the station had still been intact. Most of the funding came from a modest docking fee that was already being properly enforced, the money filtering up to him and then dispersed into upkeep. There was, of course, a fair amount of grift, but such was the nature of a world like Sphere. Dorian supposed he could tackle it one day, but letting the layers of Sphere compete on pricing had proven far more effective.

Dorian sighed, yet he smiled. For while the work was often numbing and frustrating, it was also rewarding. It felt good to build something bigger than himself. And it was rewarding in a more monetary way—a dragon did need to build his hoard somehow, right?

Besides, the months hadn’t been wasted. Not really.

Which was why he was really looking forward to this vacation.

He beamed as he descended through the atmosphere of the big blue marble of Ammiran. Spreading his wings, he rode the updrafts and began a lazy descent over the island chains until he reached a particular one. Flying lower, he soon made out the familiar form of his father’s cabin, as well as the ships docked before it.

Dorian grinned at the sight of The Dragon’s Wing at anchor, and not far off, the glittering bulk of a familiar Elven Imperial warship. He caught sight of a figure waiting on the beach and eagerly descended, wings receding and body shrinking as he tapped down on his power.

He landed lightly on the beach, now quite shorter than the horned woman waiting for him. Molly smiled warmly at him, his father’s mate dressed in a simple blue dress with flowers woven in her hair.

“We were starting to wonder if you’d be late,” she noted.

“Almost was,” Dorian chuckled, straightening the glittering captain’s jacket he now wore, his pants a perfect black, and his shoes gleaming with polish. “Some dragon hunters tried to nab me as I hit the gate. Had to show them what a bad idea that was.”

“Won’t have to worry about that here,” Molly said warmly. “Your father chose this world because it’s far away from any easy wyrmgate access. Plenty of space to relax. And speaking of…”

Dorian cocked his head curiously as the bovine maiden reached between her breasts and drew out a key. “Here,” she said, passing it over.

Dorian took it, curious. “This is…”

“The key to the cabin,” she explained with a fond look at the building. “Your father wanted to make it a gift to you today. ‘Make up for all those birthdays I missed,’ I think he called it.”

Dorian blinked and looked again at the key. “O-oh,” he stammered, gratitude choking him. “I… I don’t know what to say…”

“You can tell him yourself. Oh,” Molly added, leaning in close with a sparkle in her eye, “and rest assured, we got you a new bed. A very wide, comfortable bed.”

She winked, and Dorian flushed, chuckling as he tucked the key away. “Thanks.”

“We were glad to. The two of us will be leaving after the ceremony anyway. I’ve been away from my true calling too long. And trust me, Dorian, there’s nothing quite like sex atop the treasures of a conquered kingdom.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

“I doubt you’ll have time,” Molly added, turning on her heel. “Now come on. Your wedding awaits.”

Dorian nodded, trying to stem the nervousness that made his legs feel weak and his body vibrate with uncertainty as he followed the bovine beauty around the side of the cabin—his wedding gift. His heart thudded heavily in his chest as he saw the pavilion built in the backyard. An arch of light magic glowed along a path laid with golden coins. At the end stood another heap of treasure.

And atop that, the true treasures of his life.

Dorian felt the lump in his throat again as he took in the women arrayed on the treasure hoard. All were dressed in pristine white gowns that clung to figures as gorgeous as when he had first laid eyes on them. Fable and Melia blushed hotly at the sight of him. Emberly merely grinned, shamelessly looking him up and down. Ariana beamed at him, and beside her, Rina stood with her hands on her hips, wearing the largest hat Dorian had ever seen.

But it wasn’t only them waiting for him. Stella was there as well, the dark elf’s cheeks burning a plum purple as she fidgeted in her gown, glancing up at him frequently. And not far away, Filigra waited, the succubus bouncing on her heels with excitement.

But the biggest surprsie, at least for Dorian, was Fala Luceran standing nearby, dressed in a pure white uniform loaded with medals. The admiral looked cool and collected, but the burning pink of her rolled hair betrayed her pleasure at joining those on stage. During the months of working together, Dorian had grown closer to the elven admiral, and when she’d confessed her feelings to him, he’d had been astounded, but Melia and Emberly had only laughed at him for taking so long to realize the elf had desired him—especially after the battle with the World Eater. But there was no question now.

And Dorian was delighted to see it.

For a moment, he could only stand at the end of the path of gold, looking at the beauties arranged before him, the lump in his throat nearly choking him. He’d never dreamed in all his days that it was possible to be this happy, but he was far from disappointed to find it was.

A clearing of the throat drew Dorian’s attention to the only other man present at the ceremony. Atop a small heap of gold stood his father. It was a testament to the beauty of the women before him that Dorian hadn’t noticed the dragon, who was nearly as large as the cabin.

Rakesh grinned toothily at him. “Well, son?” he asked in a rumbling voice.

Dorian grinned back and strode forward down the shining path.

As he walked, he let his power flow out. His wings stretched from his back, horns formed on his brow, and scales shimmered on his arms, though he restrained the claws. Soon, he was a full head taller than Emberly, his skin shining with golden light as he came to a halt before his sire, who bowed in acknowledgment.

“My son,” Rakesh boomed amiably. “You have faced many trials and triumphs, but before you stands the greatest. These females have asked to be joined to you as mates in soul and purpose. Do you wish the same?”

Dorian looked down the line of women he’d been through so much with. He smiled adoringly. “I do.”

His father nodded proudly. “And do you swear to be loyal to them, to defend them, to love them, and keep them as your mates for as long as you live?”

“I do,” Dorian repeated, stronger now.

“Good lad,” Rakesh whispered, then turned his horned head to face the women. “And do you, females, accept him as your mate? Do you swear to honour and love him? Do you swear to treasure him, bear his young, and rear them to be as great as their father and mother?”

“I do,” they chorused back, some voices breaking with sobs of happiness, others with growls of lust.

Rakesh nodded and looked back to Dorian. “Then with these,” he said, holding up a limb and unfurling his claws to reveal several pearls, “I bind you all together. To quicken and invigorate, so your young will be born swiftly and strongly. In a very excellent bed, I might add,” Rakesh finished with a wink.

Dorian flushed again and took the pearls. He turned to face the line of his brides and began to move down it.

The first pearl he gave to Emberly, who grinned as she lifted it. “Just so you know,” she said before popping the pearl into her mouth and swallowing, “I’m not letting you leave that bedroom for a full week.”

“Wouldn’t ask for anything less,” Dorian replied and kissed her passionately on the lips. He moved next to Ariana, who took the pearl he offered with wonder in her eyes.

“Almost a shame to eat this,” she said. “So much knowledge of draconic marital rituals already given.”

“You don’t want it?” Dorian asked teasingly.

The fox-girl’s tail fluffed out, and her ears twitched. “I didn’t say that,” she yelped, hastily swallowing the pearl.

Chuckling, Dorian moved on to Melia. The elf smiled shyly. “Never thought I’d have a family again,” she murmured softly.

Dorian smiled and pressed the pearl into her hand. “You’ll never be without one as long as I live.”

Melia sniffled and, to hide her tears, hastily swallowed the pearl, covering her eyes with her arm.

Stepping forward, Dorian looked down into Fable’s shining eyes, the faun beaming up at him, her lip quivering and tears already pricking the corners of her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Fable sniffled. “I’m sorry. I just… can’t seem to stop crying. I’m… I’m just so happy,” she managed between sobs.

Dorian chuckled and pulled her close, stroking her hair. “Me too,” he whispered.

Fable’s ears vibrated with pleasure, and when he stepped back, she snatched up the pearl and swallowed it at once, still smiling up at him with tears of joy glistening on her cheeks.

Dorian turned to the dark elf next. The sultry elf giggled nervously. “Can’t say I saw this coming when you first walked through the doors of the club,” she admitted.

“Any complaints?” Dorian asked, offering her the pearl.

The dark elf grinned and winked. “None,” she replied, plucking the pearl from his hand and popping it into her mouth.

Dorian chuckled and moved to Filigra. The demoness giggled. “Never thought I’d be a bride,” she said. “But sure beats pushing paperwork.”

“I bet. And tonight, I’m going to show you how much,” Dorian said with a flick of his eyebrows.

The demoness flushed and eagerly took the pearl, swallowing it.

Dorian chuckled and moved next to the dragoness. Rina trembled with anticipation, the feathers in her hat rustling like leaves in a gale, some even fluttering free to drift near her feet.

“Tonight is going to be worth the wait,” Dorian promised her hotly.

Rina could only whimper in anticipation, nodding eagerly as she gobbled up the pearl.

Grinning, Dorian stepped up to Fala next. The Elven Imperial admiral stood straighter than ever before him, clearing her throat.

“Well,” she said, clearing her throat again, “I hope you’re aware this is not what usually happens when one is named Liaison to the Imperium.”

“Then I guess it’s just my roguish charm that won you over, huh?” Dorian teased, placing the pearl into her hand.

Fala’s face glowed. “Something like that,” she said softly, then popped the pearl into her mouth and swallowed. A shiver ran through her, and her hair flared an even deeper pink than before.

“And with that,” Rakesh bellowed, his wings fanning out, the shimmer of their undersides washing over them in a wave of strange colors, as if the very air had crystallized. “The dragon mates have been named! The oaths have been exchanged! And now, the mating may begin!” He laughed heartily, the sound ringing over the beach and sending the reptilian birds soaring from the trees once more. “And I hope you kids have plenty of fun with it. Molly!”

“Here!” the horned giantess declared, striding up to him.

Rakesh bent down, allowing his lover to grasp his spines and swing herself up onto his back. Straightening, Rakesh gave Dorian a final fond look. “Proud of you, son.”

Dorian beamed as his brides gathered around him. “Thanks, Dad.”

“You folks have fun now. Enjoy your new home!” With a final laugh, Rakesh beat his wings, rising into the air with a gale that sent the gowns of the women fluttering and gold coins flashing as they spun through the open air.

Dorian watched his father ascend into the sky, rising toward the heavens and away. Yet, even as he did, Dorian didn’t despair. He could see, faintly for the moment, but clear nonetheless, the golden thread that connected him to his sire.

The same sort of thread that would connect him to his own children.

Dorian smiled, then slung his arms over the shoulders of Fable and Melia, his eyes taking in the gorgeous women he’d sailed with, schemed with, battled with, and loved more than life itself. “Shall we?”

A cheer rose up, and Dorian laughed as he and his new brides rushed toward the cabin and inside. The downstairs felt empty without his father’s trophies, but Dorian would fill the space with his own soon enough.

Then they were past, rushing up the stairs and into the bedroom that took up half of the second floor. The room was shrouded in sultry gloom, but the light from a crystal lamp set in the ceiling revealed the bed—and as promised, Dorian knew it would hold him and all the women he loved.

“Many new adventures will be had in here,” Fable declared confidently. Dorian caught her rubbing her palms together as she turned to face him and instantly frowned to find Melia’s tongue down his throat and Emberly already unbuckling his trousers. “I was supposed to be the first one.”

“No one necessarily agreed to that, savvy?” Emberly purred as she knelt in front of Dorian, sliding his pants down to reveal the immensity lurking beneath. “Gods, I’ll never grow tired of the sight of this bitch-buster.”

“That’s a relief,” Dorian said with a warm smile on his lips while Melia continued to lick them. He winked at Fable, gesturing toward the women behind her. “Why don’t you follow their example?”

He chuckled as Fable turned her head to find Ariana, Rina, Stella, and Filigra already down to their knickers—or less. “Oh! Right,” she said, reaching back to unhook the clasp of her dress. It fell to the floor quickly, and she shucked it off with a kick.

Dorian looked at the elf, the demoness, and the faun and smiled. “It figures that you three should be first. You were, after all, where my adventure began.”

“That’s right,” Melia cooed, sucking on his ear as Emberly peeled the elf’s dress off of her petite frame. “Without us you’d be some poor tavern boy on a nothing planet.”

He chuckled and kissed her back, albeit briefly. “Harsh, but I am grateful.” His eyes lowered to her modest mounds, and at the sight of the elf’s perky pink nipples, he put his hand to work, groping them, kneading her nipple between two fingers.

“Ohhh,” she moaned. “That’s the ticket, Navigator.”

Emberly, also nude and back on her knees sucked the head of his cock teasingly between her crimson lips. She pumped him from the base with both hands as Fable lent a third and kissed his neck. Dorian resisted the urge to roll his eyes back as he grabbed a clutch of the demon’s black hair and groaned.

“That’s a telling sound,” Emberly giggled naughtily. “We can’t have you feeling too good just yet, savvy?”

“Savvy indeed,” he agreed. “Filigra, Rina, Ariana, and Stella—you four take up a corner of the bed and treat yourselves as you enjoy the show. I promised these three I’d make love to them first tonight, but your turn will come, I swear.”

“Oh, I’m sure it will,” Stella giggled as her hands traced the lewd contours of the succubus’s made-for-sex body. “If it’s all the same, I’ll be in Filly’s corner while I wait my turn.”

“And I, for one, intend fully to use this opportunity to study the sexual sensitivities of a dragoness, so I will be attending to my dear Rina,” Ariana added as her tails susurrated behind her.

“Works for me,” Dorian said, grinning, then turned his head to the suddenly quiet trio of beauties working together to pump his cock and keep it hard. As his eyes narrowed, he felt a collective shudder of lust go through them. “You three, side-by-side, on your backs.”

“Yes, baby,” Melia whimpered, scrambling to obey. She took up one section of the bed’s center, while Fable instantly found a spot beside her. The pair found each other’s hands, clasping them together as they looked up at Dorian with profound need.

Emberly ended up on Fable’s other side. Rather than reaching for her hand, she instead reached for the faun’s pussy, rubbing up and down the sopping length until she found her exposed clit. “There it is,” she cooed. “You’re in the middle, so I suppose you’ll be first. I’ll lend ya a helping hand so you can cum your brains out fast, and the rest of us can get to our turns.”

Fable pouted at the explanation but bucked her hips into the demoness’s fingers. “F-fine,” she muttered.

Dorian agreed with the logic—and the plan. He was a stellar dragon, but he was also just a man armed only with a man’s courage. He would take all the help he could get to avoid having to take too many breaks. As he looked around the room, he saw many impatient, disastrously desirous faces leering at him. Rina, who sat in Ariana’s lap as the fox girl finger-fucked her virginal quim, stared at Dorian’s cock with heavy-lidded eyes like she was a starving woman in a desert staring at the last canteen in the universe. “Th-that cock…will be inside me soon,” she moaned.

“Yes, my darling,” Ariana agreed, nipping at her shoulder playfully. “How would you describe the sensation you’re feeling right now? Be as descriptive as possible.”

Meanwhile, the dark elf was having her pussy eaten by a greedy succubus who was too anxious to simply sit by and wait for her turn. Dorian had been warned that this might happen, and he was happy in the end that it did. It felt like they were all acting as his crew even while waiting for their turn on his cock. His girls were a team—it was all hands on deck, same as always. Just how he liked it.

Stella fondled her tits and bit her lip as Filigra expertly lapped at her cunt. “Ohh, gods, Dorian. Get on with it already—my pussy is waiting.”

Dorian knew she had a point. He’d gotten caught up in the emotions of the moment and wasted precious seconds, letting the girls settle into their new realities for a second too long. Well, no longer.

“Girls,” he began as he gripped Fable’s bony hips and pulled her toward him until his immensity pressed its tip into her soft, wet cunt. “I love you all. I am proud of you all. And I am always, and forever, entirely yours.”

He thrust inside Fable, who erupted with a shriek of bliss and a lewd squelch made by her lower half. “Ohh, Dorian, yes!” she moaned as he sawed his cock in and out of her.

Melia still held Fable’s hand as she leaned in and suckled the fawn’s nipple, while Emberly massaged her clit as she licked the other nipple. Fable looked utterly beside herself with pleasure in a way that Dorian couldn’t remember seeing in a while.

The tightness of her pussy did its work on him, too. Even after all this time of regular, passionate sex, sliding inside the adorable deer girl always felt like home.

Home—it was never a place. It was her. It was them. He wondered what kind of mothers they would be. Some of them were hoping to conceive tonight. Fable was one of those hopefuls. Stella was another, which surprised him when he heard her say it—but he was happy to give her her first of many children. They had all the time in the universe to figure it out.

Dorian’s efforts mounted and hit pay dirt as the faun unexpectedly yowled like a horny cat, her cunt leaking viscous girlcum in copious quantities as Dorian felt her clench down hard on him. “I’m cumming, baby!” she announced. “I’m cumming all over your big, draconic cock!”

“Message received,” Dorian muttered as he rode out the storm. When she was finished, he slowed, then stopped. Melia and Emberly withdrew from Fable, and Dorian leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead, and the lips.

“I love you,” she said, her eyes half-open and dewy. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” Dorian said.

Moments later, the situation was different, but familiar. Melia was in the center, with Emberly and Fable playing with her nipples as Dorian bucked away inside the elf’s sweet quim. Her hair ran the gamut of every color Dorian had ever seen it make before settling on a hot pink that was almost red.

“Oh, gods, Dorian,” she moaned, blushing. “Ohhhh fuck! Your cock is—unreal!”

“I like to think my technique is pretty good, too,” he muttered.

Melia came undone beneath him just as easily as Fable, with Emberly locking their lips on her nipples at that pinnacle of pleasure. Melia’s orgasm was silent, her mouth open in a quiet scream—until a shout of primal bliss burst out of her like it was catching up to the motions her lips had been making for several seconds already. “Ohohhhuhha! Fuck! I love you, Dorian!”

To Dorian’s surprise, Emberly had been the quickest to cum of the first three, though in her defense she’d had plenty of time to get herself riled. He felt like he’d barely been grinding inside her hot pussy for more than a few minutes before she suddenly shot up and threw her arms around his neck, forcing her lips against his as her cunt started trying to milk his cock.

With that, Dorian had to take a breather. As soon as he pulled out, he raised his hand to signify that he needed a moment to collect himself, but his women weren’t about to let him off the hook. Fable, Melia, and Emberly crawled on their bellies toward his member until they were each licking it clean.

“Hey!” Rina shouted indignantly. “How dare you! You have already had your turn!”

“Relax, scales, we’re just cleaning him up for you, Savvy?” Emberly chuckled.

Moments later, Rina and Ariana were in the center of the bed, with Fable, Melia, and Emberly off on the corners, recovering. Rina presented herself to Dorian in the position that of course made the most sense to a dragon—elbows and face down against the sheets, ass propped up in the air. He certainly wasn’t going to complain about the view.

Ariana assumed the same pose beside Rina just as Dorian slid inside the dragon’s entrance.

Rina hissed. “Ooh! Something is…resisting.”

“Normal for the first time, dear,” Ariana giggled, staring into Rina’s face with her cheek on a shared pillow.

“Of course I know that, I’m thousands of—ohh!” Dorian moved inside her, and Rina’s reaction didn’t disappoint. “Mmmm….oohhh. Wow…Mmm, this is very…nice.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Dorian said, reaching forward to caress her hair. “This is something I hope we’ll add to our routine.”

“Oh, I think that sounds—nngg—lovely.”

Dorian gripped the base of both wings, using them for leverage and balance so he could go full force inside her. He figured he’d earned his first orgasm of the evening by this point, but to his dismay, the dragoness erupted early.

“Gaah! Ohh! What’s—oh my gods and goddesses! By all the stars in the Black, what is my pussy doing?!”

“Cumming,” Fable gasped from the sidelines, still recovering herself. “It’s a hell of a drug.”

Then there was Ariana. Dorian gripped her tails and held them upright as he railed her, keeping them out of the way, again seeking his own orgasm. However, the time he’d had to cooldown in the transition from one woman to the next was enough to make it a bit harder than he would have liked.

As he held her tail, he couldn’t help but watch as her pussy clenched around him and her butthole, exposed because of the tail lift, winked at him again and again. He had half a mind to put a finger in it, but before he could make a decision one way or the other, it was happening.

“Guh-fooo-aaaahhh! Fable! Write my noises down! Sketch the exact position!”

“That good, huh?” Fable muttered as she produced a notebook from under her pillow. “Alright.”

Dorian kept thrusting inside of Ariana long past her breaking point while barking orders to Filigra and Stella. “You two! I’m so, so close to cumming, but I don’t think she can hang on long enough for me to make it happen. I need your help.”

“That’s why we’re here,” cooed the succubus as she pried her face away from the dark elf’s nether lips.

“In about ten seconds, or when Ariana looks like she’s about to pass out, I’m going to pull out violently and instantly flop onto my back. Please, don’t let me have more than three seconds of exposure to non-pussy air.”

The two women made eye contact and nodded. “You on his cock, me on his face?” Filigra propositioned. “I’ll just cum instantly, so that seems the wisest arrangement.”

“Agreed,” Stella said. “Dorian, my love, go ahead and—”

Dorian flopped backward and planted, arms and legs making his body into something like an X with a head. “Now!”

The two women wasted no time in following their husband’s command. Stella climbed into his lap, straddled him, and lowered herself onto his massive cock. She sank onto it with a moan and hiss, her eyes crossing from the bliss that always surprised her with its potency. “God, I fucking love you,” she groaned.

His response wasn’t audible to anyone because Filigra quickly took a seat on Dorian’s face, positioning her lower lips against his upper ones. Dorian felt her twist and heard the purr of a moan reverberate through her thighs the second his tongue started supping on her cunt.

Dorian was oh-so-grateful for the dark elf’s due diligence. She was bouncing up and down on his cock, seeking his orgasm at the cost of hers. Stella, when she wanted to climax herself, would grind her hips in a sexy but subtle way that certainly looked and felt erotic enough, but nothing got a guy to cum like a hot dark elf essentially jerking him off with her pussy.

“You can do it anytime you want,” Stella warmly said, barely audible because of Filigra's thighs against the side of his head. “Cum inside me. I want your babies, Dorian. Give me your fucking babies, baby. I love you!”

Dorian was quick to agree to those terms. He unloaded inside her with shot after creamy shot of his essence, flooding her womb with his blessing.

“Ohh yes!” Stella hissed. She started grinding now that Dorian was finishing up, seeking her own bliss before he started to lose some of his firmness. “Stir it up inside me! This will breed me for sure!”

She came undone shortly after that, then switched with Filigra so that Stella was making out with Dorian while the succubus bounced on his cock for all of thirty-two seconds before squirting so much that they’d probably have to burn the sheets.

Fable huffed and puffed from the corner, hugging her pillow. Dorian stole a look at her to see what the problem was. “You didn’t cum inside me. I want your babies, too, you know.”

Dorian laughed. “Five minutes, and then we’ll make it happen.”

It was a long night with fewer water breaks than Dorian thought he was going to get, but it was also the happiest night of his life thus far. Not even two years ago, Dorian had been a humble peasant boy working at a tavern with no obvious path toward a life worth living.

So much had changed since then. Now, he was the captain of a ship that sailed the stars—a dragon, married to seven of the most beautiful women anyone in the galaxy had ever seen. What’s more, he was young, even by human standards, and even though, as it turned out, he would likely live for thousands of years. He still had his whole life ahead of him.

As he surveyed the beauties possessively clinging to whatever part of him they could get a hold of, Dorian knew that he had a lot to look forward to.

The End
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