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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Voivode Dragozin. Lucien Hart has taken our king.” 
 
    The Court Mage’s words rang like bells in my ears, and the world around me—soldiers shouting orders, frantic nobles racing toward the Throne Room, wailing servants—faded into a blur of ringing white noise. 
 
    Ignas. No. I could readily picture his kind, sly face in my mind. He was the rarest of the rare, a king who’d turned out to be a genuinely good man, a good leader… and he’d been captured by some of the worst people uploaded to this fucking world. Suddenly, Violetta’s presence in Dakhdir and Ororgael’s mad invasion of Revala made perfect fucking sense. They’d been trying to lure Ignas west. Now we had no king—and the Ilian Empire was camped right across from our doorstep. 
 
    “Alright. Here’s what we do.” I was surprised by how in control I sounded. “Ignas appointed Janos of Czongrad as Regent. That means Janos will be taking the throne any minute now to address the court and brief everyone, right?” 
 
    “Y-Yes, Your Grace.” Simeon was visibly shaken. Masha, normally fiery and quick, was tongue-tied. Rutha covered her face with one slim, scarred hand. 
 
    “Karalti can hold the fort here in case there’s a riot. I doubt anyone’s gonna want to tangle with a pissed off queen dragon.” At the sound of her name, Karalti rumbled, and lowered her hatchback-sized muzzle until the tip of her snout brushed my shoulder. “Simeon, come with me. We’ll go in and hear what Janos has to say. Rutha, Masha… I have a bad feeling about this. Stay with Karalti and be ready to evacuate. 
 
    “Stay? Evacuate?!” Masha finally found her voice, swelling up until she reached her full height: a towering four feet, eleven inches of pissed off Masterhealer. “What, do you think I am some delicate Jeun princess who never stepped off her litter? You can sod off with that notion, Lord Tuun. It was I who delivered Ignas and smacked the royal cheeks ‘til he took his first breath. Damned if I’ll sit on my hands and diddle myself while he’s in danger!” 
 
    “Well… fair enough. Can’t argue with that.” I looked at Rutha. “Rutha…” 
 
    “I can’t walk, but I can cast spells.” The sorceress’s expression hardened as she pulled a brace of mana capsules from her inventory and divided them between her spellglove and her hovering wheelchair. “If this were a raging battlefield, I’d do as you ask. But the royal courts of Artana are my battlefield, and I have played the Great Game since I was barely sixteen years old. You need me.” 
 
    I let out a hiss of breath through my teeth. “Karalti? Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    My dragon snorted a cloud of hot, ozone-tinged air over the four of us. At Level 18, she was headed toward being the size of a small passenger jet, but her telepathic voice was bright, youthful, even bubbly. “Yep! I can still Teleport one more time today. I’ve regained enough mana for other spells, and there’s eight charges of fiery doom locked and loaded!” 
 
    “I’m seriously hoping we don’t have to unleash any more fiery doom today. One sandworm and five airships were plenty.” I reached up to rub the gleaming opal spines crusting Karalti’s jaw, squared my shoulders, and marched past the others into the chaotic depths of Vlachia’s royal bastion, Vulkan Keep. 
 
    Soldiers had formed choke points in the entry hall to prevent crushing. The corridors were bristling with halberds, but the nervous men—almost as confused and alarmed as the courtiers rushing in from every corner of the fortress—let us pass without so much as a murmur. Red-faced criers at the Throne Room entrance continued to announce, stammering and speeding through the names and titles of dignitaries as they flooded past, including us. “Voivode Dragozin Hector of Myszno! Simeon Staglitz, Royal Magus and advisor to his Majesty the Volod! Lady Rutha of Vasteau, Sorceress to King Rosvind! Masterhealer Masha, Physician to the Court!” 
 
    No one could really hear them over the noise inside. The towering cathedral hall was lined on both sides with a seething crowd of agitated people, many of whom were already wearing white—the Vlachian color of mourning. Soldiers lined the narrow procession to the Raven Throne, which itself was ringed by the elite Knights of the Dragon, Vlachia’s Kingsguard. This wall of muscle and steel protected Voivode Janos of Czongrad and his close advisors, clustered at the base of the dais with their heads together. 
 
    “Holy shitsnacks. What a mess.” I zoomed my vision past the throng of people. The Regent looked shrewd, tired but alert. He’d changed out the normal blue and green livery of his provincial House for the black and red garb of the Corvinus regent. He didn’t look nearly as stressed as I would have been. “Why in the hell did the system feel the need to broadcast a Global Alert? Every fucking Tom, Dick and Harry is crammed into this place.” 
 
    “Oy,” Masha groaned in agreement. “Rusulka’s tits… it’s chaos. I’ve never seen the court like this, not even after the death of the Volod’s father.” 
 
    Huddling with Simeon and Masha around Rutha’s chair, the group of us bulldozed our way down the aisle. I scanned the room for familiar faces. The Mercurion Ebisa stood at ease to the right of the Raven Throne. She was hooded and masked, armed with daggers and dressed in a severe bodysuit of leather and chain. Normally, Ebisa favored decorative masks made of porcelain or wood. Today, she was wearing a flat, smooth metal helm without any facial features or vents. A red sigil burned balefully on the front of it, the enchantment that allowed her to see through solid steel. A Mercurion battle mask. She expected trouble. 
 
    There were others I knew among the crowd. My fellow Starborn, Nethres, lingered by the entry to one of the vestibules. She was in full Valkyrie gear, her ax over her back. I opened my HUD and dictated a quick PM. “Hey, Nethres: we’re on the other side of the aisle. Can you see us?” 
 
    The woman’s head jerked up, and her eyes scanned for a moment. Then she looked through her HUD, peering until she spotted my waving hand. She lifted hers, and shot back a quick message. “Yeah. I see you.” 
 
    “After this mess, we’ll take you back to Myszno with us to pick up your mount,” I replied, keeping half an eye on the throne. “Even if you’re still technically under house arrest. They can’t keep you here now.” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks. Might have some stuff to tell you, too. About Lucien, Baldr, and the Kingsmen. Don’t want to talk about it here, though, even in PM. Got a weird vibe.” She nodded to me, then looked uncomfortably back toward the front of the room. 
 
    I recognized two of the commanders who had served under me in Myszno among the crowd. Wingleader Vasoly, captain of the 4th Fleet, 32nd Dragoons, cut a striking figure in his red dress uniform. He was a small, wiry man with close cropped, wavy black hair and a sharp face weathered by the wind. Ur Gehlan, a commander in the Knights of the Red Star, stood beside him with at least thirty of his men. The Knights were distinctive with their shaved Cossack forelocks, red lamellar armor, and lines of facial tattoos. I recognized about a dozen of them, soldiers who’d fought beside me during the battle for the Prezyemi Line. 
 
    “Gehlan! Vasoly!” I shouted to them over the noise, waving an arm. 
 
    Both men turned instinctively at the sound of my voice, and their faces lit up. Gehlan turned around and yelled something at his men, while Vasoly gave a signal with his hand. Knights and dragoons made way for us, opening a circle. Rutha smiled gratefully at them as she drifted in and came to a rolling stop. 
 
    “Voivode Dragozin! Still on this side of the dirt, eh?” Gehlan roared. Like all the Knights, he was a big man with a big mustache, ruddy in the face and dark in the eyes. He clapped his hand into mine and clasped my arm, then drew me in for a brief hug and cheek kiss. Vasoly shook hands and respectfully inclined his head. 
 
    “Sure am, commander.” I nodded to each of them in turn. “What the hell happened in Revala?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet, but we all want to know how our damned fleet was defeated by a country less than a third our size,” Vasoly called back. “Thank goodness you’re here. We need you and every other competent Starborn on Vlachia’s side. Where is Lady Ba’hadir?” 
 
    “Busy. On her way back to Myszno.” I glanced around, then refocused on him and Ur Gehlan. “We got the Warsinger.” 
 
    Their eyes widened, but before they could comment, a new voice called out to us. “Simeon!? Masha!? What in the watery hells is going on?”  
 
    We turned to see a dignified elder man in indigo robes bustling toward us, squeezing between heavily armored Knights of the Red Star. Trailing him was another familiar face: the junior sage and keeper of the castle library, Kythias. 
 
    “Mastersage,” Simeon answered him, bowing as much as he could without being jostled. “Please, return to your office. It isn’t safe here.” 
 
    “And miss out on Czongrad’s little speech? Pah.” Mastersage Nemeth was nearly as old as Masha, which put him in his mid-seventies or early eighties. He reminded me of an ibis, with his long neck, beaky nose, and steely dark eyes. “I’m here for the same reason we all are. Ignas is the last Corvinus. If Janos doesn’t have a plan to rescue him, we’re doomed.” 
 
    “Do zla boga. Don’t use that word, Mastersage. We’re cursed as it is,” Commander Vasoly groaned.  
 
    “This isn’t over until we say it is.” I nodded to his words, studying Kythias. The red-haired Lysian was normally bright and alert, with a tongue like a well-oiled blade. He looked uncharacteristically subdued. 
 
    A hush rippled through the chamber as Janos stepped onto the dais and placed the regent’s crown, a simple platinum band, on his head. Now he looked a little more like I’d expected—pale, a bit nervous. I’d never liked the Voivode of Czongrad since first meeting him at a disastrous auction in Taltos, but in the moment, I felt for him. Suddenly thrust into a position of responsibility, facing a screaming angry mob demanding accountability and solutions to seemingly-impossible problems? Yeah. I’d been there. Except this guy had the fate of the entire kingdom resting on his shoulders now, not just a single province. OUR kingdom, because in this moment—maybe for the first time ever—I felt myself to be part of a country. A nation. This nation: Vlachia. 
 
    Court Heralds positioned themselves beside the first step of the throne. I recognized Elizabet, the First Herald of the realm, as she activated a magical pendant and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Order! Order in the court!” Her magically augmented voice pierced the sea of noise filling the hall, bringing an immediate hush. “Lord Regent Janos Lanz of Czongrad shall address the assembly! The court is ordered to silence!” 
 
    The hush deepened to a murmuring and clicking, and the crowd finally stopped surging. I glanced around. There were roped off galleys to either side, where the nobility twittered quietly behind lines of guardsmen. Simeon, Masha, Mastersage Nemeth, Kythias, Rutha and I were now basically surrounded by the representatives of the 4th Fleet: Vasoly’s Dragoons, Ur Gehlan’s knights, mages and NCOs and medics. It was close quarters, and there wasn’t much room to move. A wave of intuitive tension swept through the pit of my belly. Not fear. More like anticipation that somehow, somewhen, we were about to have a real bad time. 
 
    “Loving citizens of Vlachia, be at ease.” Janos’ clear, commanding tenor rang out over the throne room, amplified by magic that made it sound as though he were speaking from the walls. “His Majesty, whom I gratefully represent, knew a day might come where he rode to the protection of our great nation or its allies, and not return. He made preparations for this eventuality. To this end, he appointed me, Voivode Janos Lanz of Czongrad, to lead in his stead. Know this: as we speak, a council of the finest military minds in Vlachia gather in the Royal War Room, planning how we will approach the situation in Revala and recover His Majesty.” 
 
    And once again, I remember just how fucking useless politicians actually are. I really didn’t like his use of the word ‘recover’. I crossed my arms and studied Janos, keeping watch around and behind me. Dragon riders had wraparound peripheral vision, so I was able to monitor the crowd while keeping my head forward. No one else looked particularly happy with what they were hearing, either. 
 
    “I will now brief the court on what we know in the lead-up to our setback.” Janos said stiffly, hands gripping the sides of the royal throne. “The First and Second Fleets flew to Revala in expectation of a difficult battle against the significantly smaller, but hardened and determined forces of the Ilian Empire. Our army drove Ilia back from the border toward the capital of Lovi, where a heated battle took place. Reports indicated that the campaign was proceeding well, but that Ilia’s dragons were conspicuously absent. The First Fleet, led by the Sarkany-class Dreadnought Henrietta, carved a salient in the Ilian line and downed the Ilian capital ship, Sol Invictus, in a battle that sent the Invictus plunging into Lovi’s outer walls. His Majesty ordered a partial retreat to avoid being pincered in the salient in the event of a counterattack. It was anticipated that Dakhdir and Jeun, Vlachia’s allies under the White Sail Alliance mutual defense compact, would join our fleet. With even greater numbers, we would surge back into Lovi and push Ilia out of Revala.” 
 
    Janos paused for effect. 
 
    “Three nights ago, His Imperial Highness Emperor Hae Yuryu of Jeun sent a missive to His Majesty explaining how they were delayed by strange weapons and hostilities at the border of Jeun and Revala,” he continued gravely. “A black beam of anti-magical light from the sky decimated the Jeun flagship and threw the fleet into disarray, shortly before their forces were attacked by Ilia’s dragons and—to all accounts—Mercurion warships.” 
 
    The crowd erupted into agitated murmurs of alarm. Ur Gehlan and Simeon both gasped. Masha’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Wait, am I missing something?” I leaned down and asked Masha. “The Mercurions showing up for this is…?” 
 
    “Unheard of,” Masha whispered back. “If there were Mercurion war machines…” 
 
    “This means that the Mercurions of Zaunt have broken the Blood-Artifice Compact, which prohibits the import and use of the machines known as ‘sangheti’tak’ on Artanan soil,” Janos finished, before Masha could. “This compact, which has stood for over a thousand years, represented the state of truce between our peoples and the living constructs of Zaunt.” 
 
    “Well, fuck.” I reached up to grip at the line of braided hair running down the middle of my scalp, squeezing it. 
 
    “Meanwhile, Dakhdir arrived in Revala as expected,” the regent continued, lifting his chin. “The Sultir’s airships flew in from the south-east and joined the Vlachian forces from the rear… and there, they committed the foulest treachery ever leveled against this nation. The Dakhari fleet fell on Vlachia’s from behind, attacking fiercely. This signaled the Ilian forces to reveal themselves in their full might. A combined force of camouflaged Ilian airships, Mercurions with long-range weapons bunkered in Lovi’s tallest buildings, and the Dakhari traitors attacked the First and Second Fleets from all sides.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. Camouflaged ships were a modern strategy. Awful as it was, it was a brilliant move in an asymmetrical war situation like the one Ororgael was dealing with.  
 
    “Much of the Second Fleet managed to escape the trap and are regrouping at the border. However, the First Fleet was completely encircled. Rather than allow the devastation of our forces, Volod Ignas Corvinus II honorably bartered his own life and freedom and allowed himself to be captured,” Janos finished heavily. “Ilia seized the remaining ships and personnel. What has happened to them and the Volod at this stage, we do not know.” 
 
    The court broke into unhappy murmurs. The air around us seemed to vibrate, like a bomb about to explode. 
 
    “HOWEVER,” Janos called out sharply, before the court could erupt. “We are taking immediate action to discover the whereabouts of the Volod and our citizens and enact their recovery or our vengeance for their loss. Following this address, I will be joining the emergency council upstairs-” 
 
    “Dakhdir must pay!” A man’s furious shout—deep, gruff—cracked out from the side galleys. It detonated the entire room. Suddenly, voices howled from everywhere, all of them demanding the blood of the Sultir, the Mercurions, and Ilia. I stepped in closer to Masha, tensing as the line of Red Star knights behind us were jostled forward by the angry crowd, which was quickly turning into a mob as screams of rage burst through the hall. 
 
    Up on the dais, one of Janos’ advisors leaned in and whispered in his ear. The regent nodded and made a sharp gesture. 
 
    “Order! Order in the court!” Both of the Heralds called out, their well-trained, magically enhanced voices overriding even the savage anger of the assembled. 
 
    “Good people of Vlachia.” Janos rose off the throne, holding out his arms. “I hear you, and feel your pain. Make way, all of you, for the Emissary of Dakhdir, Pasha Sumay’al Aswan of Dalim. He was detained before this audience, and shall be judged before it to explain the foul betrayal of his sovereign. But a trial cannot take place if there is not order!” 
 
    “Wait a second.” I bent down to speak in Rutha’s ear. “This is… really fucking convenient, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Rutha’s eyes darted to the wall where the first cry had come from. “Almost as if scripted.” 
 
    We may have noticed, but the Regent’s words had the desired effect on the angry mob. They stopped shoving against the lines of soldiers acting as human barriers between noble and commoner, subject and regent. As cries of ‘make way’ rang from the other end of the great hall, hisses, boos and curses rang out, building in volume. The Knights of the Red Star helped to carve out an alley down the middle of the hall. Without thinking, I stepped in to help with crowd control, reaching out to brace a hand on Ur Gehlan’s shoulder so my arm formed a barrier.  
 
    Two heavily armored guards dragged the miserable form of the Pasha toward the throne. The Dakhari man looked like he’d put up a fight. His pampered, tanned skin was purpled in places, his lip split. 
 
    “Hector?” Karalti’s clear, musical voice broke through the deafening roar of the assembly. “What’s going on in there? It’s really loud, and you’re really stressed.” 
 
    “Those Dakhari ships that tried to intercept us in the desert? It wasn’t just us they were fucking over. Dakhdir betrayed Vlachia and set up Ignas to be taken by Lucien and Ororgael,” I thought back, fighting the urge to cover my ears. My hearing was almost as good as my vision, and the noise was crushing. “We know Violetta is in Dalim, and I guarantee she set this up. Casper also played a role, probably. What I want to know is how they timed everything so perfectly. They must have spies—spies who are able to report to them in real time.” 
 
    “Like a party chat,” Karalti confirmed grimly. “But who?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” My gut ached uneasily at the thought, and I glanced toward Nethres.  
 
    The Dragon Knights forced Pasha Aswan to his knees in front of Janos. When I’d last seen him, he was done up in brilliant peacock blue silk robes and reeked like a bathroom air-freshener dispenser. Now he was in his pajamas, his perfectly coiffed hair hanging as a ropey mess around his shoulders. When he wasn’t dressed in layers of coats and robes, he turned out to be kind of scrawny. 
 
    “Pasha Sumay’al Aswan, as the diplomat dispatched by your Sultir, you are your nation’s representative in Vlachia,” Janos proclaimed, retaking his seat. “By what means do you explain this treachery?” 
 
    “Treachery repaid in kind!” Pasha spat. His voice was magnified, too. “Dakhdir has rejected the White Sail Alliance for what it is, Czongrad—a bully pulpit ruled by Vlachia for Vlachian interests, all while actors from YOUR nation attempt to overthrow our divinely appointed Sultir!” 
 
    “What nonsense,” Janos replied. “Agents of Vlachia, undermining the Sultir? In case it escaped you, Yazid Khemmemu still sits upon the Peacock Throne. There have been no attempts on his life we have heard of.” 
 
    “Then explain the destruction of Al’Asad Prison!” Pasha retorted. 
 
    “The prison in the Bashir Desert?” Janos arched an eyebrow. “The Bashir is a no-man’s land, unowned territory that separates Dakhdir from Napath.” 
 
    “The Bashir Desert may be common land, but the prison was the rightful property of the Sultir!” Pasha gestured wildly behind him. “What about the chaos and destruction in Dalim by one of your own noblemen, leading a force of rebels released from that very same prison after its destruction! Explain to me the Vlachian warships who attacked our fleet as they flew out to investigate Al’Asad! Vlachia cannot slaughter our people and not expect retaliation. Even if Ignas did not declare war on Dakhdir, he permitted acts of war to go unpunished!” 
 
    Janos waited until the chorus of booing and hissing died away, then waved the court to silence. “Extraordinary accusations require extraordinary proof, Pasha. For one thing, you would need to be able to name whoever supposedly committed these crimes-” 
 
    “I can, and I will, because the actors are in the Bashir right now, warring with our navy as we speak!” Pasha retorted. “They are Voivode Hector Dragozin, lord of Myszno, and his Fireblooded Shallatu whore! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
    Great. There WAS a fucking spy in the ranks. 
 
    “So, correction number one.” As I stepped out into the aisle, my voice was picked up and magnified just like Janos’ as I strode forward into range of the microphone spell. “My ‘Fireblooded Shallatu whore’, aka Suri Ba’hadir, the Lady of Myszno, is not warring with your navy. Correction number two is that I am right here, in the flesh, listening to you lie your ass off with my actual goddamned ears.” 
 
    The Pasha and Janos paused awkwardly. They paused in the way that people paused when they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t be doing. There was no masking the surprise in their widened eyes, the sudden drain of color from their faces. Rutha was right. Whatever we were listening to, it had been scripted. 
 
    “The court presents Voivode Dragozin Hector of Myszno!” Elizabet the Herald called out helpfully. Her eyes darted to me, bright with amusement—and concern. 
 
    Janos recovered first. He turned a cold, icy glare on the stricken diplomat. “Well, then. Pasha Aswan, forgive me my inferior knowledge of geography, but I was not aware that Vulkan Keep was located in the Bashir Desert.” 
 
    A ripple of laughter passed through the room. Even I chuckled. “Yeah. Sorry to blow a great big sloppy hole in your alibi, Pasha, but uh... The Voivode of Myszno is right here, present and accounted for, and every word you just rattled off is complete and total bullshit.” 
 
    My words caused the brief moment of mirth to darken. A rumble ran through the crowd, where the 4th Fleet officers stood. 
 
    “So, I assume I’ll be allowed to defend myself in front of the court, right? Unless I’m secretly in Dakhdir, waging war on the Sultir?” I continued. I was still armored and fully armed, flight harness on, the Spear of Nine Spheres on my back. 
 
    Janos looked down at Pasha with a blank, pleasant expression. 
 
    “It was… th-that was my information!” The diplomat said weakly. “My sources were very clear-” 
 
    “WHAT sources?” I demanded, advancing up the aisle. “Do you want to tell the court who these ‘sources’ are? Because they’re clearly mistaken. My dragon is out in the courtyard, and I’m right here.” 
 
    “And where is Lady Ba’hadir?” Janos asked. 
 
    “Tending Myszno’s affairs while Karalti and I responded to the loss of His Majesty.” It was a half-truth, because Suri was, in fact, in the Bashir Desert, and we had blown up several Dakhari airships that had attacked our salvage fleet. They had no right to start hostilities: The Warsinger we were retrieving, Withering Rose, was not Dakhdir’s property. But what I wanted to know was ‘how the fuck did Pasha Aswan know that?’ 
 
    “Then you deny the charges?” Janos frowned. He looked like he was trying to think of something. 
 
    “Absolutely.” I replied. “Dumbest shit I ever heard.” 
 
    Janos smiled. 
 
    “Pasha, your grievances are dismissed. You have no basis for your ‘information’. Your king betrayed us on a technicality, and he will pay.” The Regent flicked his hand. “Your punishment will be summary execution by impalment.” 
 
    “But… but you swo-UUGH!” Pasha only got a few words out before one of the Kingsguard kicked him in the back of the head. The heavy plated foot snapped him forward and slammed his face against the cold obsidian floor. Pasha’s nose burst like a ripe berry, and he fell limp. 
 
    “Take him straight to the battlements,” Janos said in disgust. “Voivode Dragozin Hector, you state before the court that you did not venture into the Bashir Desert for any reason?” 
 
    I locked eyes with the Regent. He stared back. 
 
    “Absolutely.” I called the bluff. 
 
    “Then you directly violated a primary directive of his Majesty,” Janos said, with a thin, smug smile. “Who ordered you to head into the Bashir to claim a war machine that is the rightful property of the crown. Are you saying you failed in your duty? Ignas left me detailed, specific documents explaining that you were working on this task, and I can in fact see the bounty he issued you—and that you accepted.” 
 
    The growing hunch that Janos was trying to set me up for some reason intensified into certainty. And that was why I’d set up my trap the way I had. “Your Grace, I said ‘I’ didn’t go to the Bashir. I have the duties of a Voivode to attend in Myszno, and there wouldn’t be much point in taking Karalti to get the Warsinger. That machine is over three hundred feet tall. It could pick up my dragon and carry her like a cat.” 
 
    That brought a small ripple of tense laughter from the court. Janos’ smug smile faded. 
 
    “A team of salvaging ships is bringing the Warsinger back to Vlachia,” I said. “I, obviously, am not. Like you noted, the Bashir is not actually part of Dakhdir. Our craft made no aggressive moves toward Dakhdir and never entered their sovereign territory.” 
 
    “And I assume you have the ship navigation records to prove it.” 
 
    “Sure.” That wasn’t a lie: we’d cut around the mountains and flown due south. The logs on the scrappers weren’t going to incriminate me. 
 
    The regent leaned forward. “And these ships are on their way to Taltos?” 
 
    “To Myszno.” I stared straight back at him. “We’ll repair the Warsinger in Litvy. It has the best facilities in the country, given my province hosts the Royal College of Engineers.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, boring into mine. 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Grace, you really seem to be reaching for something.” I didn’t blink—because I didn’t have to. The mutations I’d endured to allow me to become a dragonrider had given me clear inner eyelids that I could flick across my eyes without looking away. “So are you going to keep trying to blame Myszno for Dakhdir’s betrayal based on the word of an enemy spy, or are we going to stop messing around and go rescue our king?” 
 
    “The Voivode is out of line,’ Janos said coldly. “Consider this your one and only warning before you join Pasha on the stake.” 
 
    A dark murmur passed through the assembly at his words: especially through the ranks of military personnel. 
 
    [You have gained +250 Renown with the Royal Vlachian 4th Fleet!] 
 
    [You have lost -150 Renown with factions: Duchy of Czongrad, Duchy of Ori, Dragon Knights.] 
 
    [You have gained +175 Renown with factions: Night Stalkers, Knights of the Red Star, Duchy of Turas, Jeun.] 
 
    Nearly everyone here knew that I’d helped Ignas retake the throne from his corrupt, incompetent brother, Andrik, and that Janos had been Andrik’s ally. Me and my squad had also succeeded in the quest to liberate the Vlachian province of Myszno from the clutches of a foreign vampire. That, plus all the other quests my party and I had completed to the benefit of Vlachia, had given us a lot of Renown to lean on in Taltos. Renown was part of Archemi’s game system, and it affected how NPCs, such as the people in the court, perceived me and my challenge to Janos’ authority. Not only that, but I carried the Kingsmark: a status that Ignas had given to me to indicate to any and all people in Vlachia that I was a trusted VIP. AND I was a dragon-bonded rider, in a country that worshiped one of the dragons’ gods. Janos was on thin ice, whether he knew it or not. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. Thoroughly warned.” I looked back to the men of the 4th. They were all hanging on my words, not Janos’. “But while I’m here, I and the rest of the assembled would be very grateful to learn how we can help pull Ignas from the clutches of Ilia.” 
 
    “The crown will not be accepting questions today. The purpose of this appearance was to inform.” Janos reached up to adjust a small pin on the collar of his jacket. The glint of metal caught my eye, and without thinking, I zoomed my eagle-like vision on it to glance. And then I did a double-take. 
 
    It was the symbol of the fucking Ryuko Corporation. The symbol used by the Cult of the Architect. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” I sketched an ironic bow, and started to head off... before turning back. “But before I go, can the crown explain why he is wearing the symbol of the Architects—the same symbol used by our enemies in Ilia and the same symbol used by Andrik in his heretical cult—on his collar?” 
 
    Gasps echoed throughout the crowd. Behind me, Rutha’s face turned ashen. Simeon’s mouth opened. Nethres stiffened. To the left side of the throne, Ebisa stirred. She dropped her hands, her head darting to look at Janos like an eagle’s. 
 
    Janos’ fingers froze. He looked down at me in raw disbelief. From his position high on the throne, no normal human could possibly have spotted the little pin. But I wasn’t any ordinary human. 
 
    “You dare? You dare make such a wild accusation of your rightful ruler in front of the entire assembled court?” He blinked a couple of times, his hand still resting over his neck. 
 
    “Then let Ebisa look at what’s under your hand,” I shot back. “She knows I can spot a dormouse a mile down off my dragon’s back.” 
 
    “Sire- ‘ Ebisa took a step toward him, only to be halted by a wall of metal and bared sword blades. 
 
    “Arrest this traitorous gutterborn clicker!” Janos snarled the derogatory term at Ebisa.  
 
    “Why won’t you tell the court how you plan to rescue Ignas, Janos?” I dropped all pretense of courtly intrigue as my HUD exploded with pings, my Renown see-sawing wildly in response to the sudden chaos. In between it all, I got a quest alert: 
 
    [New Quest: The Hidden Hand] 
 
    Janos jerked his hand away to point at me—pulling the pin in the process. “Seize this one for high treason against the Volod and his anointed representative!” 
 
    Four of the Kingsguard drew their swords and charged.  
 
    “Okay, but… just so you know, this is a very bad move, politically speaking.” As they closed in, I shot straight up into the air, arcing high above the startled, jostling crowd of nobles and soldiers. At the peak of the vault, time slowed—and I frowned as I watched the crowd split and two lines form. On the one side were a dozen loyalist Knights of the Red Star, palace guardsmen, and Knights of the Dragon. And on the other, the men of the 4th Fleet and Gehlan’s thirty-odd knights. Ur Gehlan was drawing his saber as I landed in the cleared space of the aisle. He stepped out in front of me as the knights under his command followed suit. 
 
    “Base treachery against the crown!” Ur Gehlan roared toward Janos. “Scapegoating your rival Voivode, so blatantly, in front of the assembled court!? Men! Pull this pretender off the throne and cast him down!” 
 
    “Gehlan...” His words shocked me even more than Janos calling me out, but there was no time.  
 
    Get them! All of them!” The court erupted as Janos, screaming treachery, lunged to his feet as his men ran at my defenders. Small, slim Commander Vasoly drew his rapier and clashed with one of the helmed Kingsguard, somehow catching and turning the huge man’s broadsword; Ebisa, near the throne, pulled her daggers and vanished like a ghost. A familiar woman’s scream pealed out from the crush. Masha. 
 
    “Let me go, you ruffians!” The Masterhealer yelled, kicking as two guardsmen hauled her up by the armpits and tried to drag her away. Her foot connected with the unarmored crotch of the man on her left, staggering him. He fell away, retching and clutching his junk, but the other only grappled her more tightly. Masha cried out in pain. 
 
    Something dark and angry rose in me, and I lashed out with a coil of pure darkness that shot forward like a striking snake. The Black Lotus noose whipped around the man’s neck, and his eyes bulged as he dropped the Masterhealer to claw at his throat. I leaped in over Masha as she stumbled away, landing on him spear-first. The magical weapon skidded off his round breastplate and plunged through padding, sending him wounded and choking to his knees. 
 
    “Karalti, get ready to fly! Everything’s gone to shit!” I spun the Spear like a deadly baton, using the high-speed momentum to scatter the guards closing in on us like a pack of dogs. “Masha, I’m getting you out of here!” 
 
    There was a cry, a flash, and then two men went flying up over the crowd from the other side of the brawling pack. Nethres had her winged visor down, a silvered shield on her arm, her Nordic-style ax in the other hand. Ebisa was with her, the pair of them fighting back to back as they pulled toward me.  
 
    “Ebisa didn’t go for Janos...?” I tore my eyes away, searching for Rutha. Panicked nobles were evacuating. As they cleared from the place I’d last seen her, I saw a clear, crackling dome of magic push people away. Rutha had her gauntleted arm raised high over the crouched forms of Kythias and Mastersage Nemeth, and the sprawled, unconscious form of Simeon. He lay in a pool of spreading blood. 
 
    “Oh no, he’s hurt.” Masha groaned, limping. “Tuun, my leg...” 
 
    A Dragon Knight broke through the line of our defenders, broadsword striking down one man, then another. I had to make a decision. 
 
    Masha squeaked as I dropped the Spear and scooped her up into bridal carry, leaping up and forward. The Masterhealer yelped as we sailed over a rank of brawlers. I landed harder than usual, taking the shock with my knees and staggering forward to stop from dropping her, but the momentum brought me up to the group huddled beneath Rutha’s shield. She looked through it at me, eyes wide with alarm.  
 
    “Rutha! Can you move with this shield up?” I let Masha down. 
 
    Rutha gestured with her fingers, and the magic of the shield warped, opening up a hole for Masha to scuttle through. “Yes! But Simeon-” 
 
    “Kythias, lay him over Rutha’s lap!” I barked. “Then all of you get out to Karalti, before they get it in their minds to attack my damn dragon!” 
 
    Kythias—pale but determined—gave a sharp nod and immediately went to the Court Mage’s feet. He hauled him up and draped him over Rutha’s knees. Simeon had a bloody wound to the head. 
 
    “What in the name of Khors is going on?” Nemeth looked between us all. 
 
    “No time, sir,” Kythias replied, turning his head toward me. “Where’s this dragon? Where do we go?” 
 
    “Rose Garden,” Masha said, grimacing as she assessed her own leg. She grunted, then fumbled in a pouch for medicine. 
 
    “You got any of those knife friends you were talking about the last time I visited the library?” I asked Kythias. 
 
    He nodded, and drew a slim dagger from his boot. “A few.” 
 
    “Keep it out and stab anyone who tries to get in your way.” I saluted him. “See you on the other side.” 
 
    Mastersage Nemeth overcame his confusion to help, seizing the handles of Rutha’s floating wheelchair and steering her toward the exit as she re-intensified her protective barrier around them all. I turned just in time to see a wall of soldiers boiling toward me. The red borders around their HP rings told me they were not friendlies. 
 
    “All of this for little old me? You shouldn’t have.” I called the Spear to hand, and the weapon suddenly appeared in my clenched fist. The appearance of it gave the men pause—enough for me to disappear in a thin plume of shadow and reappear behind them. My AoE attacks were out—too many civilians and allies mixed into the brawl to risk it. I triggered Blood Sprint and shot forward in a straight line from behind them, Spear flashing. The maneuver gave me priority in combat against any opponent with less Dex than me. At Level 34, against the common troops of the Royal Court, that was all of them. 
 
    “Hector!” Nethres’ husky voice carried to me as I kicked a man off the blade of my spear. I whirled to see her closing in, Ebisa by her side. The assassin’s daggers were bloody. 
 
    “Nethres, glad you’re okay. Ebisa—did you get Janos?” I left the injured guard to roll on the floor, stepping over him. 
 
    “No. I’ll explain later.” Ebisa’s mask was unreadable, but her harsh, whiskey-hoarse voice sounded more strained than usual. “I went for Nethres. Ignas told me to free her if the court dissolved.” 
 
    “Did you know I’d be arrested?” Nethres demanded of me. 
 
    “No, and we don’t have time to discuss it.” I pointed at the distant door. “Your quazi is safe, being spoiled rotten by the stablemaster at my castle. Get to Karalti for evac. I’ll cover your rear.” 
 
    “I...” For the first time since I’d met her, Ebisa hesitated. She looked back toward the throne. 
 
    “We need you if we’re going to save Ignas, Ebisa. Go!” I ordered her, tensing to leap. 
 
    Nethres caught the wiry Mercurion by the forearm and tugged. Ebisa shook her off, as if insulted, and flitted forward. 
 
    I surged forward, only to be halted when Ur Gehlan stepped in front of me. He caught my shoulder and squeezed, bringing me to a halt before I could rejoin the battle lines. His red armor was dented, and he had a cut to his face. 
 
    “Voivode, go with the others!” He raised his voice over the clashing of swords, shields, and fists. “We will hold here!” 
 
    “Hold? Don’t you dare make a last stand here for me. You need to get out of the palace,” I retorted, brushing him off. “We can get to Janos later, we-” 
 
    “We all saw him tear something from his collar and hide it, Your Grace. I have trained since boyhood to fight for this country, and now that we have experienced the rule of a good Volod, a wise, competent Volod, I won’t let Czongrad drag it into the mud.” The Knight’s tattooed face contorted. “My bloodbrothers and I fought with you in Myszno. We know you are faithful to Crown and Country. We will fight, and we will escape, and we will join you at your castle. If Janos declares us traitors? So be it. Chernobog shelters the righteous revolutionary under his dark mantle. We shall become the Knights of the Black Star instead.” 
 
    I pressed my lips in a thin line and gripped his arm. “Don’t die here.” 
 
    “We won’t.” The old Knight flashed me a gap-toothed grin, then shoved me toward the door. “Leave. Rescue our king, and prepare for trouble. The regent is powerful, but we will find our way to your doors.”  
 
    I nodded, steeled myself, and fled. If Gehlan’s knights and the officers and men of the 4th were willing to risk their lives and careers for me, I wasn’t going to make their efforts be in vain. 
 
    Soldiers from the Vulkan Keep garrison sprinted down the marble corridors of the castle to join their fellows in the Throne Room. They had Nethres and Ebisa pinned in the hallway that led to the Rose Garden. From further back, there was a flash and a scream, followed by a rolling bass roar that shook the floor. Karalti. 
 
    “Karalti! Use your Queensong! Knock ‘em out!” I sprinted forward, jumped, and landed on the head of a heavily armored soldier about to bring his mace down on Nethres’ shield. He sprawled back, gurgling and clutching at the spear blade buried in his throat. 
 
    Karalti’s reply to me was an empathic push of acknowledgment. I felt her focus harden, and fighting faltered as a deep, primordial rumbling built and built, rattling the walls and windows of the keep. It drowned every other sound, and Nethres and Ebisa surged forward as one by one, our enemies fell to their knees. Some of them clutched their ears and screamed, or stumbled against walls to violently retch. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” My voice was barely audible over the din as a high note, clear and pure as glass, overlaid the terrifying dark rumble of my dragon’s song. One by one, the windows above the courtyard shook in their frames and burst. 
 
    Nethres and Ebisa ran after me as we pushed through the paralyzed mass of enemies and out into the garden. To my relief, everyone else was already strapped into the saddle except for Kythias. 
 
    “You two are just going to have to hang on!” I tried to shout, but Karalti was still going—head thrown back, jaws gaping, her Queensong rolling over the grounds like a tsunami. Cursing to myself, I ran for her, vaulted up to her back from the ground, and frantically waved at the two women. 
 
    Ebisa knew what to do. She had even more alacrity than I did, vanishing on the ground only to reappear beside me. Nethres, built to tank, would be too slow to make it before the song ended. She was an experienced flier in her own right, but there were no more passenger positions available on Karalti’s back. 
 
    “Karalti! Grab Nethres! Let’s teleport before they get an anti-magic barrier up and the fucking cannons armed!” I slid into position, trusting Ebisa to find a seat. “Can you teleport from the ground?” 
 
    “Yes! I think so! But the landing might be weird.” Karalti dropped her head to end the song in a long, rattling caw. She took a step forward, and caught the startled Valkyrie in her claws. “Hold on, Nethres! And don’t wiggle too much!” 
 
    I looked down to see enemy knights stumbling through the doors, swords raised, but they were too late to stop us as Karalti’s black opal scales swelled with color. They skidded to a stop as the dragon swiveled her head toward them, flared her wings, and warped into the void.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
    Karalti appeared high above Kalla Sahasi, groaning under our collective weight as a cold crosswind blasted her from the north. I could see and feel the tension in the other passengers as she see-sawed toward the triangular courtyard below. As she came in, she intentionally let the wind blow her sidelong until she was anchored in the current, then dipped a wing and slid through the shear to reverse her direction, hover, and touch down in a perfect cross-winds landing. 
 
    “Beautiful flying, Tidbit.” I clapped my dragon on the neck and rose to my feet, looking back as our passengers began to unbuckle themselves and each other. Masha scrambled over to Simeon and began to do first aid; Rutha, who was holding the stricken man in her arms, was pale but composed. “Everyone alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Nethres replied in her hoarse, husky voice. She was already helping Kythias with the Mastersage. The elderly man was shaking, and looked like he was close to crying, puking, or both. 
 
    “Well, Hector, I wouldn’t have quite taken the approach that you did with Janos, but… was he really wearing the symbol of the Cult of the Architect?” Rutha asked me, as I scooped one arm under her legs, the other around her shoulders, and lifted her up. 
 
    Karalti rumbled like a pissed-off jet engine at the mention of the cult. She’d spent her earliest months on the run with me, hiding from the Ilian secret service and Cult of the Architect, and her beef with them was personal. 
 
    “One hundred percent. The little ratfucker pulled the pin off his collar as soon as he was caught, too.” I carried her toward Karalti’s wing. The dragon read my intention through the Bond, dipping the limb to the ground like a ramp so I could crouch and slide down with Rutha in my arms. I turned back as Ebisa joined us on the ground, carrying Masha on her back. “If Janos doesn’t have something to do with Ignas getting captured, I’ll eat my damn spear. Did you hear what Pasha Aswan almost said to him?” 
 
    “But you swore,” Rutha finished grimly. “That’s what he was trying to say, before Czongrad’s thug put a boot to his head.” 
 
    “Aye.” Ebisa rasped, head swiveling back to her. “We all heard it.” 
 
    “You truly believe the Regent has betrayed the crown?” Kythias stared down at the group of us in astonishment. 
 
    “I fucking KNOW Janos has betrayed the crown,” I replied. “He was flaunting his true allegiance in front of the entire court, and no one noticed except me.” 
 
     He blinked. “How?”  
 
    “These weird eyes aren’t for show,” I replied. “I can zoom my vision in and out, pick up about ten thousand more colors than a normal human, and see the back of my own ass.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kythias replied. “That must be entertaining.” 
 
    “But what is the significance of this symbol you saw?” Nemeth demanded, in a quavering voice. 
 
    “It means that Czongrad isn’t just allied with Ororgael, Mastersage,” Rutha answered him. “It means that he worships him, and perhaps the other architects, as some kind of savior. According to His Majesty, his brother was a cult member.” 
 
    “And so is Janos.” Ebisa was still wearing her mask, but I didn’t need to see her expression to read the sudden, murderous tension in her spider-thin limbs. “Ignas forgave him for his support of Andrik, and Janos seemed to thrive under his regard. His Majesty had me investigate thoroughly, of course. Spies in Czongrad’s court, people watching him in Taltos… I told my king that he was clean. Trustworthy. Somehow, he evaded detection until now.” 
 
    “He may be a recent convert.” I watched her closely, frowning slightly. “If you did your due diligence, then any slip in your intelligence was a system failure, not a personal one. We can improve the process.” 
 
    “Ignas will be dead by then, or worse. Excuse me, Your Grace. I must go and contemplate my errors.” Ebisa didn’t actually wait for permission. Before I’d even seen her move, she flitted across the courtyard, blinking in and out of sight, then bounded up the side of one of the towers like a ribbon of quicksilver... a blur so fast that even my eyes couldn’t follow. 
 
    I stepped forward as if to try and call her back, but Rutha gently laid her hand against my shoulder and shook her head. “No, Hector. Give her space. Ignas is dear to her, personally and professionally… she struggles with guilt she must process alone.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I sighed, watching as Kythias gingerly carried the Mastersage to the ground. Nethres took Simeon. Rather than slide down Karalti’s wing, the Valkyrie concentrated on the runes scribed into her armor. Several of them flared with blue light as she jumped. She floated serenely to the ground with the wounded mage in her arms. 
 
    “At least we know Janos is crooked,” Nethres said once she joined us. “Don’t know about you, Hector, but I got a quest. Did you read it?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I drew a deep breath and straightened up. 
 
    Behind our group, Karalti folded her wings in tightly against her flanks, reared upright, and morphed down into her preferred human form: a small, lithe, fit woman with a silky curtain of black, thigh-length flat braids, pearly pale skin, and seven small backswept horns that were reminiscent of her Queen’s crest. Kythias happened to glance back as she transformed... and spun away, blushing furiously, as she began to equip her gear. 
 
    “Khors’ balls, boy!” Nemeth yelped as his apprentice nearly knocked him over. 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” Kythias’ face was scarlet from chin to hairline. 
 
    While the others were distracted, I bought up my HUD and opened the quest. Navigail the Narrator obligingly began to read it out for me in her pleasant, melodic voice: 
 
    New Quest: The Hidden Hand 
 
    Voivode Janos Lanz of Czongrad, currently the regent of Vlachia, committed a critical error in his attempted coup of the Royal Court: he chose to wear the symbol of the Cult of the Architect in plain sight of the assembly, a symbol you were able to spot with your unnaturally keen vision. No one can yet be certain what this implies, but one thing is for sure—Janos, and his agenda, are not at all what they seem. 
 
    To unravel this mystery and save the heart and soul of Vlachia, you must locate the Volod, Ignas Corvinus II, and either rescue him from the clutches of your Ilian enemies or retrieve what remains of him. To say that this mission will be perilous is an understatement. At best, it could result in the unmasking of a traitorous conspirator. At worst, a civil war like none Vlachia has seen before. 
 
    Difficulty: Extreme 
 
    Recommended Level: Varies. Current recommendation—Level 50 
 
    Special: This is an evolving quest. Updates will appear in your log. This is a PvP quest: the quest parameters may change according to player activities. 
 
    Reward: 4000 EXP per rescued royal, Renown, Special (???) 
 
      
 
    “Those motherfuckers,” I muttered. “This quest is ranked for Level 50? That’s crazy.” 
 
    Nethres looked even grimmer than usual as she watched on. “Has to be because of Ororgael and Lucien. They’re about that level.” 
 
    “And Violetta. She might not be in Revala, but she’s got a hand in this as well. This shit with Dakhdir was all her doing.” Intimidating as it was, I accepted the quest, watching it join my ever-growing Shit I Have to Do To Save Archemi list. “Alright: Kythias, you and Masha take Simeon to the castle hospital and get him sorted out. Rutha, Karalti, Nethres: if you’re willing, I want all three of you in the War Room. Mastersage, you as well—unless you need to rest. I’m going to grab my steward and a few other advisors, and we’ll plan our next steps.” 
 
    “And what will those be?” Nemeth peered at me. His cloudy blue eyes were still sharp with wit and intelligence. “Don’t tell me you’re planning to ride in and rescue Ignas yourself?” 
 
    “That is one-hundred percent what we are doing.” I closed my HUD down and nodded to him. “Lucien decided to fuck around. Now he gets to find out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the eight of us had gathered in Kalla Sahasi’s newly restored War Room. At my insistence, the builders had kept this room as simple and functional as possible, minimizing distractions and maximizing planning space. One wall was made entirely of cork, a place to pin maps and attach strings. There was a sideboard with water, wooden cups and fruit, and a long wooden table with a terrain map of Myszno mounted in the center, all major landmarks mapped. When I highlighted it, the KMS informed me that there was a fast-travel upgrade available, but not until I’d reached Level 50. Maybe that was how Baldr-Ororgael was zipping around Artana so quickly. 
 
    “So here’s what we know.” I stood at the head of the table, Karalti standing at ease beside me. “Ignas flew out with some fifty thousand troops. About half of them were either killed or captured when Dakhdir turned on the First Fleet from behind. Most of the Second Fleet escaped and are rallying at the border. Rather than sacrifice his men, Ignas surrendered. As far as we know, he’s currently being held by Lucien at the Lion Palace in Revala’s capital, Lovi.” 
 
    There were nods from everyone present. Nemeth was seated beside Rutha to my right; Istvan and Captain Vilmos to my left. Vash leaned against the wall almost directly behind Istvan, arms and ankles crossed. Nethres was perched nervously on a seat almost at the other end of the oval table, her brows furrowed. 
 
    “From this point, we get into speculation. Given Janos was flaunting his Cult of the Architect pin, I’m going to guess Ororgael used a spy to contact Janos and tell him he was some kind of ‘chosen one’, and Ororgael had a way to get him onto the throne. Janos or one of his proxies tipped off Ilia about the First Fleet.” 
 
    “I would appreciate more explanation of this ‘Cult of the Architect,” Nemeth said. He had his hands folded in front of him, voice shaky with fatigue but otherwise clear. “I am the Mastersage of Vlachia, appointed by Ignas’ father when he was still young, but all I know of this ‘cult’ is from you, Your Grace.”  
 
    “That’s because they’re secretive as hell. Everything we know is from one low-ranked flunky, plus Andrik’s secret journals.” I nodded tersely. “As far as we can tell, Ororgael managed to convince some people that the Architects—him, specifically—are the gods above gods in Archemi. Both Andrik and his minions believe Ororgael will give them the power to raise from the dead, like Starborn do.” 
 
    “But he can’t do that, can he? He certainly never raised the dead when I was younger.” Rutha’s lilac eyes were dark with anger. Ororgael had been her mentor and her creator; Rutha had been crafted by him to be his perfect little elf girlfriend, and he’d treated her like dirt. For her, this was personal. 
 
     “He might have been able to once, but now? No. The, uh, magic of this world is blocking the Architects from being able to use their full suite of powers. They literally can’t access them. Functionally, the architects are just ordinary Starborn with access to better gear and some level hacks, as well as meta information about the best ways to exploit this world. So Ororgael can’t live up to the promises he’s made to people like Janos, but they don’t know that.” 
 
    “I see.” The Mastersage mulled on that for a minute or two. “So the Regent is being deceived, even as he deceives our nation.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just an asshole.” I leaned forward on the edge of the table. “Point being, I think Janos was in cahoots with Dakhdir, and I think he handed Ignas and the First Fleet to Ilia on a platter so he could take power. You all saw how he and Pasha were trying to position me and Suri to take a fall.” 
 
    The people who’d been there nodded. Istvan and Vash both arched their eyebrows, looking around the room. 
 
    “It was all a sham. Janos admitted he knew that we’d be in the Bashir salvaging Withering Rose, but before I stepped out, he was acting like he was taking Pasha seriously. What I want to know is, how the fuck did the Dakhari fleet know where to find us? And how did Pasha know we were in the Bashir?” 
 
    “He may have deduced it.” Istvan motioned elegantly with a hand as he spoke up. “If Czongrad knew you were in the Bashir, he could have instructed Pasha to report such details as he knew.” 
 
    “Or we have a spy,” Karalti added. Nemeth and Nethres both had never heard her before, and they startled up as the dragon’s sweet, melodic telepathic voice intruded on their own thoughts. 
 
    Across the room, Vash’s thin weathered face scrunched into a deep scowl. 
 
    I exhaled heavily. “We need to make sure we don’t, but I’m hoping and praying that Istvan’s right. If someone was reporting live to Violetta, then they’d have to be a Starborn, a player character. There were only three other Starborn with us in the desert: Rin, Gar, and Suri. But I can’t… I mean, it seems crazy to suspect any of them.” 
 
    “Your Grace, with all due respect, Mercurions are not known for their love of humankind,” Istvan said darkly. “And as you’ve told me, Rin IS the Slayer of Taltos’ daughter.” 
 
    “No. It can’t be Rin.” But even I felt a needle of doubt. For some reason, I’d never been able to completely trust Rin. Maybe it was because she was an Architect who’d known Ororgael personally; maybe because she’d been trying to protect said Slayer of Taltos when I’d first met her. Sure, she’d eventually shaken off her Stockholm Syndrome and stopped covering for her serial killer surrogate father… but still. “Suri would die before she gave any information over to the Sultir. Of the three of them, Gar is the one who has the most reason to turn on us. We hired him for a journey to Meewhome, and the trip trashed his airship. We got it repaired, but there might be some bad blood there.” 
 
    Captain Vilmos bristled, hands tensing on top of the table. “He’s with Lady Suri right now, is he not? Is she safe?” 
 
    “She hasn’t called an S.O.S, but let me check.” I pulled up my HUD and shot off a quick one-line message to Suri. “Everything good out there?” 
 
    Fifteen seconds later, the chat thread booped, and my narrator read the text to me. “RGR, all good. Halfway to Myszno, no more hostiles. Any news on Ignas?” 
 
    “Yeah. In a meeting: I’ll call you in an hour. Love you.”  
 
    Suri sent back two characters: <3 
 
    “Yeah. Suri’s fine.” I closed the HUD and refocused on the people in front of me. 
 
    Istvan and Vilmos both relaxed. Slightly. 
 
    Across the room, Vash cleared his throat. “Baru are trained to soothsay: to tell lies from truth. That man who arrived here with the ship, Gar... he has his secrets, but when I look at him, I see only a man in great pain. I see no signs of a traitor in him. I’ll be the first to say I’m not infallible, but by Rusulka’s salty wet-” 
 
    “Ahem.” Istvan coughed, shooting a glance at Nemeth. 
 
    “-pussy hairs,” Vash finished emphatically. “If any of the Starborn we know are sending information back to Violetta, Dragozin, I’ll shave my head in shame.” 
 
    “You’re right: you’re not infallible. But it’s comforting to hear.” I shook my head and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Alright... let’s shelve the mystery of Janos’ information sources for the time being, and refocus on Ignas. Assuming the regent is a piece of shit, it’s up to Ignas’ personal allies to stage a rescue. Any ideas?” 
 
    “There simply must be a Revalan resistance,” Rutha said, glancing briefly at everyone around the table. “Revala is a fiercely independent nation, proud and deeply loyal to their queen, and its rugged lands breed hard people. The lords of the land are more like warrior-chiefs than foppish courtiers. Ilia is likely seeking to requisition the Vlachian fleet to suppress the rest of the country. I can only imagine the uproar going on beyond—and perhaps within—Lovi itself.” 
 
    “If there’s a resistance, my prince will know of them,” Nethres added.  
 
    “Which prince is that?” Istvan asked her. 
 
    “Illandi,” Nethres replied softly. “I work for the Kingsmen of Ilia. We have contacts and supporters in Revala. Don’t know the names of those contacts, though: just that we have them.” 
 
    “Could any of them help us get into Lovi?” I asked her. “Because from what Rutha just said about the Revalans being both proud and tough, it’s unlikely they’re imprisoning Ignas outside of the city.” 
 
    “If I could get back to base, I could ask,” Nethres replied, blinking back at me. She had big brown eyes, like a deer, and a homey, horsey face she hadn’t glamorized when she’d entered the game. “But it’ll take me a week or more to fly back. Quazi aren’t as fast as dragons.” 
 
    Karalti made a chirping sound low in her throat. “If I get some sleep, I can teleport you in the morning.” 
 
    “Or, if you can give me mana and furnish me an oratory, I can teleport you,” Rutha added. “I need an oculeaum, but surely there is one to be found in Karhad somewhere.” 
 
    “An ocu-what?” I asked her. 
 
    She flashed me a look of mock-exasperation. “An oculeaum is a device for creating temporary portals. Three mana-conducting pylons, set in a ring around a magical circle.” 
 
    “Oh... wait. You know what? We actually have a set of those in the castle.” I punched my fist into my other palm. “We looted them out of Al’Asad.” 
 
    Rutha smiled. “Well, as long as they’re in reasonably good shape and you can furnish me with some bluecrystal mana, I can warp both the lady and her quazi to any destination of her choosing.” 
 
    “They should be. And if they aren’t, we can call in some of the Khorsian priests from the city to fix them.” I nodded to her, then looked to Nethres. “You’re sure you’re willing to put us in touch with your allies?” 
 
    “Sure. The Kingsmen were made for this.” Nethres shrugged. “Besides… Ignas seems alright. Explained why he needed me to stay in Vulkan Keep for a while, made sure I was comfortable. Got EXP and some gold out of it, too.” 
 
    “Then party up with me so we can message each other more easily,” I said. “As soon as you know what assistance your faction can offer, get in touch. We’ll see what Rutha can do. If that falls through, then Karalti can port you. She has to sleep six hours to replenish her spells, but we can warp in as soon as she’s rested.” 
 
    Nethres jerked her chin toward me. “Sounds like the start of a plan.” 
 
    I looked to Nemeth, next. “Mastersage, how much do you know about Revala?” 
 
    Kythias winced. 
 
    “I am, in fact, the leading historian of Vlachia, in case the title of ‘Mastersage’ has never been explained to you,” the sage replied curtly. “I’m assuming you want a brisk, if not superficial education in Revalan history, culture and the formation of Lovi, along with its royal palace.” 
 
    “I do. Any information on the layout and history of the city, its prisons and dungeons and things like that will help us infiltrate the place.” I looked over to Istvan and Vilmos. “Myszno really needs the pair of you right now. Vilmos, do you have any experience recruiting and handling spies?” 
 
    The burly Castellan nodded. “Yes, my lord. Some.” 
 
    “I want you to put out feelers to gain us spies in Czongrad,” I said. “We have enough money to pay for good informants. I’m going to tap the Nightstalkers and have you meet with them.” 
 
    “The… The Nightstalkers? The crime syndicate?” Vilmos recoiled in his chair. 
 
    “This information doesn’t leave this room, but Ignas was the leader of the Nightstalkers during his exile,” I said. “They’re still on his side, and we need to know what Janos is doing. The Nightstalkers have the personnel and resources for this job.” 
 
    “I… I did not know that. I understand, sire, and will see what can be done.” Vilmos cleared his throat, recovering from his moment of shock, and thumped his fist to his heart.  
 
    I turned to Istvan next. The Steward regarded me keenly. He was a man better described as pretty rather than handsome, with a lean, chiseled face, dusky skin, and intelligent green eyes no longer clouded by liquor and depression. 
 
    “Two jobs for you,” I said. “The first and largest task is to form possible strategies for defending the province at all levels, from the largest theater of war to the local defense of Karhad and Kalla Sahasi. You don’t have to get massively specific yet—I just want to know what our weak spots are, and to start brainstorming ideas about how to make them strengths. Secondly, I need you to call a conclave of all local rulers in the province. One representative from each duchy, freehold, and major tribe needs to meet with me, here, as soon as we bring Ignas home. If all goes well, that’ll be within 48 hours—so say within the next three days.” 
 
    “Understood, Your Grace.” Istvan drew a deep breath at these ambitious orders—but he and I both knew that he could pull it off. 
 
    “As for Ignas, the extraction team will leave as soon as we hear back from Nethres about support from the Kingsmen. I already know who I want.” My gaze settled on Vash, who gave me an ironic little bow, then on Karalti. “Me, Karalti, Vash, Ebisa... and Mehkhet.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re bringing the wraith?” Vash grimaced. “The unholy, undead abomination? The blight of-” 
 
    “-Your library?” Mehkhet’s ghostly, dry-leaves-on-a-sidewalk voice rustled through the room on a soft, cold breeze. The wraith, a recently deceased Dakhari Sage, was pretty much always summoned whenever I spoke his name. “A library which is now audited and ready to be sorted, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Awesome. Thanks, man.” I couldn’t see him: but I could feel his unearthly presence moving through the walls of the War Room. He was mine to command… but as a Greater Shade, he still had a personality, and a mind and will of his own. “I appreciate the work you put in. And yes, Vash—Mehkhet’s perfect for this job. He can move through walls, doors, and iron bars. He can take out people in complete silence, if we have to kill anyone.” 
 
    Vash scowled. “By sucking their life-force out their hooyeh.”  
 
    “Do not think to lecture me, Baru. I did not choose this state of being,” Mehkhet hissed. “I was a principled man all my life before I died. No one is more repulsed by my current state than I. Still, I consent to aid the last Corvinus. In doing so, I shall achieve the dream I never attained in life: to become a part of Artana’s history.” 
 
    Vash shot me a sharp look, then sighed and scratched his chin with one metal finger. “Ehhh… fine. I suppose being able to fart through walls and doors is useful. And the Black God hasn’t struck us down for consorting with this wretched haunt, eh?” 
 
    “More’s the pity,” Mehkhet replied dourly. 
 
    “Cut it out, both of you,” I said. “The five of us working together will ace this rescue mission. We’ll bang out a plan of action as soon as we know what’s happening with the Kingsmen.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we should get to it, then.” Rutha looked to Nethres, who nodded agreement and rose.  
 
    “Sure. Best place for working magic is the library,” I replied. “There’s some guest quarters right next to it. Rutha, I’ll assign those to you and have those ocu… octopillars sent up.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled at me, then turned her gaze to Nethres. “If you don’t mind, Lady Nethres... my wheelchair was left behind in Taltos, and I can’t walk. If it’s not too much trouble, could you carry me?” 
 
    Nethres’ freckled cheeks turned pink. She made a terse sound of agreement, and equipped her winged, visored helmet to conceal her expression as she went to go and scoop Rutha into her arms. She picked her up, and nearly dropped her as Mehkhet finally emerged, slithering from the walls into the open. He still passingly resembled the tall, shaven-headed man he’d been in life, but was mostly just an intimidating mass of seething black energy. His substance seemed to boil off into the air around him. Istvan was the closest: as he leaned away, his breath began to frost. 
 
    “If the lady would follow me,” Mehkhet intoned. “I will escort you to the library.” 
 
    “…Sure.” Nethres looked to me for guidance. I gave her a thumbs-up. “Thanks, uh, Mehkhet.” 
 
    The wraith inclined his head to her, but then paused, and turned toward Nemeth and Kythias with a deep bow. “To think that I needed to pass the veil to finally meet the renowned Mastersage of Vlachia. ‘Tis an honor.” 
 
    Kythias looked like he was about to faint. The Mastersage was tight-lipped, but after a moment of hesitation, he bowed from the neck to the wraith and stood. “The honor is mine, Mehkhet the Illuminator. Your name is familiar to me. I have read some of your books,” he replied in fluent Dakhari.  
 
    Mehkhet recoiled in surprise… then clasped his hands up against his chest. “You… you have?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nemeth replied. “Your histories on the matriarchal histories of Dakhdir were superb. I spent several months following up your primary sources. All solid, unsensationalized and authentic. Marvelous work.” 
 
    The billowing form of the sage swelled with pride. “Well… I am flattered. To say that making study of the old queens of Dakhdir was an arduous process is to understate the dangers. I could regale you with tales of close calls, betrayals, scandals…” 
 
    “I can only imagine,” Nemeth replied. “Might we also accompany you?” 
 
    Mehkhet turned his sightless, shadowy face toward me. 
 
    “Sure. Go ahead.” I gave him a thumb’s up. 
 
    “Thank you… Master.” As he flourished toward me, I felt him test my command, half-heartedly prying at my mental defenses. As wraiths went, Mehkhet was pretty chill. But as Vash had noted, he was, in fact, a soul-sucking abomination. He couldn’t help himself, not when he was surrounded by all of these tasty living beings.  
 
    “In your dreams,” I thought back to him. “Get them to the library, and stop fucking around. If you need to feed before the mission, go outside the limits of Karhad and find some asshole bandits.” 
 
    “Ugh, bandits… how revolting. To think I, Mehkhet the Illuminator, has been reduced to eating the essence of bandits! I used to be a vegetarian, you know. And while I have the utmost regard for the Mastersage, the sheer amount of knowledge I might consume…”  
 
    “No.” I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “If bandits aren’t good enough, go eat the soul of a fucking salad, then. Just leave our guests alone.” 
 
    “Sigh. As you command.” The probing stopped, and Mehkhet returned his attention to our guests. “Then if ALL of you would be so kind…” 
 
    As the five of them departed, I turned back to the remaining faces at the table. “Alright: everyone else knows what they’re doing?”  
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” Istvan bowed gracefully from the neck. 
 
    “Sir!” Vilmos saluted smartly. 
 
    Vash yawned, scratched his crotch, then gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Then let’s go get some rest.” I looked back at Karalti, who smiled. “And enjoy every second of it, because I feel like we’re about to land feet-first in a literal royal shit-show.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
    When renovations had started on the castle, the Ducal Suite of Kalla Sahasi had been one of the first apartments to get cleaned up. There were no more faded green-and-silver brontosauruses or lace doilies. Now everything was done up in the sky blue and black colors of House Dragozin: polished blue and black marble, black tile floors, dark glossy wood. The dreary old portraits of dead nobles were gone, replaced by landscapes salvaged from the ruins of the old gatehouse. The sofa and chairs were upholstered in black leather, with blue and white cushions, and the Bolza sauropod crest tapestries on the walls had been changed out for dragon-themed hangings. Almost all the work had been done by grateful NPC volunteers in Karhad. Some part of me still felt I didn’t deserve it. 
 
    Karalti went ahead into the bedroom while I did my admin for the day. First up was the Kingdom Management System, the special menu used to manage Myszno. The system showed that all my major NPC allies were now assigned to quests based on the orders I’d given them, except for one. Interestingly, Ebisa was free: and now listed as a recruitable ally of Myszno. Curious, I brought up her NPC Profile, and when I saw her stats, I whistled. Ebisa was a solid Level 50 now, the highest level NPC other than Ignas I’d ever known. Her Dexterity, Wisdom and DPS were through the roof. She was a straight up Assassin class, and some of her combat abilities were terrifying. She had a 15% chance to instantly kill any enemy she fought. 
 
    “Glad I never had to fight you in Taltos,” I murmured to myself, querying how to recruit her. To my surprise, I got a quest alert. 
 
    Recruitment Quest: A Prince’s Counsel 
 
    Ju’chi Ebisa, the loyal assassin, advisor, and spymaster of Volod Ignas Corvinus II, prides herself on her independence and toughness. But even the strongest warriors can be struck down by grief, and Ebisa is no exception. She is somewhere in your castle: find her and speak with her. Perhaps you can be the one to put some of her concerns to rest. 
 
    Reward: New recruitable hero. 
 
    That was a strange little quest. I’d never actually gotten a specific ‘recruitment quest’ before, though all the people in my court now were, technically, NPCs I’d recruited through completing missions.  
 
    “Hey, Karalti: if you were an extremely dangerous Mercurion, and you wanted to go somewhere to brood broodily, where would you go?” I called back to the bedroom. 
 
    “Uhh...” Karalti thought for a moment. I could almost hear the gears grinding from the other room. “I dunno. The cistern, maybe? Or the bell tower. Not the new one; the batty-bat one.” 
 
    The bell tower? I could see that. “I’ll check. I want to catch her before I go down for the day, but if she’s not there, I’ll come back and sleep.” 
 
    “You better.” Karalti harrumphed. “I made us a nest in here and everything.” 
 
    “A... nest?” For one panicked moment, I flashed back to our lovemaking in the grotto several days before. “You uh... you’re not like... uh...?” 
 
    “Not like UHHH what?” She replied peevishly. Karalti was still close to the tail-end of her heat, and she was hormonal. 
 
    “You’re not fertile, right?” I nearly squeaked. 
 
    Loud, rasping draconic laughter pealed from our bedroom. “No, silly. Or at least, not with you. Even like this, I’m still a dragon.” 
 
    “Thank god.” I dashed some sweat from my forehead and leaped to my feet. “Be back soon, okay? Love you!” 
 
    “I love you too!” She trilled reassuringly. “Don’t fall off the skydock!” 
 
    The ‘batty-bat tower’ was the old watchtower over the castle’s skyport, the dock over the cliffs where airships could moor. There was a newer tower, more like a magically-fueled lighthouse, which was used for signaling traffic. The old tower only had a bell and had fallen into a semi-dilapidated state. It was a pretty good place to go and sit and think dark thoughts, so I sprung up along the outside from scaffolding to scaffolding, ran along a beam, jumped up to a broken wall and pulled myself into the choked-off stairwell, heading up to the top. I was not surprised to see Ebisa’s thin silhouette crouched on one of the balcony rails, her elbows resting on her knees, her mask pushed up from her face. 
 
    “Kind of a stereotypical assassiny place to come and think, isn’t it?” I asked her, trying and probably failing for humor. 
 
    “It’s far away from people,” she replied bluntly. 
 
    Most Mercurions were finely sculpted works of art, crafted from metal, silicone, and intricate clockwork. Ebisa hadn’t quite reached the ‘work of art’ stage. Her creator, another Mercurion, had been working with whatever materials were available to him in Taltos, and so the King’s Blade had the look of a partly finished sculpture or painting. She had six red chunks of ruby mana set into her face in place of eyes; a bony, sharp face with a thin slash of a mouth, and a short, feathery cap of backswept hair. She was compelling, in an alien sort of way. But by the standards of her own people, she was considered freakish—and illegitimate or novel creations like her were normally killed in spasms of mob violence. Her aversion to being unmasked around other people, Mercurion or otherwise, was understandable. 
 
    “Well, I’m technically a half-dead, blood-addicted gyroscopic mutant. So not really much of a people.” I motioned to the balcony. “Mind if I join?” 
 
    Ebisa shrugged, then turned her face back toward the view. And what a view it was. The southern cliffs looked out over the city of Karhad. Night was falling and the lamps were being lit, a wave of light slowly kindling over the healing city. Parts of it were still ruined from war, but every night, the lights seemed a little brighter. 
 
    “You know what happened to Ignas isn’t your fault, right?” I gingerly went over and hopped up to perch beside her.  
 
    There was no emotion in her voice when she spoke. “I should have been there.” 
 
    “I know you feel like you let him down, but he had you stay back for a reason,” I replied. “You were his insurance policy. He knew that if something went wrong, that if he was betrayed or captured, then he had the absolute best person available to rally people and pull him out. That’s you, Ebisa.” 
 
    Ebisa looked down. She couldn’t blink, or even really scowl… her face didn’t move much.  
 
    “Ignas is smart,” I continued. “We have to act quickly, but we also have to trust his decision to leave you behind. He taught me almost everything I know about politics and strategy and shit… he would have surrendered only because he believes we can get him out of there. And we will. We’re working on getting logistical support from the Revalan resistance right now. Then you, me, Vash, Karalti and Mehkhet are gonna go save his ass.” 
 
    There was a pause, where Ebisa showed no reaction at all. But then she dipped her head, and turned her face toward me. “He’s proud of you, you know.” 
 
    Whatever encouragement I’d been about to try died in my throat. “Wait. Ignas? Why? For what?” 
 
    “He’s talked about you with me. Cares about you. Thinks you’ve come a long way since you first met.” She paused for a moment, lifting her chin to survey the valley beyond. “He… told me that he’s proud of me, too. For choosing to serve the realm. For not caving to bitterness and walking the path of nihilism. It is so easy for a Ju’chi to fulfill the dark destinies they are told they possess.” 
 
    I didn’t really know what to do with that revelation. Ignas, proud of me? “Yeah. He’s the real deal, for sure. I feel a lot of things for Ignas, you know? Admiration, mostly. Some suspicion, I won’t lie. He’s a king, after all.” 
 
    Ebisa snorted. “He would see that suspicion as a sign of wisdom.” 
 
    I laughed a moment. “Yeah… guess he would. He’s taken a lot of time to mentor me, actually. I feel like he really wants me to succeed as Voivode.” 
 
    “He does.” The Mercurion went still again, head poised, gazing out over Karhad. “I am… afraid… of what Lucien Hart will do to him.” 
 
    “Is he that bad now?” I asked. “Lucien, that is.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    That one word—and the certainty in Ebisa’s voice—sent a chill down my spine. From the first day I met him, Lucien had given me the creeps. He wanted to know if I’d killed people while I was in the Army, and the vicarious excitement in his eyes and voice had set my teeth on edge. “I figured he had fantasies about killing people for revenge and shit, but was too much of a coward to ever actually man up and do it.” 
 
    “Perhaps he was softer in the past. But now, the man is a butcher and a torturer,” Ebisa rasped. “A creative one, if the reports from Ilia are to be believed. Entire villages destroyed. In one town, every man, woman, child and animal was found chopped to pieces, piled into a mountain outside the town’s chapel. Dragons have been snatching maidens and taking them to the Eyrie. The girls turn up dead and mutilated days or weeks after. He reportedly captured a disobedient lord and his family, blinded his wife, and paraded her on a leash for a week before he had his dragon eat her and the children in front of him before he executed the man.” 
 
    I listened to the list of horrors in stark disbelief. “I knew Lucien was bad, but… fuck. We’re moving as fast as we can, Ebisa. That’s the only reassurance I can offer.” 
 
    “Indeed. I fear the worst, Dragozin. For Ignas. For Queen Aslan and the crown princess, Sohvi.” Ebisa reached down to run her fingers over one of the dagger hilts at her hip. “But I have more than one regret.” 
 
    “Janos?” 
 
    She nodded. “I failed to notice the pin you spotted. Once you pointed it out, I saw him cover it. There was no mistaking his guilt, yet… my hands froze. I told myself it was unwise to butcher the Crown Regent in front of the entire assembly, but...” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed, squatting back on my heels. “At the same time, though, if we HAD killed him in Vulkan Keep, what then? Would we have killed the entire Kingsguard as well? Staged a coup? If we’d taken him out, we’d have destabilized the entire nation. Every lord, lady and opportunistic warlord would watch the center of Vlachia collapse... we’d have absolute chaos on our hands. At least this way, the country remains stable until we can bring Ignas back.” 
 
    “If we can’t, the Corvinus line ends, and the dynasty of Lanz begins. Baldr Hyland knows he can’t conquer Vlachia through military might. He found another way. If Janos ascends the throne, it will be a puppet state under the Ilian Empire.” 
 
    “The day that beaky-faced douchelord becomes Volod is the day Myszno declares independence from Vlachia,” I said, curling my hands on my thighs. “And I bet there’s a lot of provinces who’ll join us. I know that’ll weaken Vlachia, too, but it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    Ebisa grunted her agreement. “So. How do you plan to find Ignas? The Revalan Resistance?” 
 
    “Nethres, that Starborn Valkyrie, is a member of the Kingsmen in Ilia. She works for Prince Illandi,” I said. “She thinks Illandi will know who can help us in Revala. Rutha will have already sent her back to Ilia by now. She’s going to PM me as soon as she learns anything.” 
 
    “I am not confident.” Ebisa frowned. “Resistance fighters won’t know where Ignas is being imprisoned.” 
 
    “I’m more concerned with finding a way into the country, setting up a temporary C.o.O, and then putting out feelers.” 
 
    “C.o.O?” 
 
    “Center of Operations. Sorry. But yeah, once we have a place to operate from, we can find a way into Lovi and start gathering intelligence. That’s going to be one of the things we need you for, if you’re willing to let me lead you.” 
 
    The Mercurion lifted her head. “For the time being… you have my blade.” 
 
    [Would you like to recruit Ebisa the Red?] 
 
    I telepathically swiped for yes, and watched as her profile joined the list of Heroes available to deploy on the KMS. She automatically joined the Ignas rescue quest. 
 
    [You have completed Recruitment Quest: A Prince’s Counsel] 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be glad to have you on our team.” I thought about clapping her on the shoulder, then decided against it. “How are you and Rin doing?” 
 
    “Rin and I? I don’t understand.” 
 
    I blinked. “I thought you and she were uh...” 
 
    Ebisa made a dismissive gesture of her head. “I aid Rin because we are both the orphaned daughters of Kanzo. She would like it to be more, but I am not capable of the relationship she desires.” 
 
    “Oh... sorry.” I thought back to the times I’d seen them embrace under the shadow of one of the airships in Taltos, or sitting shoulder to shoulder as they figured out some crafting puzzle. “... Are you sure?” 
 
    “Sure of what?” Ebisa’s head swiveled toward me sharply, like an owl’s. 
 
    “That you’re not capable of being close?” I was definitely overstepping by this point, but... welp. “I mean, you and Rin seem to enjoy being around each other.” 
 
    “Should I unlearn a decade of hardship to become something soft and romantic?” she laughed bitterly. “Perish the thought, Dragozin. I know my place in this world.” 
 
    “Your place as advisor and enforcer to one of the most powerful kings in Archemi?” I grinned. “Because that’s a hell of a resume.” 
 
    “You’re trying to fix me,” the assassin replied, after a pause. “But you can’t. I am a plain, sharp dagger in Ignas’ hand, and that is all. Rin needs someone able to care.” 
 
    There was a lot to unpick in that statement, given how much she obviously cared about Ignas, but I decided against it. “Well, just so you know, I think you’re pretty great. Loyal, tough, skilled-” 
 
    “Thank you.” She cut me off, sounding even more closed off than before. “Please leave me for now. Contact me for the operation, and I will serve.” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged and hopped to the ground, heading for the stairs. I didn’t want to leave her like this, but there was only so much I could do. 
 
    Karalti was waiting for me in bed, which was pretty much just a giant box filled with clean, warm white sand. As a Napathian dhampir, I was kinda-sorta undead, and like all vampires of my lineage, I had to sleep in a box of desert sand to feel rested when I woke up. Fortunately, dragons also liked to nest in sand, so Karalti didn’t mind. She had made a round depression in it big enough to fit us both. 
 
    “Heya, Tidbit.” I greeted her, leaning the Spear of Nine Spheres beside the door. “I found Ebisa. She was in the bat-tower. Lurking, like you said.” 
 
    Karalti uncurled and yawned, flashing needle-sharp fangs behind her pretty human lips. She held her arms open for me. “Mmm... that’s good. Was she okay?” 
 
    “‘Okay’ is probably too strong a word. But she’s on the team to rescue Ignas.” I unequipped my armor and underclothes, and it vanished into the magical void of Inventoryland. Karalti crooned with pleasure as she took me into an embrace, dusty and smooth from the sand, and pressed her small hot body against mine. 
 
    “Once we bring Ignas home, I’m sure she’ll feel better.” Karalti curled in against me, nuzzling up under my jaw. “Try not to worry about him too much—if anyone can rescue a king, it’s us. We’re the best.” 
 
    I stroked Karalti’s hair and tried to relax... but I was haunted by Ebisa’s stories of what Lucien had gone and done. “You know, all this time, I’ve been thinking of Ororgael as the worst person we have to deal with. But you know, I’m starting to wonder.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I frowned up at the silk canopy overhead. “Ororgael is your average ruthless megalomaniac, but he’s not really the kind of guy to torture someone to death for funsies. Lucien though... I’ve been underestimating what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “Mmm. Well, now we know better, right?” Karalti peered up at me with her lovely violet and silver eyes, one slim hand resting over my chest.  
 
    I laced her fingers through mine and turned to smooch her on the forehead. “Yeah... yeah, I guess we do.” 
 
  
 
 


 Chapter 5 
 
    I woke up to a ringing Party Chat notification in pretty much the same position I’d fallen asleep: flat on my back, Karalti sprawled over me in a tangle of limbs. Blearily, I opened my HUD and checked to see who was calling. It was Nethres. 
 
    “Got news for you,” she said. “Good and bad.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” I made sure my camera was off. Karalti and I were both stark naked and covered in sand. Not really the kind of impression I wanted to make on any rebel princes who might be looking over Nethres’ shoulder. 
 
    “Good news is we have a contact in Revala,” she said. Her camera came on to show her in a darkened room lit by flickering lamps. It almost looked like a cave, or a storehouse. “Duke Helgi Torquist. He’s young, but he’s smart: he’s been playing the political game, pretending fealty while secretly working to try and rescue the queen, princess, and possibly Ignas, too.” 
 
    “Brave bastard.” I squinted, grimacing against the glint of the rising sun coming in through the windows. “The kind of brave bastard who’s about one week away from getting his head cut off.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s the concern. But the guy is loaded and well-connected. Rutha and you were right, too: there’s a resistance starting up in the countryside. Lucien’s public displays of cruelty are backfiring.” 
 
    I rolled up and went to close the heavy blinds. The sun didn’t fry me to ash or anything, but it sure was uncomfortable. “He’s going to see it as a challenge to his authority… so he’s going to bring the hammer down. And we all know what that’ll be.” 
 
    Nethres blinked. “What do you think he’ll do?” 
 
    “A public royal execution,” I replied. “Ignas, Queen Aslan and Princess Sohvi, at a minimum.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah... like what Hyland did to the Warden and his people in Ilia.” Nethres frowned. 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    “It’s also good news, I guess. We know for sure that Ignas is being held in the Lion Palace. Spies in Revala’s court saw and heard him being taken to the dungeons. The queen is down there, too, but the princess is not. The bad part is that Lucien is camped in the palace as well. Security is tight. Place is crawling with Ilian soldiers. Mercurions with magitech weapons. Dragons.” 
 
    I’d been expecting to hear that, but grimaced anyway. “Alright. What do we know about these Mercurions?” I asked. “What faction are they from? The Phaedra or the Zaryans?” 
 
    “The dragon-worshiping ones.” 
 
    “That’d be the Phaedra.” I sat back down on the bed, covered Karalti with a sheet, and equipped some pants and a tunic before switching on my camera. “They’re religious zealots.” 
 
    “They’re using magitech powered armor units to suppress the city. Everyone’s chattering that ‘Emperor’ Hyland’s war machines devour any opponent they face. Apparently the stories are true.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I bet Ororgael helped those stories start circulating.” I mulled it over. “Alright. That’s a great start. Is Prince Illandi willing to meet?” 
 
    Nethres shook her head. “No. You’re too closely linked to the Eyrie. He’s willing to believe there’s a ‘rogue Queensrider’, as he put it, but he wants to see what you do in Revala before any meetings. He’s willing to help you get in contact with Torquist, though. Issued me a quest to make contact so you can speak with him.” 
 
    “You want to take it up?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    “Great. When do you think you can make contact with Torquist?” 
 
    “Today,” Nethres said. “I’m disguising myself as an Ilian dragoon scout and flying my quazi to a checkpoint, then swapping disguises there. A lone rider isn’t likely to be seen or stopped.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I frowned. “Just be careful. Take magical shielding, if that’s something that exists. I don’t trust Ororgael not to set up some kind of magical checkpoint system.” 
 
    “I have a runic chant that increases my armor.” Nethres ran her hand back over her braided hair. “What’s the time in Myszno now?” 
 
    I checked. “Zero Seven fifteen.” 
 
    “So you’re six hours ahead of me,” she replied. “It’s quarter past one in the morning here. I’m setting off as soon as we wrap up the call.” 
 
    “Go: travel by night as much as you can.” I raised a hand to her. “Take care, alright? And thanks.” 
 
    “Sure. We will.” Nethres seemed even more stoic than usual. “I’ll message you once I link up with Torquist. Don’t know when that will be, exactly... but get ready to fly in with your dragon sometime this afternoon. I think you can teleport to party members.” 
 
    “As long as you’re not imprisoned or captured, yeah.” 
 
    “Talk to you later.” Nethres gave me a wane, humorless smile, then cut the call. 
 
    “A solo flight right into the middle of Revala? Yikes.” I winced. “Godspeed, Nethres.” 
 
    “Mmngh?” Karalti stirred beside me, flailing out with a hand. 
 
    “Don’t worry yet, Tidbit. Get some sleep.” I shuffled back off the bed, tense and alert. “Gonna go distribute some points and EXP while we wait for Nethres... and see if Nemeth knows anything about Lovi Palace’s dungeons.” 
 
    I’d hit Level 34 after fighting the Voidwyrm Empress in the Bashir. She’d been a ridiculous level, Level 120, and it had taken an entire army wailing on the outside of her - plus me and Karalti attacking her from the inside - to take her down. Sadly, we didn’t get Level 120’s worth of personal EXP, meaning I was still 1900 points away from reaching Level 35, when I’d get access to Level 7 combat abilities. All things considered, though, my sheet was looking pretty good: 
 
   
 
 

 Dragozin Hector—Dauntan (Tuun) 
 
    Level 34 Dark Dragoon 
 
    ==Stats== 
 
    Strength: 91 (+12) 
 
    Dexterity: 110 (+5) 
 
    Stamina: 53 
 
    Will: 139 (+25) 
 
    Wisdom: 65 (+10) 
 
    Intelligence: 51 
 
      
 
    HP: 3214 (+800) 
 
    EXP: 60,375‬ (1900 to next level) 
 
    Adrenaline: 794 (+100) 
 
    ==Gear== 
 
    The Spear of Creation 
 
    Soul-bound Light/Dark/Fire/Earth Elemental Weapon 
 
    Slot: Two-handed 
 
    Item Class: Relic 
 
    Item Quality: Mastercrafted 
 
    Damage: 604—717 Slashing or Piercing 
 
    Durability: 25% 
 
    Weight: 1lb 
 
    Special: Soulbound, Elemental Quadrat (see description). +400 Damage to Undead, +800 HP, +12 Strength, +25 Will, +10 Wisdom. +25% Evasion, 3% chance to instantly kill an enemy, +15% Stamina Regeneration, +100 Adrenaline Points, Mark of Justice (see description), Mother’s Grace. 
 
    Special Abilities 
 
    ●     Elemental Quadrat: At will, you can change the elemental polarity of the Spear of Creation between Light, Dark, Earth and Fire damage, potentially dealing bonus damage to susceptible enemies. 
 
    ●     Maker’s Blessing: Learn crafting skills 8% faster. 
 
    ●     Nightfather’s Blessing: 9% of inflicted weapon damage heals the wielder. 
 
    ●     Mark of Justice: During combat, you may designate one opponent as a marked target. Your attacks against that target increase in priority and deal 10% more base damage for 5 minutes. This damage stacks with ability damage and combos. 
 
    ●     Mother’s Grace: If you fall below 10% health, you immediately regenerate 50% of your total Stamina and Adrenaline points. 
 
    Stormrider Scale Armor  
 
    570 Armor 
 
    +30% Damage Reduction from falls or Bludgeoning weapons 
 
    +35% Resistance to Piercing Damage 
 
    -15% chance of vital or mortal blows landing on the wearer. 
 
    Special: Unarmed strikes made against enemies deal lethal, instead of non-lethal damage. 
 
    Medium Armor 
 
    Body Slot 
 
    90% Durability 
 
    Level Required: 25 
 
    Price: 1100 gold Olbia 
 
    An experimental armor design which relies on precisely machined scales woven into an interlocking matrix. This armor offers exceptional piercing and bludgeoning resistance, but is very expensive due to the expertise required to create it. 
 
    Raven Helm 
 
    Magical Armor 
 
    50 Armor 
 
    25% impact reduction (Head), 5% Light, Fire and Air elemental damage reduction, 25% resistance to the Blindness & Deafened status effects. Enhanced flight display. 
 
    Head slot 
 
    83% durability 
 
    A Mercurion-crafted helm enchanted to allow you to see through the solid visor. 
 
    Cossack Harness 
 
    Masterwork Item 
 
    +25 lb. to maximum carry weight 
 
    Belt Slot 
 
    94% durability 
 
    A four-point flight harness worn over armor. Used to attach yourself to the quick-release points on your saddle and prevent falls. It can also hold pouches and weapons. 
 
    Belt of Tiger’s Spirit 
 
    Magical Item 
 
    5 Armor 
 
    Slot: Belt 
 
    +5 bonus against fear 
 
    +5 bonus to intimidate checks 
 
    An ancient Vlachian shaman bound the spirit of a tiger to this leather belt, which was made from its skin. 
 
    Bangle of the Master Thief 
 
    A beautifully worked bangle of gold and bluecrystal mana under glass. +5 Dexterity, +15 to Lockpicking and Safecracking skills. Grants Darkvision when charged. Activating Darkvision consumes one mana slot, and lasts for 1 hour. (Mana slots: 4/5. Fuel Type: 60%+ Liquid Bluecrystal.) 
 
    Shield Attunement Ring 
 
    A rare artifact which lets you freely pass the Shield of Ancestors, the barrier which surrounds Meewhome, and allows the Avatar of Meewhome to connect with you telepathically across any distance. 
 
    Amulet of the Spark 
 
    Boosts AP regeneration by 20%; regenerate 1 point of Adrenaline per minute when outside of combat. 
 
    Ring of the Ocean 
 
    Blessed by priests of Rusalka in their dark rites, this ring offers 15% protection against the Water element. 
 
    Davri’s Dagger 
 
    An exquisitely crafted dagger made out of a strange, flat gray metal. You must attune the dagger with your own blood to activate the magic. Once attuned, whenever you sneak attack an enemy, you deal +200 bonus necrotic damage and regain 100 HP from living enemies. If the afflicted enemy does not treat the necrosis within 5 hours, they may develop Gangrene. 
 
      
 
    =Mark of Matir Abilities= 
 
    Shadow Lance: Your weapon transforms into solid darkness. In a single strike, you deal bonus Dark damage equal to 75 x half your Will score. Your opponent gains the Blinded status (unless immune). Current damage: 3637. 
 
    Blessing of the Raven: You call on your power and gain increased insight into knowledge and skills. +10% Skill EXP for 45 min.  
 
    Life for Life: Channel a blast of damaging dark energy into your enemy and drain their lifeforce to replenish your own. 
 
    Spider Climb: You gain the ability to climb and travel vertical surfaces, crawl across ceilings, and hang on walls. Level this ability to extend duration. Duration: 20 seconds. 
 
    Mortal Grudge: Deal five powerful non-elemental magic attacks to one enemy (35 x half your Will score), and inflict the Death Sentence status on yourself (countdown: 60 seconds). Speed increased by 25%, Adrenaline Point regen increased by 2.5x for 60 seconds. 
 
    Dancing Fly (Life): When this ability is activated in combat, it drains one Adrenaline Point per second. Each time you successfully evade an attack while activated, your Evasion increases by 5%. The bonus is cumulative and ends when the combat ends or you run out of Adrenaline. 
 
    Dust to Dust: If you kill someone using stealth, your enemy will turn into dust, leaving no trace of a corpse to find. 
 
    Shadow Sight: This ability conveys the Black God’s blessing on your eyes, allowing you to see in the dark. Under low light conditions, you will be able to see with high clarity. In true darkness, you will gain thermal darkvision. 
 
      
 
    =Path Abilities= 
 
    Blood Sprint IV 
 
    Hit up to 10 targets, deal +250 bleeding damage over ten seconds, boost attack speed +20 for 10 seconds. Chains with Blood Storm. 
 
    > Blood Storm III 
 
    Strike up to 10 targets. 35 HP recovered on good hits. Can only be used after Blood Sprint. 
 
    >> Death by a Thousand Cuts II 
 
    Mark Targets with a curse that lowers their attack power by 4% per skill level, and increases your attack by 4% and Damage reduction by 10%. Percentages rise as you level the skill. Max 1 enemy target per skill level. Chained with Blood Storm. 
 
    Jump VI 
 
    Spring up to 60ft into the air in any direction and deal x4 damage on landing, with +10% knockdown resistance while in the air. 
 
    > Night Falls III 
 
    Chained from Jump. You are a master of aerial combat: as you descend from Jump, you deal a powerful Area of Effect strike that knocks down up to five enemies and deals elemental Darkness damage. If you land on an enemy while activating Night Falls, you also deal your Jump damage to that enemy. If you have already dealt damage with Jump before chaining this ability, you only deal the AoE effect damage. 
 
    > Obscuring Veil III 
 
    Chain combo from Jump. Deal a further x3 damage to 3 targets with a very high chance of dealing the Blindness debuff. 
 
    > Master of Blades VI 
 
    Chain combo from Jump. Before you hit the ground, leap backwards into the air and manifest a rain of shadow lances onto your foes, dealing massive damage to enemies (1998 per lance, 4 lances per level, maximum 4 lances per enemy). 
 
    >> Rain of Glass III 
 
    Chained from Master of Blades. Twist acrobatically mid-air, unleashing a second blast of Dark energy shards down on a group of enemies. 1050 damage to 5 enemies. Damage and number of affected enemies increases when you level this skill. 
 
    Umbra Burst IV 
 
    Draw Dark energy from the air and emit a chilling burst of enervation that deals elemental damage and has a 25% chance to inflict the Frozen debuff.  
 
    Whirlwind Butcher III 
 
    Hit up to 12 targets and recover 15 AP on every good hit. 
 
    Shadow Dance V 
 
    Basic Evasive Dash reduces damage by 95% at the cost of HP (5 HP per dash). Can now be used three times in a row before recharging, including while in mid-air. You can now dash in any direction without needing prior momentum: straight up or down from standing, etc. 
 
    Mantle of Night III 
 
    Boost movement speed and special attack power 25% for 25 seconds. 
 
    Plunge III 
 
    Your acquired resistance to g-forces has increased beyond the threshold granted by the Rite of Marantha, even if your head is above your feet. You are able to withstand 15 negative Gs (5 per skill level). 
 
    Leap of Faith III 
 
    You gain the ability to better control your direction in the air if you fall off your mount, even when flying at high speeds. You experience time dilation of 3 seconds (1 second per skill level) while falling. 
 
    Black Lotus I 
 
    You manifest a terrifying garrote of shadow that wraps around your target’s neck and crushes the life out of them. The garrote has a range of 40ft, inflicts 35 damage per second, has a 30-second duration, and causes the Suffocation debuff. Range, damage, and duration increase by leveling this ability. 
 
      
 
    I had 20 unspent points from my last couple of levels—enough to bump up three Level III skills, two Level IV, and one Level V. I decided to increase Black Lotus—which only took one point—and two of my Level 3 abilities: Shattering Darkness, which was one of my most useful attacks against armored opponents, and Rain of Glass, the third stage of my powerful Jump > Master of Blades > Rain of Glass combo: 
 
      
 
    >> Rain of Glass IV 
 
    Chained from Master of Blades. Twist acrobatically mid-air, unleashing a second blast of Dark energy shards down on a group of enemies. 1371 damage to 7 enemies. Damage and number of affected enemies increases when you level this skill. 
 
    Shattering Darkness IV 
 
    An attack that freezes and cracks an enemy’s natural or man-made armor. Reduces enemy Damage Reduction by 18%. 
 
      
 
    Black Lotus II 
 
    You manifest a terrifying garrote of shadow that wraps around your target’s neck and crushes the life out of them. The garrote has a range of 50ft, inflicts 38 damage per second, has a 35-second duration, and causes the Suffocation debuff. Range, damage, and duration increase by leveling this ability. 
 
      
 
    The remaining 15 points I held onto. I’d get 25 more when I hit Level 35. From that level on, I could only raise my abilities every 10 levels, instead of every five, and they got expensive: thirty points just to raise Shadow Dance VI to Shadow Dance VII. Level 30 was where the EXP curve started to flatten and the grinding really began. I would have to pick and choose my combat abilities carefully moving forward. 
 
    After my sheet was done, it was time for skills training. My Advanced Path could pretty much be summed up as: ‘dodge-based flying nuclear cannon’ in terms of how it played out. High mobility, high damage, low-ish defense. To complement Shadow Dance, there were skills I was bent on leveling to the limit: the acrobatic and aerobatic skills that gave me and Karalti an edge in almost any fight between us and other dragon-rider teams. Kalla Sahasi’s tall Gothic towers were perfect for this kind of stunt training. I scaled the walls, jumped between parapets, walked on my hands over the merlons. Even though I was now reaching the early Advanced levels in Acrobatics, Gymnastics and Parkour, there was still fear. Every time I died, it was... not great. But I made a point of confronting that fear every day, training every day, adding experience points to the pool every day. And that’s why I settled down to review my quests while balancing along one of the banner poles that hung over the gate to the Great Hall. 
 
    “Let’s see... Yava’s Garden. That’s definitely one to get done soon.” I had my HUD narrator, affectionately known as Navigail, read the quest description aloud.  
 
      
 
    New Side-Quest: Yava’s Garden 
 
    When the Demon swept through Myszno and took Kalla Sahasi—then known as Egbolt Castle—Istvan Arshak lost everything and everyone he loved. He and his wife and daughter lived with their dog in a small house behind the castle kitchens. That house was razed to the ground by hordes of undead, and the corpses of Istvan’s family were added to the ranks of the Demon’s legions. 
 
    Your Steward has requested that a small memorial garden be built at the site of the old house, a symbol of healing for both Istvan personally, and Myszno in general. You can handle this task in any number of ways: by constructing it personally, allocate Kingdom Funds to Istvan, or outsource the garden to contractors. 
 
    Reward: Renown, 4500 EXP. 
 
    Special: Renown depends on the methods used to construct the garden, and the quality of the end result. 
 
    I wasn’t going to spare any expense on this small project. Istvan had become one of the cornerstones of my kingdom: he kept Myszno on track while me and my team cleared quests and kicked ass. He paid the bills, held court in my absence, drilled soldiers, handled hiring… the list went on. It felt right to do the work of creating the memorial for him. I planned to hire the best landscapers I could find to build it while we sorted out the mess with Janos. 
 
    From my precarious position above the courtyard, I could see the kitchens: a blocky set of buildings between the gatehouse and the castle gardens. I leaned backwards on the banner pole, bending from the waist until one foot left the iron rod and my hands made contact, and let out a little ‘hup!’ as I pulled it into a reverse handstand. Gripping the bar, I walked on them back to the wall, triggered my Spider Climb ability, and scuttled down the face of the Great Hall to the ground. The soldiers at the door didn’t even flinch. They were used to all sorts of weird shit by now. 
 
    Istvan’s place had been on the other side of the gardens. When it’d been whole, it would have been pretty, like some country cottage in pre-War England. Right now, it was a sad ruin. The fences were broken, the garden a pitted wasteland. The roof had burned away, leaving the thick cob walls slumped into piles. There was rain-rotted furniture tumbled inside, barely recognizable. 
 
    “Man. This place feels haunted as hell.” As I removed my helmet out of respect, my eyes caught a flash of color among the gritty black and gray: a half-withered bouquet of blue flowers, left on the doorstep to the house. I trudged over and squatted down to get a better look. It was a small shrine of sorts. Flowers, a candle in a jar, and a locket under a tiny wooden shelter. I picked up the locket and cracked it open. There were two tiny paintings inside: one of Yava, and one of her and Istvan’s daughter, Meena. His wife had been Yanik, one of the native peoples of Myszno. She’d been an elegant, fierce-looking woman, with a very long plait of thick black hair and big, round brown eyes. Their kid had her eyes and hair and Istvan’s sharp jawline. She was smiling, full of innocent warmth. She wore a crown of daisies in her hair.  
 
    “God. Poor Meena,” I murmured. “Poor Istvan.” 
 
    I sucked one of my teeth as I took in the details of the paintings, then looked over the ruined yard. As I did, an image of what could replace the ruins began to take shape, and I was fairly sure I knew the people who could help craft what the place needed. It would be a memorial for Yava and Meena and Istvan, but also for the people of Myszno themselves... and to some extent, for me. Like Istvan, I’d once lost everything—my family, my world, my life itself—because of someone else’s stupid fucking war. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ll take care of him. And I’ll bring your flowers back to life, I promise you that.” I snapped the locket shut, and gently replaced it in the shrine. As I did, I felt a small, oddly warm breeze shift over my face like a caress. It ruffled the ashes inside of the house, stirring up a little whirlwind that settled back to the floor. 
 
    As I watched, wondering if Archemi DID actually have ghosts—other than Vash’s sister—my HUD chimed. It was Nethres. I patched her through and started to pick my way back through the wreckage, heading for the Great Hall. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Torquist wants to meet,” Nethres said. “I’ve marked the coordinates on our party map. He says to be there within the hour, or the deal is off.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
    Karalti burst out of the air into a howling blizzard. Winter had already set its teeth into Revala, and the miles of private evergreen woodland that surrounded Lord Torquist’s safehouse were thick with snow. 
 
    None of us really felt the cold. Ebisa was inorganic. Mehkhet was dead. Karalti burned so hot that the snow hissed on contact with her scales. Vash was hardened against the icy mountain weather through decades of training and sheer badassery, and I was hardened via my mutations and Tuun ancestry. And maybe some badassery. 
 
    Karalti touched down in a spray of snow, sending it flying. As she did, I made a go-around motion to Mehkhet. “Mekh, I want you to merge into any and all shadows, and remain unseen. You’re our secret weapon on this mission.” 
 
    “Pah. Do this, do that... listen to you, a green boy barely out of his diapers, ordering me—Mehkhet the Illuminator!—around like some common fetch!” The dead sage pursed his lips so tight they looked like a cat’s asshole, even as he drifted off and vanished into the deep shadows under Karalti’s bulk. 
 
    The steward who came to greet us boggled at our light outfits. He was dressed like a Laplander in thick furs and fleece, while Vash wasn’t even wearing sleeves. 
 
    “Lord Dragozin?” He struggled to tear his gaze from Karalti and orient on me, eyes bright blue and anxious under the shadow of his hood. 
 
    “Sir.” I nodded to him. “We’re here to see Lord Torquist.” 
 
    He looked over the group of us. “Shh. Not so loud. This is not the lord’s home, and we are trying not to use names… we believe Ilia has mages scrying on us.” 
 
    “Would have been nice to know that BEFORE I flew right in!” Karalti craned her head down and snorted a blast of hot air over the pair of us. “Ilia wants to capture me and lock me in their Eyrie like a breeding sow, you ass! This is risky for us!” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened until they were white and round. “The… the dragon, she…?” 
 
    “Talks, yeah,” I reached back to rub the edge of Karalti’s nostril, grimacing. “And there’s always a risk of being spied on, sure, but I think you’re giving Ilia too much credit. If anyone’s spying on you, then it’s someone here on site.” 
 
    “As you say,” The servant swallowed nervously, and motioned us to follow him. “The lord awaits.” 
 
    The inside of the keep was as cold as the outside. Snow choked the entry to the gatehouse and the bailey beyond. We followed the steward in the dark, heading up a chilly wet stairwell to a heavy wooden door. There, the servant knocked, waited, then unlocked the door and waved us into the much warmer, cozier den behind. 
 
    Lord Torquist was definitely Revalan: tall, very pale-skinned, blond, with light blue-green eyes that were bright with excitement and nerves. He was younger than I expected, early 20s at most, with the lean, hard body of a habitual athlete. He wasn’t handling his combat high too well, though—the guy was sweaty and looked like he was just about ready to leap out of his own skin. There was half a bottle of brandy on a small table next to the chair where he’d been sitting, a used glass, a pipe, and sheafs of maps on the floor. 
 
    “Just the four of you? Lord and Lady, the Prince spoke true,” Torquist groaned. He extended me a slim, well-groomed but callused hand. “Lord Dragozin? No offense, but I was hoping for an army.” 
 
    “Voivode Hector Dragozin, Duke of Myszno and bonded rider of Karalti the Black Opal Queen,” I corrected him, shaking firmly. I’d already learned that no matter how nice, foppish, innocent or dumb a noble seemed, you never let them get away with talking you down or getting one up over you. “The army is waiting for us to rescue them, Lord Torquist. We’ve done it before, and we’ll do it again.” 
 
    I’d made the right move: his respect for me visibly increased, and he stopped looking quite so nervous. To this guy, in his fine doeskin, ermine and fleece, we probably looked like a band of pirates: two Tuun men, one of them with obvious dragonrider mutations, the other scowling and scruffy as a billy goat; one small but dangerous Tuun woman, and one Mercurion with her face concealed. 
 
    Torquist began to pace once the door was closed. “The Kingsmen told me you were hoping to rescue Ignas. Haha... well... let me tell you now, Voivode, that hope is getting slimmer by the hour, and not just for Her Highness and His Majesty of Vlachia. We’re all in terrible danger.” 
 
    “Just call me Hector. And why?” I frowned, watching him as he began to grow increasingly agitated. “What’s changed?” 
 
    “This monster, Lucien, is holding a ‘celebration banquet’ in the Royal Palace to commemorate his ‘victory’ tomorrow night. All the lords and ladies of the realm must attend. As in, it is compulsory for us to attend. We have been ordered to assemble under the watch of Ilia’s army, or our homes and lives are forfeit,” he said, spitting every word. “There’s not a single noble in the realm who is not panicking. It’s widely expected that one of two things will happen: either we will be forced to watch this… this cretin execute our queen and be made to swear fealty to him, or we and the royals will be the barbeque at the banquet, torched to death by dragonfire.” 
 
    “Why not band together and take Lovi back?” I asked. 
 
    “There is a resistance fomenting among the lords of the land, but he has hostages.” Torquist looked stricken. “Every one of the noble houses has loved ones stationed at court. My own nephew is there. He’s only twelve, a squire to one of the royal knights.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I cursed. 
 
    “The common folk are also cowed. Little Lord Lucien’s first act of governance was a mass execution of prisoners of war, our soldiers and Vlachia’s,” Torquist continued. “The first hundred prisoners were executed by feeding them into those twisted Mercurion war machines. Feet first. They killed others using all manner of means. Ax. Firing squad. Hanging. Some were apparently eaten by the dragons. The rest were hung around the city from gibbets, like... like festival decorations.” 
 
    Lord Torquist had to pause, pinching the brow of his nose. 
 
    “By Burna’s will do we stand here,” Vash said roughly. “We hear the horrors inflicted on your nation and grieve with you. What else can you tell us?” 
 
    “I can tell you that those of us who have openly resisted Ilia have been murdered. Those who fled the country, successfully or not, have had their kin thrown into the maws of one of those Mercurion war machines. And so with few exceptions, everyone has pledged to attend this ‘celebration’ and submit.” Torquist dropped his hand and looked up at us fiercely. “But I refuse. I’ll fight... I’ll fight this marauder until my dying breath, even if…” he trailed off, not able to finish the thought. 
 
    “Try not to focus on it right now. Lucien’s the kind of degenerate who’ll get everyone to bend the knee to him, then kill their families anyway.” I clenched my jaws, rocking the crowns of my teeth together to vent the anger rising through my body. “This country needs brave men like you, Lord Torquist. I don’t know if we can help everyone, but if we can rescue Queen Aslan, the princess, and Ignas, then Lucien loses some of his leverage against you all. Do you think you can get us into the palace?” 
 
    “Into the city, yes. Into the palace, no.” Torquist was rallying from our encouragement, his pale eyes glinting as the will to fight began to replace fear. “The whole western wall of Lovi is wrecked and still on fire. There are ways in and out. But the palace is far from the walls, heavily guarded by dragons and soldiers. They are trying to place Lovi under lockdown, with limited success. But we expect security to be at its peak tomorrow night.” 
 
    “For the banquet and/or execution, right.” I frowned, thinking. 
 
    “Well, Torquist, we might not be able to kill or capture this little rotzloffel tonight, but we can definitely set him up to fall,” Vash said, after a pause. “What is your plan to get us into the city?” 
 
    Torquist was clearly struggling to take Vash seriously. The Baru was, admittedly, picking his chipped teeth with the point of a small bone, one of the many beads plaited through his tightly-woven hair. He was scruffy and scrappy, with one mechanical arm and a face like a shattered mirror—scars that radiated from one cheekbone across three quarters of his face, where his sister had struck him with a hatchet. Repeatedly. 
 
    “Well, the plan had been to disguise the primary operatives as my footmen,” Torquist’s eyes darted to Vash as he spoke. “But I’m not sure that will be possible with this, uhh... gentleman here.” 
 
    “Ach, Lord Torquist. Just because I have a face like a puckered asshole doesn’t mean I can’t be disguised,” Vash said cheerfully. “If you’re going to the palace for some fancy party, you need a lady, after all.” 
 
    Karalti clamped her hands over her mouth. Ebisa somehow managed to look constipated, despite the fact that Mercurions didn’t shit. 
 
    Torquist’s aristocratic face drew into an expression somewhere between confusion and disgust. “Surely you jest.” 
 
    “Look into my eyes. Am I laughing? Is this the expression of a man who’s pulling your leg?” Vash leveled a hard, straight-faced glare at Torquist. “No, Lord Torquist. You stick my bony ass in a pretty dress with long sleeves, disguise my stunning good looks with a fashionable veil, and off we go to Lovi.” 
 
    “Only whores go veiled in Revala,” Torquist replied, with growing horror. 
 
    Vash barked a harsh crow’s laugh. “I know.” 
 
    Karalti was watching him and Torquist eagerly, like a fan watching a tennis match. 
 
    “... Fine.” Torquist rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We will... fit you a dress. How fortunate for you I am currently unmarried.” 
 
    “How fortunate for me?” Vash thumped his chest with a fist. “How fortunate for YOU to be escorted by the finest whore in all of Tungaant, Lady Ten’tzin Trousers.” 
 
    Lord Torquist blinked a couple of times. “Ten’tzin... Trousers?” 
 
    “Yes. As in, an erection under your clothing,” Vash explained, as if speaking to a small, confused child. 
 
    Karalti and I had been holding it together until that point. She lost it first, cackling as she reeled away from Vash, who was now grinning mirthlessly at the mortified Lord Torquist. I kind of stuffed my fist in my mouth. Even Ebisa let out a soft sound of amusement. 
 
    Vash winked at Torquist. “See? Look how much lighter your guts feel, that you have someone and something to laugh at. Do not make the mistake of taking a coward like Lucien too seriously, my lord. Evil desperately wants to be seen as all-powerful, all-knowing. Laugh at them, for they are not.” 
 
    “Vash is right,” I croaked, once I had control of my voice again. “We’re going to make this work, and we’re not going to let Lucien control the show. Me, Karalti and Ebisa go in as coachmen. Vash rides in the cabin with you.” 
 
    “In drag.” Vash pointed at me sternly, rolling the R in ‘drag’ for maximum emphasis 
 
    “In drag,” I echoed. “The thing we need now is a way into the palace.” 
 
    Torquist sank back into his chair. “There are rumored to be secret ways in and out Her Majesty’s residence, tunnels that enter and exit all over the city, but... no one knows where they are. Unless we were able to find a very unusual sage, or somehow rescue the Groom of the Chambers...” 
 
    Mehkhet telepathically cleared his throat. “If I may?” 
 
    “We may actually have a sage who knows. Hang on.” I brought up my HUD, as if composing a message, and reached my mind out to the shade’s. “Go on.” 
 
    “In 1422, it was said that the last crown prince of the Aalto Dynasty was spirited out of the palace through the Grand Cathedral of Liric, the Auri Katedraali,” Mehkhet recited dryly. He was hovering on the other side of one of the walls, basking in the frigid air outside. “Perhaps a message to the Hierophant of Lovi would reveal more details about the passage that was used?” 
 
    “You’re a genius.” I closed the HUD and cleared my throat. “Good news, I guess. I just quickly asked a friend of mine with, uh, magic. He says there might be a way in through the Auri Katedraali.” 
 
    Torquist’s brows furrowed—then he gasped, and thumped his fist into his other palm. “Of course! The Flight of Prince Aalto! Lord and Lady, I forgot all about that story! It’s said that his protectors spirited him out of the cathedral’s clock. He, uh, died anyway, mind you. Ambushed and kidnapped from the church courtyard, unfortunately... but still! You’re going in, not coming out. So perhaps, uh, death is a little less certain.” 
 
    I fixed a piercing gaze on the man as he shakily poured himself another brandy. “Can you run a message to the Hierophant? If anyone’s going to know the secrets of the place, it’ll be him.” 
 
    “Of course.” Torquist nodded eagerly. “I will dispatch someone tonight. There are many brave people willing to take the risk, and I swear on my father’s grave they won’t breathe a word if captured.” 
 
    I paced up and down in front of the fire. “Okay... then here’s what we do. Send a team of runners into the city with the message—your real coachmen plus one returning courier. They deliver it to the Hierophant, get his reply, and your coachmen meet us at the church. There’s perfectly legitimate reasons you might stop by the Auri Katedraali on your way to the palace. When we get there, we quickly switch costumes. The four of us go into the cathedral and use this secret passage, if it’s still available.” 
 
    “If it’s still available,” Ebisa replied dryly. 
 
    I motioned to her in acknowledgment. “Yeah. It’s not a sure thing by any means, but it’s what we’ve got. We’ll plan other routes as well. Do you have maps of Lovi we can use?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Torquist concentrated for a moment, eyes darting from side to side as he accessed his menu. A few seconds later, I got a prompt: 
 
    [Duke Helgi Torquist would like to trade you: Map of Lovi, Map of the Lion Palace.] 
 
    “Thanks.” I accepted both maps and added them to the Kingdom Management squad menu. Ebisa immediately pulled her copy up, studying it intently. 
 
    “What do we do with Ignas when we’ve got him out?” Karalti asked. “I can’t fly quickly with seven people to escape out of the city. It’s too much weight. They’ll blow me out of the sky!” 
 
    “Mmm...” Vash was loading his pipe with the herbal blend he used: equal parts marijuana and tobacco, with some kind of stimulant for good measure. “We ought to scatter in the aftermath. Karalti and Dragozin take his and her majesties to safety. The rest of us make do.” 
 
    “No. Never split the party,” I said firmly. “We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “Whether you manage to free the royals or not, this will create a punishing uproar from the Ilians.” Torquist set his drink down, untouched, lacing and unlacing his hands as he stared into the fire. “When the woman who arranged this meeting—Nethres—awakens from her rest, I will ask her to fly back, and return with reinforcements from the Ilian Kingsmen. Do you need us to field healers here, at the fort?” 
 
    “No. You guys can and should get underground as fast as you can. I’m a half-decent healer, and the Masterhealer of Vlachia is getting ready to receive any injured at my castle,” I said. “In any case, are you sure the Hierophant is going to help us?” 
 
    “Yes. The Hierophant’s days are numbered as long as Lucien sits the Lion Throne. I will see what he can do to aid you in spiriting the royals from the city.” 
 
    “Alright. It has to be done soon,” I said. “Tonight.” 
 
    “It will.” The lord looked up at us, eyes bright with fear. “Believe me, Voivode Dragozin: It is not only Ignas who is staring into the watery eyes of the reaper. They murdered my aunt yesterday morning. These Ilians mean death for us all.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
    Some people drowned their sorrows in liquor. Some with drugs. My drugs of choice were flying with Karalti, motorcycles, and crafting healing potions, in that order. Once we finished studying and marking maps, planning different entry and exit routes, and otherwise getting ready for the horrors of Lovi, I found myself feeling restless. Karalti was sleeping and motorcycles sadly didn’t exist in Archemi—yet—so I took over an empty room in the fort and went on a brewing spree. 
 
    [You have crafted a new Medicine: Boneshatter Poultice] 
 
    [You have discovered a new herb: Opium Poppy] 
 
    [You have discovered a new Medicine: Milk of the Poppy] 
 
    [You gain 126 Skill EXP (Herbalism)!] 
 
    [You gain 55 Skill EXP (Alchemy)] 
 
    [You reach Level 12 Alchemy.] 
 
    [You cannot advance to Level 16 Herbalism. Reason: Journeyman Training required. 
 
    [You qualify for access to Journeyman-level Advanced Crafting Skills related to Herbalism. Would you like to know more?] 
 
    “Not right now.” I didn’t need to hear the spiel, because I had a rough idea of what I needed to do already: study up for an exam overseen by Masha. I planned to ask her about it sometime. Once Ignas was safe.  
 
    Ebisa’s words still rattled around and around in my head. Ignas had always been patient and fair, even when he was running the Nightstalkers out of a pit-fighting club in Cat Alley. Even when I’d pissed him off in front of Pasha Aswan, he’d taken me to a sitting room and talked it out. He’d taught me a lot about leadership then, too. Over the last half a year, we’d become good friends. But knowing he was proud of me? That he had actually been watching my back from a distance? It was giving me feels I wasn’t ready to deal with, or even really name. Vague shit, all of it keeping me from sleeping. 
 
    I grimaced, and reached for another bottle to start brewing again, only to realize I was out of flasks. Blinking, I checked my inventory. Oh. I’d brewed about fifty pots, multiples of every recipe I knew and had the ingredients for. Health potions, stamina potions, plus medicines to head off cardiac arrest, regrow limbs, recover HP, sedate or rouse people from comas. I hadn’t planned on using up my entire supply of herbs, but… well. 
 
    “Shit.” I rubbed my arm across my eyes. I could hear voices outside, followed by the roar of a small personal airship coming in to land. That meant it was time to start thinking about the mission, but my legs felt like lead. Not because of the challenge ahead—but because of what I feared we might find. 
 
    “Hey, Hector. Our ride to Lovi is here.” Karalti’s voice chimed in on cue. She sounded refreshed. “Something the matter?” 
 
    “No, no, I’m fine… just uh… got a bit carried away on the potion making.” I began to pack up, folding all my lab glass and brewing equipment back into my inventory. “Making sure we’re prepared, you know? Anything we don’t use on the mission, I can take back to Karhad when we drag Jacob out of the dungeon and put him to work in the hospital.” 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?!” 
 
    “No, but I’m fine. No penalties or anything. I’ll grab a nap on the ship.” 
 
    “Alright.” Karalti sounded dubious, but she was mature enough now to know when not to press on something like this. “We’ll talk after the mission? Like, umm… a debrief!” 
 
    “Maybe.” Even the thought of a ‘debrief’ made the agitation worse, so I did what soldiers are trained to do: I drew a deep breath, stuffed my feelings into a box, slammed the lid down on it and said ‘fuck it’. Problem solved. “Don’t worry about me. Just wound up.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” Karalti didn’t sound any more convinced than I did. “Come downstairs as soon as you can though, okay?” 
 
    “Be right there.” I thumped the side of my head and chest to knock some sense into my stupid digitized brain, and strode for the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    The plan to get into Lovi was simple enough: air-traffic into the city was closed, but Torquist’s small airship was transporting a mana-powered carriage. The ship dropped it off, and the five of us—not including the unseen presence of Mehkhet—loaded in. Vash was, in fact, wearing a dress. Not a revealing one, much to everyone’s disappointment. The fashions in Revala were similar to the traditional clothes of tribes in Sweden and Finland: tall red hats and intricately embroidered, dark blue coats for the men, layered neck-to-ankle wool dresses and fur caps for women. Both sexes wore reindeer leather boots. Because Vash was going as a high-priced hooker, he also wore a hooded cloak with a long fringe of beaded suede that covered his face.  
 
    There was a lot of traffic flowing in and out of the gates of Lovi between sunset and midnight. Nervous travelers, opportunistic foreign merchants bringing in supplies to hawk to the Ilian occupiers, workmen reporting to their press gangs, swaggering mercenaries and—more alarmingly—the sleek Sangheti’tak war machines of the Mercurions, their feet crunching against the gravel road as they passed in or out of the city. The smallest of them looked like fantasy versions of the powered armor I was used to seeing on the battlefields of Earth. Nine feet tall, just big enough to contain a pilot, bristling with weapons and humming with magic. People shied away from them, not just because of the wickedly curved blades that hung from their wrists. ‘Sanghe’ was the Mercurion word for ‘blood’. Every one of the machines had a vicious grinder intake and valves that blasted waste out the back, like a woodchipper. But for meat. 
 
    I started to feel wary as our carriage rumbled towards the crowd of guards. The occupation was fresh, and Lovi was swarming with soldiers. Nearly thirty of them were crowded at the front gate. Only about half a dozen of them were actually working, checking papers and rifling through carts. The rest were half-drunk, too busy watching for lone women or soft-looking merchants to shake down to notice the single carriage whirring its way across the bridge. Me and my squad were dressed in the white and gold livery of House Torquist, thick fleece and leather coats, breeches, and boots. Ebisa drove the carriage, her spine ramrod straight as she fluidly manipulated the magitech controls. Karalti and I rode on the back as coachmen, hanging onto a rail behind the passenger compartment bearing the Lord and his ‘lady’. I expected us to be stopped, but instead we breezed through the gates with nothing but a wave from the sober, but still overworked and inattentive guards. 
 
    I’d spent enough time in warzones to be able to read the city, and it felt like it was about to explode any second. The Ilians were trying to enforce normalcy as quickly as possible, so stores were open, wares were on display, and workers were busy cleaning hookwing stalls and trucking wheelbarrows. But there was a thin, high note of tension that I could feel in my teeth. The most obvious signs were the Ilian soldiers swaggering among the Revalan crowds. They took food without paying, grabbed at women when they felt like it, gathered in packs and bulldozed men out of their path. The Revalans stepped around their occupiers with dark expressions and clenched fists. The hostility of the proud citizens of Lovi was held in check by only three things: the Mercurions stalking the streets in their flesh-eating powered armor, the dragons that occasionally wheeled high above the city, and the presence of Vlachia’s own Dreadnought airship as it cruised slowly overhead, casting a cold T-shaped shadow over the streets. 
 
    “That’s the fucking Henrietta,” I thought to Karalti. “They’ve requisitioned it. We aren’t flying out of here.” 
 
    “No. No, we’re not.” Karalti’s voice was bittersweet with grief. “And… I can feel them, Hector. My brothers and sisters. They hate Lucien so much, but there’s nothing they can do to stop themselves from obeying him. Their pain calls to me. It makes my hearts hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Karalti. We’ll get him.” My mood darkened as I saw a pack of Ilian soldiers corner a peasant girl and shove her into a wall, knocking a basket of apples from her hands. I itched to help her, but the carriage was already speeding past the scene toward the cathedral. 
 
    “I know. The day they let us escape from the Eyrie was the day they died. They just don’t know it yet.” Karalti’s voice took a hard edge to it, a predator’s cold focus. 
 
    The Lion Palace was like something out of a German fairytale, a sweeping white castle built on top of a hill and surrounded by a carefully maintained, wooded parkland. It rose above the city like hands reaching for the sky, framed by high walls and slim buttressed towers. But the palace wasn’t our goal: we diverted down a winding cobblestone road, passing rows of silent, darkened townhouses, and entered the grounds of the Golden Cathedral of Lovi from the delivery gate. Ebisa deftly steered the carriage into an alley beside the priory and brought it to a whirring halt in front of a pair of black-robed men. 
 
    “Finally!” The older of the two hissed to us. He was wringing his hands, eyes wide and white in his face. “My lord, I thought you were to show just after sunset!” 
 
    “Shh. Keep your voices down.” Torquist leaned to look out the window as we jumped down. Vash flung the door open and stepped out, already stripping his finery. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I saw a group of four nervous people crowding back in the stables: Torquist’s actual servants, who stepped forward to take our clothes as we began to undress, and replace them with our more familiar gear. 
 
    “I’m the leader.” I stepped up to the priest once my armor was back on, the Spear slung over my back. “We’ll be in and out with the royals as fast as we can. Are you ready for the extraction?” 
 
    “We have a wagon and strong hookwings ready.” The priest bobbed his head, wringing his hands. 
 
    “Wait in position and stay calm. If there’s trouble at the palace, we won’t lead it here.” I clapped him on the arm, and turned to my team. “Alright, everyone. Basic squad composition: Ebisa and Vash take point at every possible opportunity. Karalti, center positions and flank. I’m the best healer on the field, so I’ll take rear and focus on crowd control in case shit goes south. Ignas is our number one priority: if we have the chance to rescue the queen or the princess, we grab them. But if they can’t walk, we’re going to have to leave them and stage a separate extraction. Everyone clear?” 
 
    “Understood.” Ebisa saluted to the chest with the crispness of an experienced soldier. Karalti mimicked the UNAC salute, drawing her feet in and bringing the blade of her hand to her temple. Vash grunted and picked his ear. It was as good as a salute from him. 
 
    The priest led us quickly around the church, then inside of it through a vestibule. Liric was the god of the sun in the western nations of Artana, and everything inside of here was white and gold, almost too bright to look at. An amber-scented hush fell over us as we entered the brilliantly lit cathedral aisle, and bustled down to the elaborate altar near the empty choral stands. The priest removed a plain iron key from his belt, and unlocked a cleverly hidden door with shaking hands. He handed a second key to me. “Follow this tunnel down, always heading to the right. There will be three doors. You want the one straight ahead. It will take you into the Old Catacombs, which connect to the cellar network beneath the city. I have marked the route to the palace on your map, but be careful. Lovi was built on an ancient tribal battleground and the catacombs are far, far more ancient than this city. The restless dead wander. Skeletons animated by seid, and worse. We also do not know if the usurpers have posted guards in the tunnels near her majesty’s palace.” 
 
    I was operating on the assumption they had. “Thanks. Take care of yourself. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Lord and Lady watch over you, my lord. May they have mercy on my queen and country.” The priest made a sign of benediction, forming an ‘O’ with his fingers and gesturing in a spiral, then ushered us through. He closed the door behind us, and left with a hurried swish of robes against marble. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    The doors boomed closed, leaving the five of us alone with the dead. 
 
    “There’s walking corpses down here. I can feel it like a bad itch between the legs,” Vash muttered. 
 
    “Calm your tits, Dorha. Those are still sealed.” Ebisa pointed to the massive stone sarcophagi that lined the chambers to either side. Each unopened tomb was sculpted with rough humanoid figures rendered in spirals and whorls. They were just realistic enough to be unsettling. 
 
    “My tits are as well trained as the rest of me for detecting the undead, you damnable scarecrow,” Vash muttered back. “And the way they’re tingling tells me that there’s walking skeletons somewhere to be found in this crusty sinkhole.” 
 
    I scratched the edge of my jaw. “Would you say we’re at a ‘P. Spoopy’ or ‘2Spooky’ alert level?” 
 
    Karalti slowly turned to look back at me. “Hector… if you start singing Spooky Scary Skeletons, I’m going to crush your nuts against a wall.” 
 
    For once, it was Vash’s turn to look confused. “What?” 
 
    “Uhh… that is a genuine vintage meme. Don’t worry.” As I valiantly mastered the powerful urge to start bawling Spooky Scary Skeletons, I pulled the Spear from my back and spun it around to face out in my hand. “If there’s any undead down here, then we’ll make them dead. Dead again. One more time.” 
 
    The crypt grew mustier and dimmer as we pushed back into the older rooms. The coffins went from ornate to weathered and pitted, and then rudimentary. Three flights of stairs and about four hundred feet from the entry, we descended into a network of smooth, rounded stone tunnels. There were niches hewn into the walls, almost like bunk beds, each containing the mummified remains of a corpse.  
 
    “What were you saying about unbreakable coffins, Ebisa?” Vash narrowed his eyes at the Mercurion, who was leading us with a torch. The flickering firelight caught each skeletal face with hard, unsettling shadows. 
 
    “So I was wrong,” Ebisa replied stiffly. “Why are you so nervous, anyway? Your order is trained to fight the undead.” 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I LIKE them,” Vash retorted. “And to be frank, this western tradition of burying the dead and leaving them to dry out or rot gets my hackles up. It’s unnatural to store corpses. It’s no wonder every dungeon, attic and midden in Artana crawls with restless dead.” 
 
    “I kind of like undead. Well… the crunchy ones, anyway. Say: why do you think really old bodies smell like cheese?” Karalti asked the group. 
 
    I grimaced, watching the corpses for signs of movement as we slid by. “I’m uh... pretty sure that’s dry rot.”  
 
    “Oh.” Karalti hummed. “Well, it’s tasty.” 
 
    “Are all dragons this disgusting, or do you have some kind of mental problem from your traumatic upbringing?” Mehkhet’s hollow voice echoed from the back of the line. 
 
    “I must be pretty disgusting as dragons go, because I ate your mom and I thought she was delicious, too,” Karalti chirped back. 
 
    Vash sighed happily. “Ahh… Spoken like a true poet.” 
 
    “Dragons are also naturals at poetry,” Karalti affirmed. “And ‘your mom’ jokes.” 
 
    Mehkhet let out an exasperated tutting sound. 
 
    As grim as the situation was, I had to bite back a laugh. “Karalti, for the love of God, don’t eat anything down here. I have to smell your breath when we sleep.” 
 
    “Don’t worry! I’m not really hungry,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Besides, I was joking about the dry rot thing. Mostly. I dunno, maybe they’d be alright with some salt or something.” 
 
    I immediately had the bizarre image of dragons mindlessly snacking on the bodies of lightly salted mummified priests like corn chips. Thanks, ADHD brain. 
 
    “Narrow tunnel ahead.” Ebisa called back. 
 
    “Just as well we have three close quarters fighters, because I’m going to be about as useful as tits on a bull down here,” I muttered. The Spear of Nine Spheres was short as spears went, slightly over seven feet long. Even so, I couldn’t wear it on my back down here. At any given point, the ceiling over our heads was about six and a half feet high. In the tunnel, it was even lower—Ebisa, the tallest of us, had to stoop. 
 
    “Well, none of our dead friends rose to life. Still itching with the presence of the undead here, monk?” The assassin’s voice, soft as it was, carried back to us on the still, musty air. 
 
    “Mmph. Worried it’s actually a rash at this point,” Vash replied mournfully. “Ai yai yai... what will I tell Istvan? Or... what if I got it from Istvan?” 
 
    Mehkhet sighed from behind us, his hollow voice resonating through the darkness like a chilly wind at our backs. “Brother Dorha, perhaps I am giving your senses a false positive? I AM dead, and following right behind you.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” Vash muttered. 
 
    We were headed for yet another round barrows-like chamber, but my eyes snagged on some stuff out of place. First, I could see into the room without activating darkvision: it was lit with soft yellowish mage lights. Second, the corpses on the biers were not wrapped in bandages. There were four skeletons with shields and short swords, who wore ancient, rusted, Nordic-looking armor. Their helms would have had fine chain veils at one time, but now they looked like a mass of rusted worms crawling over and into the gaping sockets of their eyes. If the biers were mirrored on the side of the room not visible from the hallway, there were eight of them. 
 
    “Wait.” Ebisa waved us back with the torch, and pointed up. There was a small portcullis over her head, cleverly set into the frame of the doorway—and ready to smash down behind anyone who entered. “Some sort of trap.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Vash eyed the door, then the bodies beyond with suspicion. 
 
    “Hmm.” I echoed him, and glanced past them to the room. It was small enough that most of my flashy Dragoon moves wouldn’t work there. With their shields and gladius-like swords, the skeletons—if they animated—would have a huge tactical advantage even over Ebisa, who carried daggers and poisons only effective against living creatures, and Vash, who hit hard but was lightly armored. In Archemi, tactics were almost as important as level—‘David and Goliath’ style victories were entirely possible. 
 
    “So I’m gonna vote this is a trap,” Karalti said. “And probably a meaner one than we think it is.” 
 
    “Uh... yeah.” The door on the other side of the room was sealed. It almost looked like a bulkhead. “You know, I’ve got some oil and we’ve got a torch. I’m thinking we just give these guys a second funeral before they wake up.” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s do that.” Karalti grimaced. “I really hate it when dead things stop being dead.” 
 
    “Big same.” I turned back to glance at Mehkhet, hovering patiently behind me. “Can you try and work on that door? Maybe go through it and tell us if there’s any mechanisms on the other side?” 
 
    “I cannot,” he replied hollowly. “The walls and the door are warded against incorporeal beings. Unfortunately, were these draugr to rise, I would be of little use against them. Nor would they be particularly effective against me.” 
 
    “Interesting.” I’d suspected as much, but it was nice to have it confirmed. “Alright, thanks anyway.” 
 
    “How polite of you, Master,” the shade replied sarcastically. 
 
    Ebisa, Vash and I put our heads together, and with ten minutes of effort, we had what amounted to high-end Molotov Cocktails made with liquid paraffin—white kerosene—rags, potion bottles and some alcohol to really get the rags burning. Ebisa and Karalti, with their slim builds and insane Dex, were the picks to do the throwing. They were able to stand side by side in the narrow entry. 
 
    “Alright. Get ready for charging flaming skeletons.” I had the spear set between them, like a pikeman. “We can bottleneck them in here but, uh, breathing might be an issue for you, Vash.” 
 
    “I can hold my breath for up to ten minutes if I have to,” Vash replied. “Very popular with the ladies.” 
 
    We waited for a count of five, then Ebisa and Karalti leaned in and threw the molotovs at the visible draugr. The missiles hit with unerring accuracy: shattering, splashing, then burning. Even though I was expecting it, I still jumped when the burning corpses shot upright, jaws gaping in silent screams. They didn’t roar or make any noise at all, other than the piercing shriek of rusted metal plates sliding over one another—and that somehow made it worse. 
 
    The four molotov’d draugr flailed and clawed at their own bodies, burning like dry kindling—they didn’t make it off their beds, tumbling back down as their HP plummeted to zero. The four we couldn’t see or aim at from the door lurched up and off their biers and got to their feet, and as they did, their HP rings filled to a much higher number than their unconscious buddies had dropped. They were weaker while asleep. 
 
    “Shit. Get ready to hold them at the bottleneck. And whatever you do, don’t trigger that damn trap door.” I crouched low, the Spear ready to pin and thrust. 
 
    Ebisa slid back to make room for Vash, who danced in as the first non-flaming draugr rushed him and Karalti with shield and sword. Just before he closed, I stabbed forward, taking the brunt of the shield against the end of my polearm and turning it to the side. Karalti snarled as she grabbed the creature’s sword arm, pulling him forward into the trap we’d made of the tunnel leading in. With the corpse’s weapons under control, Vash charged his fists with dark fire and began to hit it like a punching bag, driving his iron-shod knuckles into bone and leather as the draugr struggled. 
 
    [Vash uses Falling Star Strike! X3 Damage! Draugr: 11,719/15,000 HP]  
 
    For something without muscles, it was ridiculously strong—and felt no pain. As Vash smashed its ribs, it spun its gruesome head toward Karalti, snapping at her face. She shrieked and headbutted it, sending shards of bone and rusted metal flying, but it came right back and lunged for her. I shot a desperate look back to the room behind—the other three were headed for the door, clamoring with their wickedly sharp, rust-edged shortswords. “Push it out! Toward the door! He’s too far in! Karalti, use your magic!” 
 
    Vash grunted, and shoved the skeleton back toward the entry, using it as a shield against the others as they surged toward us. Each one of the draugr had 15K HP—a lot for a single small mob like this—and seemed to soak even bludgeoning damage. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. I couldn’t get most of my attacks off in this confined space, but there was one thing I could do. 
 
    I concentrated, focusing down the length of the spear as the creatures jostled and shoved back, and called on the Mark of Matir. The god’s sigil flared to life with cold power under the skin of my hand; I pulled energy from it, charging it up into a fierce, churning web of power... then discharged the Shadow Lance with a roar. 
 
    [Draugr is weak to Darkness: x3 damage! Shadow Lance deals 15,637 damage!] 
 
    Blue-black fire lanced down the Spear and blasted through the draugr’s shield. The blow slagged the rotted steel and struck the dead warrior behind, blowing it apart into ash. The blast drove the others back with instinctive terror, giving Karalti and Vash room to surge forward. 
 
    “Let’s get them! There’s only three, and they’re at half health!” Karalti cried. 
 
    “Alright: into the breach!” Ebisa and I followed up as the trapped portcullis tried to slam down: I caught it with a grunt, holding it open long enough for the assassin to slip through, then spun and followed her in. The three remaining draugr charged us in silent formation, once again fearless and disciplined. They met the wall of Vash and Karalti, master and student holding them back with fists and feet and Dark-element qi. The energy was toxic to undead, dealing extra damage that compensated for the reduced damage of my spear thrusts and Ebisa’s knives. 
 
    “Eat shit and die! Again!” I jammed the spear’s blade into a gaping ribcage, and as the draugr clawed himself up along the haft, snarled with effort and burned another move that didn’t have jumping or dashing as a prerequisite—Life for Life. Arcs of energy snapped out and seared the draugr’s stiff flesh—it threw back its head in a silent howl as it slumped into dust, its unlife flowing back into me. But I was all out of tricks like that. All my other moves required space that just wasn’t here.  
 
    I swung around to Ebisa, and as the draugr she was fighting blocked her daggers, I shoved the spear into its shield from the flank. That gap was all the agile assassin needed to dart in and sever the draugr’s head from its spine.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” As its head toppled, a flash of movement caught my eye: Karalti, as she wove like a boxer around the two remaining undead. She and Vash had them pinned back to back. She darted in with one of the Baru moves she’d learned, a Dark-charged punch that did double damage on a headshot and could smash most undead skulls like ripe pumpkin. But as she landed the blow, the one dueling Vash suddenly twisted—and drove its sword deep into her side. 
 
    “Karalti!” I roared with sudden fury as my dragon reeled away, bright blue mana-infused blood pouring down her hip. Part of me knew she had a HP pool; most of me didn’t give a shit. I zoned in on the last draugr and charged it down. The Spear skidded over its breastplate and burst through the skeleton’s chest, slamming it into the sealed bulkhead door. 
 
    The impact jarred my hands, numbing my fingers just long enough that I didn’t twist away from the next sword blow. My Stormrider armor had phenomenal piercing resistance. It saved me from a [Mortal Blow] as the draugr clutched at me, then rammed his gladius into my kidney like the fist of god itself. 
 
    [You have taken 849 reduced damage! HP: 2365/3214] 
 
    “Khhack!” I arched and thrashed as white-hot pain erupted through my back and torso. Kidneys were up there with balls when it came to the Bad Touch department. I tried wrenching the Spear back, but it was stuck… and as fear pulsed through me, I felt my metal fangs distend. When another wave of icy-hot pain roiled through my back, my HP dropped below half… and I lost it, snarling and snapping at the draugr’s skeletal neck like a feral wolf. 
 
    “Burna help me... DOG! STOP CHEWING THE DAMN ZOMBIE!” Vash hollered from behind, but my vision was clouded with blood, nose full of the acrid smell of mana. Karalti’s. I was vaguely aware that I was still losing HP, smashing the draugr back against the wall with feral strength. 
 
    “Karalt’, ik’tidash, el!” Karalti’s gauntlet drove past my head, accompanied by a whoomph of magically charged energy: Black Sun Fist, supercharged by Dark Power. 
 
    [Karalti deals 15,369 damage!] 
 
    [You have defeated Draugr Guardians!] 
 
    [You gain 2930 EXP!] 
 
    [You are Level 35! Mehkhet has reached Unit Rank 13 (Level 27)] 
 
    It was Karalti who pulled me away. She caught me behind the elbows and hauled me off the twitching corpse. I spat a mouthful of leathery dead flesh, lunging against her grip—at Vash, as he helped to restrain me. The monk grunted as my razor-edged teeth struck his metal shoulder, the points striking off the aurum with a screech. 
 
    “NNAARGH!” I thrashed in Karalti’s grip, until she headbutted me and shoved me back. I spilled to the floor, stunned from the blow by her small horns. My chest heaved like a bellows as I looked up at her, licking blood—my own—from my upper lip. 
 
    “So that’s what a vampire frenzy looks like, huh?” Karalti planted one hand on her hip, the other clutching a poultice of some kind to her wounded side. “When did you last munch on Suri?” 
 
    “Uhh… “ I tried to reply and sort of just… spittled everywhere. Talking with a mouth full of fangs is a lot harder than it looks. “Uhn, blood? I ‘unno.” 
 
    “You tried to tear my throat out, you little rotzloffel!” Vash scowled, examining the fine scratches on his shoulder. 
 
    “Sorreh.” I shrugged sheepishly, and looked to Karalti worriedly. “You uh-right?” 
 
    “Eh? Oh, yeah. Just a cut. You guys are more in danger than I am. Mana blood and all.” Karalti lifted the poultice, only to slap it back when more brilliant blue blood oozed forth. 
 
    “Aye. Pretty sure I just grew a tumor just sniffing it,” Vash remarked. He’d taken his pipe out to get a final toke before we headed in.  
 
    The corpse nearest me wisped away into nothingness, leaving a small loot bag behind. The sheer surrealism of this little leather bag just appearing out of nowhere snapped me out of adrenaline high. My teeth and nails shrunk back, leaving me feeling tired—and thirsty. And not for water. Swallowing with a dry throat, I leaned over and grabbed the bag. As I did, the contents leaped up in a small holographic window: 
 
      
 
    ●     Palace Tunnel Key x 1 
 
    ●     Draugr Teeth 
 
      
 
    Draugr Teeth 
 
    An alchemical component. Great for binding potions and weird museum collections.  
 
      
 
    “Oh... a key,” I said weakly. “And teeth. Just what I always wanted.” 
 
    Ebisa offered me a hand up. I accepted it, feeling shaky and weak after the frenzy, and got to my feet. Then I pulled one of the healing potions I’d brewed at the fort, and offered it to Karalti. “Here. This should tide you over. Let me look at it properly when we’re done?” I asked her. 
 
    “When we’re done.” Karalti popped the cork off, swigged the brilliant green potion, then made a face. “Bleh. Moss… gross. Anyway, we have to get Ignas out first. And now you’re fatigued.” 
 
    “Yeah. Because I’m blood-starved.” I sighed. “I’m sorry, guys. I forgot to ask Suri before all the damn Voidwyrm Empress shit.” 
 
    Karalti chirped in her throat. “Why not ask Vash?” 
 
    Vash arched a brow. 
 
    “Yeah… no offense, Vash, but no.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s weird enough taking blood from you and Suri for all these potions and feedings and shit, alright?” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem weird to me. Predators gotta eat.” Karalti yawned and stretched, wincing a little as she pulled her wounded flank. “Oww.” 
 
    “Hector, I know organics have needs, but every minute we spend here is a minute our liege is being tortured,” Ebisa said, her voice somehow both flat and harsh.  
 
    “I know.” I glared at her, gave Karalti a reassuring bump of my mouth against her brow, and went to unlock the door. The lock was stiff but functional, and the door swung inward to a rough-cut tunnel. There were no lights. 
 
    “Onward and upward,” I sighed, taking a torch from my inventory. “I’ll take point, this time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
    The tunnel grew larger once it began winding upwards toward the palace, widening out almost to the size of mineshafts. After the draugr, it was uneventful—except for the fork. 
 
    I sent Mehkhet to scout the shorter tunnel, and Ebisa to scout the longer one. Vash, Karalti and I waited in tense silence for them to return, sharing pieces of jerky and venting our tension by chewing. Mehkhet returned first, his shadowy face as calm as the surface of a black lake. 
 
    “Mehkhet: What did your ghost eyes see?” I asked him. 
 
    “Hah. How droll you are, Master,” the wraith replied. “The passage exits into a short shaft with metal rungs, a ladder which emerges into the palace garden behind an old well. Said garden is teeming with people. Soldiers, mostly, as they watch the lords and ladies of the realm arrive.” 
 
    I thought on it. “How many people? Give me an estimate.”  
 
    Mehkhet did one better. He drifted toward me, icy hand extended. I didn’t flinch as he touched me—and passed on what he had seen. A spectral monochrome image of the garden played out like an old-timey movie, the living showing as bright white figures against the dappled grays of the garden. There were a hundred soldiers present, at least: all humans in the Ilian uniform, or Mercurions in exotic, ornate armor. Worse, there were dragons. Two full-grown dragons waited to either side of the entry to the palace, looming over the parade of carriages crawling in through the gates. Knights of St. Grigori were watching over soldiers as they searched—and occasionally looted—the nobles being shepherded inside the building. 
 
    “Shit. It’s like watching a cattle pen empty into a slaughterhouse.” I hissed under my breath. 
 
    Karalti chirped anxiously. “That bad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I withdrew from Mehkhet, who drifted back from me. “The garden is packed with enemy soldiers. Let’s hope Ebisa finds a better route.” 
 
    Ebisa still hadn’t come back, and as the minutes wore on, I found myself wondering if she’d fallen into some kind of trap. I was about to make the call when I spotted her by the glint of torchlight off her battle mask. 
 
    “Tunnel leads to a storeroom, I think,” she said brusquely, keeping her voice low as she rejoined the group. “But there’s a problem.” 
 
    I sighed. “Of course there is. Go on.” 
 
    “Guards,” she replied. “The entry to that room is locked from the other side. There’s at least three warm bodies in that room. Pretty sure one of them is Starborn.” 
 
    “How would you know?” Karalti asked. 
 
    Ebisa tapped her mask, just beside the glowing red sigil. “This.” 
 
    “Shit. They must know about this tunnel, then.” I scowled, thinking. “Why the fuck would they post guards at one entry, but not the other?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t thinking like a megalomaniacal idiot, Dog,” Vash replied softly. “Lucien knows about the tunnel, yes... so he put guards in front of the end with the door, trusting that he or someone else will spot us going up into the garden.” 
 
    “That, or they only know about the storeroom entry,” Karalti added. 
 
    “Given how many people are loitering in the gardens, the Grand Parade, and the Entrance Hall, he may be right,” Mehkhet said. “I could pass through this locked door and attempt to silence the guardsmen. A storeroom is likely to put us closer to the dungeons.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Ebisa jerked her shoulders, like an agitated bird. “Even if the enemy knows about the storeroom entry, they won’t be expecting anyone to break through that lock from the other side.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” Karalti nodded. “My vote is storeroom.” 
 
    “Give me a minute.” I calmed my mind as much as I could, held up a hand to silence the others, and thought about it from the tactical, then the strategic perspective. It was part knowledge, part instincts that made me shake my head after a few minutes, and look toward the garden entry. 
 
    “No to the storeroom entry,” I said. “There’s something about the setup that we’re missing. Lucien is a dickhead, but Ororgael isn’t. If Ororgael ordered him to lock it up, then there’s another layer of security beyond that room we can’t see. And if there’s a Starborn there, it means they can alert Lucien as soon as we break through. We’d literally have to kill them within a second of entry… and even then, once they respawn, they’d be able to report.” 
 
    “Hrrn. True.” Vash frowned, tucking his pipe back into his belt. “I suppose we must infiltrate the palace through the garden, then.” 
 
    Ebisa folded her arms. “If you don’t think you can do it, I can go ahead and find a path forward.” 
 
    “Mehkhet already showed me the lay of the land. I’ll go first.” I nodded to her, then looked at the wraith in acknowledgement.  
 
    “No. Let me do it.” Ebisa stepped forward. “No offense intended, but of all of us-” 
 
    “We’re directly opposing a Starborn player’s intentions with this rescue mission.” It was my turn to be terse. “Which means that the Overconsciousness, so to speak, is going to flag this as PvP. Player versus Player, Starborn versus Starborn. Lucien is at least an even match for you and is probably ten levels higher, but If I die, I come back from the dead—and that’s why I’m at the front.” 
 
    Ebisa went still in a way that told me that she was frowning in the face of that information. “... Understood.” 
 
    I felt unusually serious as we pushed to the ladder. The time for banter was over. Karalti, Vash and I, working together with Suri, had done infiltration before—but this was the first time we’d expressly and deliberately tangled with another player, the first offensive PvP I’d initiated. I needed my team to be wary. While I believed in my heart that Archemi’s NPCs were as human as I was, Starborn still had the edge over them most of the time. I’d figured out a while ago that NPCs were also subtly manipulated by the game’s system to provide player characters with story, opportunity, and gratification. It put them at an automatic disadvantage.  
 
    When we reached the ladder, Ebisa cupped her hands and gave me a boost up. She didn’t need to, but I understood the gesture—and accepted. When I reached the top of the shaft, I slipped out into the concealment of the old well Mehkhet had shown me, pulled a small mirror out of my inventory, and used it to peek toward the courtyard. There were a lot of soldiers in the courtyard: a LOT of soldiers. The crowd of attendees at Lucien’s party was still being processed. We had time. 
 
    I scanned the surrounds, focusing on finding the path we needed to take to get in. It was a trick I’d learned in the jungle, before my time in Archemi: if you focused on the obstacles to your goal, that’s all you saw. If you focused on the paths between them, your brain and feet would guide you through the forest, even if bullets were zipping and mortars rumbled overhead. By focusing on the clear areas, I spotted a way in: behind the hedges, there was a wall we could climb to a small balcony. The doors on the balcony looked to be made of solid metal, and there was a darkened section of wall to either side of the doors—and more importantly, no people. The metal French doors were locked, but they’d be no match for Ebisa. 
 
    After I’d gone back down to relay my plan, the four of us slithered back up and pressed through the nine-foot hedges to the back. It was prickly and noisy: every scrap of armor on stone made my butt pucker a little more each time. Fortunately, there was so much noise—hookwings screeching, men yelling orders, dragons bellowing, powered armor whirring, thumping, and clanking—that the sounds we made were insignificant. Rustling or swaying plants were the greater danger. We scraped along slowly and carefully until we reached the wall under the balcony, then formed a human pyramid to boost the heaviest person up first—Ebisa. Mercurions weighed about three times as much as a human of the same size, and it took me and Vash both to get her spidery carcass up the wall and onto the fence. She climbed the last ten feet and vaulted over, slipping into the shadows with effortless grace, then let down a pale white rope that matched the white walls of the palace. I went up next, because of my keen vision: at the top, I was the best suited to keep watch as Karalti, then Vash followed. Mehkhet was last, floating up into the darkest patch of shade along the walls.  
 
    “Curious. The walls are protected against incorporeal undead, but the doors are not,” Mehkhet mused, standing back with us as Ebisa dropped to one knee in front of the door with her lockpicks. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I glanced at him, then flicked my eyes back to the door. 
 
    “Many kingdoms tie the security of the palace to a living person who must maintain the locks,” he explained. “Sometimes the ruling monarch or their regent, via the Kingdom Management System. Sometimes, the duty falls to a Seneschal of the Locks, who is in charge of arming or disarming the wards in the castle. My hunch is that Queen Aslan made use of the latter, and that person was killed and not replaced when the palace was taken.” 
 
    “Sounds like something Lucien would do,” I muttered. 
 
    The lock clicked, and Ebisa grunted in satisfaction as she moved away. “Done.” 
 
    “I’ll take point,” I said. “Ebisa, Mehkhet, I want you to stay hidden whenever possible. Karalti and Vash bring up the rear. Use any hiding spot we can find. The map Torquist gave us says we can get to the dungeons via one of three routes: the barracks, the kitchens, and the judicial chamber. I’m leaning toward the last one.” 
 
    “All the routes will be guarded,” Vash replied. “I think we should take the kitchens. The Ilians are invaders, and they’ll be treating the servants cruelly. If we pick them off, we’ll have the aid of the palace staff.” 
 
    “Good point. Let’s go in and suss it out.” I nodded, and cracked the door open—only to hear a startled yelp from the other side. 
 
    Shit! We’d been found already? There was no way to move except forward, though—so I threw the door in and rolled into the hallway, the spear lifting up to point at the face of a terrified older man. He was patrician and well-dressed, with a neatly groomed beard and snow-white hair. His eyes were wide, white-gloved hands raised. There was a spilled tray of what had been neatly folded napkins at his feet. 
 
    “A butler?” I asked him aloud. “Are you Lucien’s man? Or the Queen’s?” 
 
    The whites of his eyes were showing now. “I-I... L-Lord Lucien’s, of course...” 
 
    The lack of conviction in his voice and the fear in his expression convinced me otherwise. “Hands up. Voice soft. You’re not really Lucien’s servant, are you?” 
 
    He shook his head, too scared to speak aloud. 
 
    “We’re on the side of Revala.” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Can you help us?” 
 
    The man’s lips trembled for a moment. “Sir... please, please, if you can save the queen, I beg you. I fear it’s too late, but… they have her bound in stocks downstairs in her own banquet hall. That... that ghoul is torturing her there, burning her with irons. They’re going to kill her as soon as the food is served. It’s running late because they’re searching every noble for weapons but… Please! If you’re part of the Resistance, you have to do something!” 
 
    If the queen was already staged for the execution... fuck. There was no way we could pull her out, not without risking everything. “We’ll do what we can. What about Ignas Corvinus, the Vlachian king? And the princess? Do you know where she is?” 
 
    The butler nodded, then frantically bent to gather the napkins. I helped him pile them back onto the tray to leave no evidence; once they were picked up, he beckoned to us and hurried down the hall. We were in a servant’s passage, the corridors used by the staff to move unseen between parts of the palace. The man took his keys to open a walk-in closet full of linens, and motioned us to join him inside. 
 
    “Princess Sohvi is in the Royal Apartments.” The butler closed the door and leaned against it, pale with fear. “Lord and Lady help her, that scoundrel dragged her by her hair to the queen’s chambers, and she hasn’t been seen since. He had his Mercurions replace the lock... only he has the key.” 
 
    “I can crack it,” Ebisa said softly. 
 
    I nodded to her, then turned to the man. “What about the Volod?” 
 
    “In the dungeons still, milord.” The butler swallowed. “I… I have heard talk that he is to be executed tomorrow.” 
 
    “There’s probably nothing we can do for Queen Aslan,” I said heavily. “Not without losing Ignas and Sohvi. There might not be anything we can do for Sohvi, either. Fuck.” 
 
    Ebisa straightened, her head swiveling toward me. “If we are to save anyone other than Ignas, we will need to divide into two teams.” 
 
    Double fuck. It would break one of the cardinal rules of every RPG ever made: ‘don’t split the party’. But the quest conditions and the reality of the situation loomed large ahead of me, and as I wracked my brains for a solution, I realized she was right. There was simply no way for us to stay together AND rescue Ignas AND have a chance at saving Sohvi. Karalti hissed in agitation. 
 
    “Alright. I know I said I had to lead at the front at all times… but… we need to take the shot.” I drew a deep breath. “Ebisa, Karalti, you two can blend into the palace easily enough, and Karalti and I can communicate without messing with our HUDs or any magic. I want you two to go and extract Sohvi.” 
 
    Ebisa stiffened slightly. Karalti nodded fiercely, her eyes hard and bright with determination. 
 
    “Vash, you’re coming with me to the dungeons.” I nodded to him, and he dipped his chin in acknowledgement. Then I turned to the butler. The servant swallowed, sweat soaking his collar. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly. “You took a huge risk by talking to us.” 
 
    “Please: if you can’t save her majesty, release her daughter from this monster,” he whispered back, eyes reddening. “She’s only a maiden, barely sixteen summers old. I will be silent, I swear. I’ll die before I say a word of this meeting! If only you’ll try!” 
 
    I gave him a friendly clap on the shoulder. “We’ll try.” 
 
    “Thank you. Gods bless you, whoever you are.” The butler put his hands together. “Here... I know this place like my own chambers. Let me g-give you a map. And here-” he concentrated, and I got an alert: 
 
    [Junior Butler Olavi Harjula wishes to trade with you.] 
 
    Curious, I accepted, and four [Palace Servant] outfits appeared in my inventory. 
 
    “These won’t get you past the guards to the dungeons, but they will get you through the kitchens to the cellar entry,” the butler—Olavi—said hoarsely. “You can’t use the courtroom; the usurper has troops bunked in there. Pass quickly through the kitchens, and look for the locked, barred door at the entry to the cellars. They have two guards posted there at all times... I don’t know how you will get through them.” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out.” I passed the uniforms to the others, and equipped my own. It was a neat, tailored white and gray suit similar to the one the butler was wearing. It appeared on Vash and Ebisa in the same way. But on Karalti... it turned into a sort of maid outfit. 
 
    “Ack!” She looked down at her bare knees. “Why doesn’t it look the same as yours?!” 
 
    “Uhh... don’t worry about it. We’ll test that outfit later on at home. In our quarters.” I cleared my throat softly, opening my HUD to share the Butler’s map with the others. It was far, FAR more complete than the map Torquist had given us. “Thank you, really.” 
 
    “Lord and Lady bless you,” the butler said. “We’ve all been tortured by thoughts of what has happened to our queen and princess, but with all the guards slaughtered and replaced by these Ilian dogs, we’ve been powerless to help.” 
 
    “You have taken your power back by helping us, zorifer.” Vash put his hands together, palm to palm, and bowed to the butler. Then he turned, and clapped his hand into Ebisa’s. “Keep your head on your shoulders, Red. And you, Karalti. Remember your lessons. Do not lose control. Self-discipline is Burna’s gift to us.” 
 
    “Jai, Bagshaa.” Karalti saluted to him as an apprentice: one fist to the other palm, then a dip from the waist. 
 
    “Keep in touch, Tidbit.” I was worried, even though I’d been the one to order the team split. I didn’t have to say it—she could feel it through the Bond. 
 
    “Don’t worry! I’m definitely the best at rescuing people. And Ebisa is the best at… uh… being terrifying and stabby.” My dragon reached out and squeezed my hand, sending a thrill of electricity through it, then dipped her head to Ebisa. The Mercurion gave a hand signal, and the two of them stepped out of the closet, following the map marker toward the Royal Suite. 
 
    “That’s our cue, Dog,” Vash grunted. He looked surprisingly dapper in his butler uniform—though it didn’t do anything to hide his knee-length falls. “Ready?” 
 
    “Born ready.” I gave him a nod, and opened the door out. “Let’s get ‘er done.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    The servant’s passage ended in a staging area that connected the banquet hall to the kitchens—a staging area that was currently a cross between a circus and a prison. Shaking, terrified wait staff and cooks were putting the finishing touches on the food that was being sent out for Lucien’s masturbatory feast. Or, well... they were trying to, because the servants had almost as many armed soldiers breathing down their necks while they worked. Supervising them was a grotesquely huge man, big enough to be a half-giant: nine feet tall, muscles popping, big lantern jaw. Nicolas was armored like a Space Marine in heavy full-plate, wielding dual spell gauntlets glowing with potent high-grade mana. Mean, beady blue eyes scrutinized every move the cooks made. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I breathed to Vash, halting in place. “It’s fucking Nicolas.” 
 
    “Shh. Act as if you belong.” Vash and I had tied back our distinctive Tuun hairstyles with long white scarves, hiding the braids under a type of long bandana the butler assured us were common in parts of Lovi. We were carrying the trays of napkins that he’d been rushing to bring. 
 
    I steeled myself and hurried in, doing my best cowed servant impression as I oriented on what had to be the head waiter: a tall, thin man with a long thin mustache who directed the preparations like a conductor. He was pale, voice quiet and hands trembling as he ordered a waitress to start taking out the second round of drinks. I’d seen parents with kids arrive at military checkpoints like this before. The fear in his eyes wasn’t just for himself. It was for his staff. 
 
    I made a beeline for him, and when he looked to me, I pulled up sharply with Vash just behind. His jaw relaxed slightly, but when he spoke, it was soft. “Oh, thank the gods: the napkins. Who are you? Where’s-?” 
 
    “We’re hired help. Master Harjula got pulled aside to serve one of the attending lords,” I shot a glance to one of the Ilians and arched a brow, then looked back to him. “He gave us these to take to you.” 
 
    “I see.” The guy knew something was up, but he didn’t so much as pause. “Go place them beside the smorgasbord and be on your way. We have thirty seconds before this food has to go out.” 
 
    Nicolas’s gaze swept over us as we scurried to the table and placed napkins to either side. I summoned the core of white noise I’d learned to channel on the battlefield, the empty nothingness that suppressed fear. 
 
    “Everyone to their stations!” The head waiter called, clapping his hands. “Ten seconds!” 
 
    Vash was slightly quicker than me, and as everyone swirled around, he broke for the doors that led to the kitchens. I was only a step behind, but as I headed for the same door, a soldier roughly grabbed me by the arm on the way past and hauled me around. 
 
    “The hells do you think you’re going?” He snapped. “Pick up that damn tray and get out there, or I’ll tell the Knight Commander your face is for wiping arses instead!” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sorry sir.” I channeled my inner boot, suddenly meek and obedient, and scurried back to the napkins. There wasn’t a whole lot else I could do. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vash peek through a crack in the door and give me a pointed ‘hurry the fuck up!’ look, but there was nothing I could do as the Head Waiter opened the doors to the banquet hall and the tide of staff swept out to start serving. 
 
    “Karalti, I’m being delayed. Tell Vash I’ll catch up as soon as I can snag some empty glasses and return to the back-of-house,” I thought to my dragon. “Are you guys close to Sohvi?” 
 
    “We’ve been delayed too. It’s okay, though! A soldier is trying to hit on me,” Karalti replied. “It’s this dumb short skirt. Ebisa is chasing him off. He’s scared of the Mercurions.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Lucien had gone all out with the banquet hall. It was a fine ballroom, like the kind of fancy white-and-red-and blonde wood hall found in the palaces of Paris or Budapest. Currently, it was over-decorated in the dark blue and gold colors of Ilia, ringed with tables. The party was nothing less than a forced mass kidnapping: the nobles of Revala were being seated at gunpoint in their finery, confined to their places by the ranks of Ilian soldiers lined up along the walls on one side, and the oppressive, terrifying presence of Mercurion war machines on the other. The Sangheti’tak were built to be both monstrous and elegant: each one was about twelve feet tall, large enough to contain their pilot and the mechanics needed to extract their gruesome fuel. There was something intensely predatory about their sleek, low-slung forms.  
 
    While I bustled around, setting down folded napkins, I counted eight Sangheti’tak in the ballroom: six of them formed a kind of inner praetorian guard around the table of ‘honor’ in the middle of the room. Two of them were holding the limp, half-naked, hooded form of Queen Eevi Aslan. I couldn’t see her face, but I immediately recognized the tall, slim, Nordic figure who had swept so confidently into Vlachia’s Orlihatz. Just looking at her now, my heart sank. Her ribcage was visibly dimpled in places, and she was covered in huge bruises from neck to belt. The Sangheti’tak were holding her by the arms, pulling them out to either side with vicious, crab-like crushing claws. Blood oozed from around the blades; her lifeless fingers were swollen, livid, and the skin of her arms already white and purple. I didn’t have to get any closer to know that it was hopeless. 
 
    “I’ve got a visual on the queen. She’s half-dead already. There’s nothing we can do,” I broadcast heavily to Karalti.  
 
    “Copy that,” Karalti replied quietly. 
 
    Lucien was already there, a mug of beer in one hand, the other beefy arm looped around a nervous, beautiful courtesan perched on one knee. The woman was scantily clad in what looked like a short, draped dress, headband, and a veil made of pearls and thread, listening to him with the enthusiastic but affected attention of an experienced prostitute. No amount of giggling could disguise the fact that her bare back was tense, and slick with anxious sweat.  
 
    I made sure to keep my back to Lucien so he couldn’t see my face, but was able to study him with my wrap-around vision. Over the span of six months, Lucien had gone from scrawny noodle to roid balloon. He’d put on at least another inch around his biceps since I’d last seen him, and had to be pushing two hundred pounds. Even so, he still had the same annoying, waspish voice and snide, arrogant air. After a couple seconds, I was able to pick out his words. 
 
    “So there I was, Chinese soldiers on every side, but there was absolutely no way I was going to let my buddy lay down and die,” he said, after a long pull from his mug. “So I lay him against the base of a tree, made sure that he was covered up... and then I doubled back, sticking to the trees until I found the first squad that was tailing us. Those idiots had no idea what was coming for them until I swung out, aimed my rifle, and BAM! Took out the medic, first, and then the squad leader.” 
 
    He mimed—badly—how to aim and fire a rifle. The prostitute cooed in admiration, but then reached for a glass of wine herself and chugged the whole thing. 
 
    “Yeah, it was really terrible to be conscripted,” he sighed dramatically. “But in the end, I think it made me a better person and a better commander, you know?” 
 
    Oh… oh that draft-dodging, psychopathic, little cock blister. It took every ounce of willpower not to slam my fist into a plate, Shadow Dance across the hall, and cut his lying throat with it.  
 
    “And that history of mine is why tonight is a CELEBRATION,” Lucien continued, gesturing grandly. “A celebration of a new beginning, a new dawn for Revala and maybe even all of Archemi. You see all throughout history, the weak are conquered by the strong. And the strong—like me—provide people with opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. You’re especially generous,” the courtesan replied, robotically. 
 
    “Lord? Don’t you ‘lord’ me, slut.” The woman gasped as he sunk his nails deep into the skin of her waist. His voice suddenly turned low and nasty, barely audible even for me. “I wedded and bedded the fucking princess, and the proper address now is ‘His Majesty’. And if you don’t want to end up worse than that bitch over there, you’d better not fucking forget it.” 
 
    Any rage I’d been feeling was suddenly gone, replaced by icy, cold certainty. Some day, some how, I was going to perma-kill this motherfucker. I would gut Lucien and watch him gurgle his last breath into the dirt. Forever. I was so busy fantasizing about it that I didn’t even notice Lord Torquist until he reached out, grabbed me by the sleeve, and yanked me back from moving to the next place. 
 
    “What are you DOING here?” He hissed. 
 
    “Shhh. Help me out,” I whispered. Then, louder: “I’m sorry, sir: I’ll go and see if they have it in the kitchens.” 
 
    Torquist blinked, then cleared his throat. “Yes, very good. And make sure it’s the Jorrvari 1274 red. There’s a white by the same vineyard, but only a cad drinks white before a meal.” 
 
    I bobbed my head and walked quickly for the nearest door, only to be stopped by a guard. He swung his bayonet up to my chest, glaring through his helmet. 
 
    “S-sorry, sir,” I stammered, “I need to get to the kitchens. The duke has a special wine request.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere without an escort.” The soldier jerked the tip of the bayonet toward the door. “Walk ahead of me.” 
 
    I nodded and headed into the back-of-house. As I left the oppressive atmosphere of sobbing, retching, nervous laughter and Lucien’s bragging, I was able to get on top of the anger—for now. I was thinking about all the ways I could kill the piece of shit as I opened the map ahead of me, and smoothly navigated to the kitchens. The atmosphere here was frantic, too: people toiled over stoves and ovens and plates. Vash was at one of the ovens, helping the bakers load huge trays of rolls. He caught my eye on the way past with a ‘what the fuck, dude?’ expression. I did some complicated thing with my eyebrows that roughly translated as: ‘Don’t look at me, it wasn’t my fault.’ 
 
    “The wine is down in the cellar,” I called back to my escort. 
 
    “The wine’ll be up your arse if you don’t go down and get it,” he grouched back. “Hurry up.” 
 
    “Excuse me, I have to go get some leaven from downstairs,” Vash said to the baker, bowing slightly. He broke off before he got a response, heading down the stairs at the end of the room. I followed, the soldier in tow, and led him down into the dimly lit, cavern-like room below... and right into Vash, who stepped out from the shadows behind him, drove his aurum metal fist into the man’s kidney from behind, and as he wheezed, pulled him around and broke his neck like a rabbit’s. 
 
    “Nice kill,” I hissed to him. 
 
    “Thank you. Burna rest this sycophant’s soul. Idiot.” Vash sketched a quick sign of benediction and grimaced. “Help me move this somewhere he won’t be found. There’s more guards up ahead, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Leave them to me.” Mehkhet’s voice suddenly crawled in our ears as the wraith merged out of one of the deep shadows under the flickering torches. “After what I have observed of this place and this murderer’s workings, it will be my distinct pleasure to remove them.” 
 
    “Go nuts.” I grabbed the dead soldier’s legs. “No soul eating though.” 
 
    “But Master, that’s the best part.” Mehkhet sighed ruefully. “And yes, Baru... I’m joking.” 
 
    Vash had been about to say something sharp, but only scowled. “Are you sure this one was a sage in life, or a jester? Because if he were a comedian, I now see why they put him to death.” 
 
    “I thought Baru held respect for the dead.” Mehkhet lifted his head in dignified offense, and sailed off into the gloom. 
 
    For several minutes, there was no sound from the corridor ahead: no screams, not even muffled thumps. But after a few minutes, my HUD chimed. 
 
    [Your minion has killed Ilian Soldiers! You gain 881 EXP!] 
 
    [Mehkhet the Illuminator (Greater Shade, minion) is now Unit Rank 15! (Level 30)] 
 
    Seconds later, I felt the prickling of Mehkhet’s mind against mine. “It is done.” 
 
    I motioned with my hand to Vash. He was done breaking the corpse into a barrel, and was reading the label of a bottle of fine wine—which he stuffed down the front of his shirt and into his Inventory. We headed down to find Mehkhet outside of a locked and barred door, hovering between the mummified, still-standing corpses of two Ilian soldiers. The shade seemed... larger. When I tested my link to him, I still felt well in control, but when I checked his minion sheet, I couldn’t help but notice that he’d gotten way more powerful, really fast. 
 
      
 
    Mehkhet the Illuminator 
 
    Unit Rank: 15 (Level 30, Rare) 
 
    Type: Incorporeal Undead 
 
    HP: 1566/1566 
 
    MP: 625/625 
 
    Speed: 200 (Extremely Fast) 
 
    Melee Attack: 20 
 
    Melee Defense: 55 
 
    Abilities: Life Drain, Incorporeal, Lore Master, Researcher, Magic (See full character sheet for details), Inspire Terror. 
 
    EXP: 35988 (+1298 to next level) 
 
      
 
    I felt a tingle of foreboding. As wraiths went, Mehkhet was pretty laidback, but I’d been relying on him a lot—and he seemed to at least partly level with me. If he exceeded my level at any point, I’d lose control of him. 
 
    “There were two more on the other side,” Mehkhet said mildly. “Also dealt with.” 
 
    “Uh... thanks.” I winced as Vash turned a dark, shrewd stare on me. “Nice work.” 
 
    “Nice?” Mehkhet made a long-suffering sound of woe. “You know, I went my entire life without harming another human being until I met you.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, but motherfuckers gotta die sometimes,” I replied. “Now come on. After seeing Eevi in the banquet hall, we need to get Ignas out of here, now.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Mehkhet turned, and billowed through the entry to the dungeons ahead of us. 
 
    “I don’t trust that shade,” Vash muttered to me. “He obeys you, but the moment your control slips...” 
 
    “I know. And it won’t.” I pressed my lips together, and went to go ransack the dead guards. One of them had the [Dungeon Key] we needed. I pulled it off him and unlocked the door, jumping when another dried corpse tumbled to the side and struck the ground with a hollow cracking sound. “Yikes.” 
 
    “If only we all had confidence like yours, Dog,” Vash sighed. 
 
    We pulled all four bodies into the dark, dank hallway and locked it behind us. The hallway ahead was raw stone, lined with barred niches behind which were stored barrels, crates, and sacks that squeaked and chattered. There were no torches other than the two beside the heavy door behind us. We pushed down the corridor, all three of us little more than black ghosts as we headed down a flight of winding stairs. There was another barred door at the bottom, which we unlocked and eased open. The butler’s map showed this to be the guards’ quarters—and sure enough, six Ilian soldiers sat around a trestle table, eating and talking. 
 
    I glanced up. The ceiling overhead was high enough for me to be able to execute jumping attacks. 
 
    “Shock and awe. One each to flank, me straight in.” I whispered to Vash and Mehkhet, signaling positioning with one hand. “In three, two... one.” 
 
    On one, I pushed the door in and sprung in, Shadow Dancing across the straw-covered floor in a blur, leaping to the height the ceiling allowed for. The guards had no idea what hit them: I caught a glimpse of white, confused faces just before I slammed the point of the spear into the table. Within a split second, a ball of dark energy gathered, intensified, then burst out into a deadly flower that engulfed all six men. Before they could even reach for their weapons, Darkness Falls tore their HP apart. When the frost cleared, it left nothing but frozen corpses. 
 
    [Surprise attack! Stealth bonus: You gain 2035 EXP!] 
 
    “And that’s how that is done, my friends.” I spun the Spear over the back of my hand and snatched it out of the air. 
 
    “Yes, we know.” Vash flashed me a look of deep resignation. “Well, then, Chosen of Burna... where to from here?” 
 
    I pulled the map up, crouching on the table as I ransacked the corpses for keys. They each had a copy of the [Cell Keys], but only one had a key to the [Torture Chamber]. “We’re either going to find Ignas in the torture chamber or the shittiest cell in this place, I’d stake my ass on it. The torture chamber is in front of the cells—we can go there first and look. And hope we don’t find anything.” 
 
    Vash grunted. “Can we send the shade ahead?” 
 
    “No.” Mehkhet’s voice echoed from somewhere around us. “The complex, from this point forward, is warded. I may enter only through opened doors.” 
 
    “Alright. Well… let’s see what we find.” I took all the keys, just in case they were for different cells, and headed for the grim wooden door to the Torture Chamber. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    Beyond the door was a short corridor with a double portcullis, and the end of that fed right into Lovi Palace’s torture expo. Tension built in my jaws as I stepped inside, searching for Ignas’s tall, wiry frame on the racks and hooks... but the room was empty. Well-used, but empty. There was a wooden slab with gutters that was still filthy with blood and tools, stocks, pretty much every type of cage known to man. But no Volod. 
 
    I drew a deep breath to speak, and immediately wished I hadn’t, because the smell of blood made my stomach rumble. Not for the first time, I inwardly cursed Ashur and every other fucking vampire in Napath as I stalked over to the entry to the cellblock, set the key inside the lock, then quickly realized that the door was already open. 
 
    “Hey, this is unlocked already,” I whispered to Vash. “Did they forget?” 
 
    “Doubtful.” Vash made an arcane gesture, straightening his hands and turning one up, the other down. As he did, a wave of qi discharged around him with a rippling pulse I felt over my skin, then sucked back in and gathered around his fists. He was arming one of the Baru Path’s most powerful short-range strike attacks, Black Sun Fist. “Be wary.” 
 
    I followed his lead, focusing power along the Spear I let myself into the chamber beyond. It didn’t open into another corridor. Lines of cells stretched to the right and left ahead of us, but not even my eyes could make out the limits of this lightless place. We moved quickly, fanning out to peer through the barred doors. Tiny slots let in air from the surface, chopping the floor with beams of weak golden moonlight. Palace dungeons didn’t tend to be big, let alone massive, but there had to be at least thirty cells here. The ones at the front were all empty, relics of a darker time in Revala’s history when they’d needed an oversized prison. According to the map, the cell block was shaped like a U, bending sharply to the right. 
 
    When we were sure Ignas wasn’t in any of the first rows of cells, I dropped into a low, silent run, and was about to round the corner ahead when some instinct made me freeze in place. I caught my breath, ears humming, and frantically motioned behind me to halt Vash and Mehkhet before they could break concealment. 
 
    “Eh?” Vash crouched close behind me. Whatever it was, he couldn’t seem to sense it. 
 
    I put a finger to my lips, motioned with my arms to indicate something big, then pointed around the corner. Even Vash’s soft whisper had stirred the whatever-it-was to alertness. There was a soft sound from up ahead. It was on the move—something huge but stealthy, stalking the corridor on padded feet. What it was, I couldn’t tell: as I peeked around the corner and stared into the gloom, I sensed something sleek and low-slung. A glint of hard skin, a swaying bladed tail passing through the moonlight slanting in from overhead. It stopped in the darkness, utterly silent, then turned back. I lost sight of it as it merged into the shadows between the beams. 
 
    “Guess that explains the unlocked door,” I whispered, once I was sure it was no longer close. I uncorked a heavy duty potion, and brought my HP back up to full. “Get ready for a fight. Mehkhet... do you have Silence magic?” 
 
    The shade hung silently for a few moments before answering. “Yes, Master: Field of Silence. It is a spell which must be continuously maintained. If I cast it, I cannot otherwise aid the battle.” 
 
    I frowned, and quickly had Navigail read me the spell description: 
 
    Field of Silence 
 
    The caster enacts a forcefield from which no sound can escape. Any sound created within the Field of Silence is audible to those inside the range of the spell, but is shielded from anyone outside of the area of effect. Cost: 1MP per second, max 320 seconds. 
 
    “Perfect. Two on one is good odds.” I searched the darkness ahead, trying to make out the shape as it slunk back toward us. “Karalti, we’re about to head into a boss fight. How are you and Ebisa?” 
 
    “We’re at the Royal Suite. Nearly got caught, but it’s okay now. Ebisa is about to start on the door.” 
 
    “Good luck. Keep me posted.” I cut the link, shifting into a predatory crouch, and tightened my grip on the Spear. The creature slid back into view, and I finally got a look at it. It was a giant panther-like monster straight out of hell. Lean, ripped with muscle, and covered in hard, glossy black skin, with a long stingray tail and big fuck-off claws. 
 
    With the other hand, I signaled Vash for a count of five, counting down as the creature turned and began to pace away from us. On three, I tensed like a sprinter. On four... “Mehkhet, start casting now!” 
 
    The shade billowed around us, then expanded out into a hazy cloud of engulfing cold. As he did, a bubble of energy expanded around him, filling the hallway like a sonar ping. The creature startled as magic rushed over its skin, whirling in place as Vash bounded ahead of me. 
 
    “EEEEEEHHHIIIIIEEEEE!” The thing leaped backwards, and let out a wailing banshee scream that would have alerted the entire palace if Mehkhet hadn’t been suppressing sound. As it screamed, its muzzle peeled back from its teeth—and kept peeling back, until it seemed like it was somehow stripping the skin off its own skull. It had sick yellow eyes, glowing and wild with madness—magical madness, that it shunted toward us in a wave of force. 
 
    [Barbarossa casts Terrorize!] 
 
    [You are immune to Fear effects.] 
 
    [Mehkhet is immune to Fear effects.] 
 
    Vash was the bravest man I knew, but he didn’t have any special resistances against magically-induced fear—or if he did, he failed his check. As the sickening blast of magic rolled over us, his thin face froze in a terrified grimace. He skidded to a stop, his martial stance faltering.  
 
    “Vash! Get behind me ‘til the spell passes!” I shouted at him, sprinting forward. I blurred into Shadow Dance as the Barbarossa’s tail whipped toward my ribs, taking a sliver of damage and gaining its full attention. It spun on me with another piercing shriek, like the scream of a dying woman, pouncing forward with its claws. The blow was so quick and powerful that it broke my guard and struck my armor, screeching along the cleverly-knit scale suit and tearing at the metal and leather. 
 
    [Barbarossa uses Rend! Armor damaged by 15%] 
 
    [You take 482 damage. HP: 2732/3214] 
 
    Oh, fuck. THAT wasn’t good. 
 
    I dashed back as it bounded forward and tried to slap me again, then bite. I bashed its paw aside, then Jumped before my back slammed into one of the barred doors and vaulted up into the air. It was faster than either of us, easily matching my speed as it lunged with multiple slashing attacks.  
 
    “Hey! No fair! I’m supposed to be the combo guy!” I landed a Jump on its back, the Spear cracking off its armor, and barely missed a one-two set of flailing claws as it screeched and jumped, twisting mid-air. I didn’t even have time to get Master of Blades off. 
 
    [You deal 1434 damage to Barbarossa! HP: 24,278/25,712] 
 
    That low damage from Jump meant that the Barbarossa had some serious Damage Reduction: 50% or more. Behind me, Vash was fighting the magic through will alone, face contorted with mingled fear and rage. Finally, he broke through: He let out a harsh shout, ki boiling over his arms as he closed in from behind and drove his knuckles into the Barbarossa’s hip. There was a crack, and the creature screeched and whirled, suddenly realizing it was flanked. 
 
    [Vash uses Shatterblow! 1,253 damage! Enemy armor reduced by 10%!] 
 
    “You’re not the only one who can fuck with armor!” The Spear of Nine Spheres frosted over as painfully cold energy gathered into it and blasted into the distracted Barbarossa from the other side. It stumbled as its hard skin warped and split under the intense chill, Shattering Darkness reducing its DR by a further 18 percent. The monster peeled its face back again, jaws gaping wide. I made the mistake of noticing—and caught its barbed tail across the face like a whip as it whirled back to strike at Vash. The blow tore my visor off and struck my head to the side with agonizing force. 
 
    [Barbarossa lands a critical hit! 877 damage! You are Stunned!] 
 
    The cat-like creature was so fast that it took full advantage of that stun. It spun like a bucking bronco, kicking Vash in the chest with both back feet and sending him flying into the opposite wall as it lunged at me with jaws and claws. Adrenaline surged through my body as it drove me to the ground, its skinless jaws closing to either side of my face in a killing bite. I got my hands up between the Barbarossa’s jaws just in time, snarling with effort as the cat-like monster bore down with triple rows of teeth. Fetid drool spattered my skin, burning in my eyes as it thrashed with inhuman strength, savaging me like a crocodile trying to roll with a corpse.  
 
    “FUCK! OFF!” With no way to get it off me, and my armor dropping to 55%, then 45% integrity, I did the only thing I could think of: I shoved my fist into its throat down to the elbow. 
 
    “HRREEE-URRRGHBLL!!” The Barbarossa gurgled on its next shrill scream, trying to backpedal. 
 
    “Oh no you fucking don’t!” Numb fingers groped until they found the base of its barbed tongue, and I called the Spear to my off-hand. Vash couldn’t see what was happening, but kept raining blows from behind, racking up flanking strike after flanking strike as the monster bucked and kicked. The Barbarossa clamped its jaws down, though with a throatful of pissed off dhampir arm, it didn’t have the kind of leverage it was used to. Bruising pain shot from elbow to shoulder as the beast tore scales from my armor, but it was slowly choking to death, and taking constant damage from Vash. But my gauntlet’s integrity was dropping faster than its HP. Even as I realized that, the Barbarossa began to thrash from side to side, whipping its head with enough force to nearly dislocate my arm. Cold, icy fear gripped me as I realized I couldn’t get my spear in position to stab it—and then it hit me. The Spear. 
 
    “Time... for... cat-fucking... shishkabob!” I dropped the weapon to the floor, let go of the Barbarossa’s tongue—and summoned the Spear to my main hand. 
 
    The Barbarossa threw its head back with a shrill choking cry as seven feet of magically-charged bluesteel burst into existence inside of it, lancing through its neck and deep into its guts. I had the weird, revolting sense of its torso clinging to the weapon—just before I let out a focusing shout, and triggered Shadow Lance inside of its body. Black glowing shards of ice exploded outward from its hard carapace, smoking with flash-frozen blood and gore.  
 
    [You have dealt a Mortal Blow to Barbarossa!] 
 
    [You gain 3489 EXP!] 
 
    I hung on grimly as the monster thrashed itself to stillness and collapsed. Vash looked over at me, eyes wide. 
 
    “Well, that’s not something you see every day.” He dropped his guard and scratched his neck, looking down at the skewered boss. “Brings a whole new meaning to ‘arse to mouth’.” 
 
    I stared back at him. 
 
    “What? Don’t you look at me like that.” He flashed me a rude gesture. 
 
    “Vash, you of all men should know the difference between deep-throating and fisting.” I feigned deep offense, waiting for the boss’s corpse to dissolve... because my arm was stuck. The Spear was kind of on an angle, jammed through the Barbarossa’s ribs. “I’m not angry. Just disappointed.” 
 
    “Ayi, you’re right.” He sighed, and slumped his shoulders. “Strike me down where I stand, Hector. I have brought shame upon my ancestors.” 
 
    Normally I would have laughed. Instead, I managed a kind of strained grimace. We were both staving off the horror we expected to find behind one of these doors, after what we’d seen in the torture room. 
 
    Mehkhet dropped his Field of Silence as he drifted closer, robes billowing as a deeper black against the gloom. “Master... there is a weak life signature in the third cell to the left. I suggest you begin there.” 
 
    “Thanks. The fact you know that is only kind of creepy, I guess.” I stared at the Barbarossa, willing it to dissolve: then remembered where we were. “Shit. Vash, this corpse isn’t going to despawn. Can you help me get this off?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Vash gave me a wry, tired smile, and moved over to help free my arm and weapon from the monster’s corpse. With effort, we were able to extract both. My nice new armor was mangled, but it had done its job and saved me from amputation. Once I was free, I looted it, and came up with a list of useful and not-so-useful items: 
 
    ●     Barbarossa venom gland 
 
    ●     Barbarossa tail  
 
    ●     Hellcat Gall 
 
    ●     Fiend’s Bezoar 
 
    ●     Barbarossa chitin 
 
    [You have completed Side-Quest: Field Research. Report to Yaola Tlaxi’Zanya to claim your rewards.] 
 
    There were no extra keys. We took the ones we’d looted over to the door, where Mehkhet stood post. While Vash cycled through the different keys, I staved off the tension by rapidly assembling the potions and tools I’d brought into my quickbar, watching as the door swung in. 
 
    “Oh god. Ignas.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    The proud, patrician king of Vlachia was nearly unrecognizable. He’d only been in Lucien’s clutches for twenty-four in-game hours, but he was... he’d been brutalized. Stripped, beaten, forced into a pair of low stocks that kept him on his knees, Ignas had been beaten to a shuddering violet pulp. His head was sunken, blood drooling from his mouth to the floor. 
 
    For a second, I was speechless. Then my training kicked in, and my mind blanked to a calm white hum as I pushed forward and scrambled to start first aid. I sounded and felt eerily calm as I lifted Ignas’ face to relieve pressure on his airway. “Hey, Ignas, it’s me. It’s…” 
 
     My voice caught in my throat when I saw what they’d done. For a moment, I thought I’d throw up, until the wash of false calm flooded back in—this time, accompanied by a cold, hard draft of pure freezing rage. “Vash, they gouged his fucking eyes out. We need to get these stocks off, now. Mehkhet, guard the door.” 
 
    “Burna maladik... these disgusting, void-tainted dick stains…” Vash cursed with feeling as he went to examine the lock. “Heal him some first, or I fear I’ll kill him getting this off.”  
 
    “Uhhnn...” Against all odds, Ignas was still semi-conscious. He peered up at me blindly. There was nothing but a ruin where his eyes had been, and as I activated my healing skills, my HUD lit up with dozens of alerts flashing red and orange. The list seemed endless: teeth broken, eye sockets burned out and poorly cauterized. He was lingering on one single HP—deliberately, I was sure. The way his health meter was flashing meant that the single point was provisional: he was functionally at zero, and even bumping him the wrong way could send him into cardiac arrest or just death from outright exhaustion.  
 
    “Shh, it’s alright, sir. We’ve got you. We’re getting you out of here.” My voice seemed to ring in my ears at a distance, steady with a confidence I didn’t feel as I sorted the alerts in order of priority. “I’m going to give you something to get your HP back up, okay? When I say go, I need you to start swallowing as much as you can.” 
 
    Ignas wheezed something—it sounded vaguely like my name—but he couldn’t sound it out. I cradled his head, keeping his neck in a more natural posture while I slowly dripped a healing draught into his mouth. It was the strongest herbal healing potion I had: Green Moss Concentrate. I only had the one, brewed especially for the event that we found Ignas like this. Green Moss-based potions only restored HP; they didn’t cure anything on their own. This one was expensive to make, but it restored 500Hp over the span of a minute. I watched Ignas’s HP ring as it climbed back to 2o points... then stopped. He was just too badly injured. 
 
    “Fuck. His health isn’t going any higher than this until we get him out of here.” I searched my inventory for something I could use as a crowbar. “He needs Blood Scour, but he’s got internal damage to his stomach, and if he throws up then half his remaining blood is coming up with it. We HAVE to get him to Kalla Sahasi. Let’s break him out of here: I can keep him alive while we carry him at least.” 
 
    Vash dropped to one knee, raised his studded metal fist and concentrated. I saw the air ripple around his arm as he drove it down with a focusing shout. “KAI-AH!” 
 
    The aurum knuckles hit the lock and shattered it. Ignas groaned from the impact, and his HP dipped back down to only 5 points from the vibrations alone. As he sagged into my arms, I fed him a second, much weaker [Mint Potion]—it only healed 10 points, but it was mild, and would keep him going. 
 
    “Vash, Mehkhet, I’m counting on you to defend me.” Carefully, I pulled Ignas up into a Fireman’s Carry and pushed up from my heels to stand. He was taller than me, and it was awkward. I made it work anyway. “We’re not going to be able to take him through the garden. We need to fight our way through the storeroom. Let me see if Karalti and Ebisa can meet us there.” 
 
    Vash grunted agreement, and cracked his knuckles. As he did, a distant wailing, screaming, shouting racket filtered down to our ears from upstairs, loud enough that it seemed to shake the foundation of the palace. 
 
    [Global Alert: Eevi Aslan, Queen of Revala, has fallen.] 
 
    “Lucien just executed Eevi,” I said heavily. 
 
    “Hector! Did you hear that?” Karalti’s voice chimed in. “Lucien just-” 
 
    “Killed the queen, I know. Did you get Sohvi?” 
 
    “Ebisa’s just untying her now. Where are you?” 
 
    “Dungeons, about to head for that storeroom entry to the tunnels. Send Ebisa ahead to take out anyone in your path and RUN. The dungeon is about to be flooded with soldiers, nobles, who the fuck knows what else. There’s over thirty cells down here, and Lucien is going to want to use them.” 
 
    “Gotcha. We’re right behind you. Sohvi says there’s a back passage to the kitchens. And... did you find...?” 
 
    “We’ve got Ignas,” I replied. 
 
    “You feel like... never mind. We’ll talk later. Hurry and be careful.” 
 
    Vash jogged ahead of me as I swept out with Ignas, Mehkhet billowing behind. Every nerve in my body was telling me to run, but the best I could manage with the Volod over my shoulders was a quick walk. I struggled not to think about the ruined sockets of Ignas’ eyes as we pushed back through the dungeon to the cellars, then hung a sharp right toward the storeroom that connected to the secret passage. This door was locked—it opened with the guard’s key, and Vash kicked it into the surprised faces of two NPC [Elite Ilian Soldiers], and one of my Top Five Least Favorite People in Archemi. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Casper’s eyes went wide. The brawny archer leaped to his feet, scrambling for his bow. “Hector? You’re HERE?” 
 
    “So are you.” I stared him down. “Guys, take him out.” 
 
    “Wait! Wait, stand down!” Casper was a big guy, six and a half feet of brawn, but his voice was high with panic as Vash burst into the room. “I can explain!” 
 
    Everyone hesitated—except me. One of two things was going to happen: either Casper was going to cringe and let us pass, then tell Lucien why he couldn’t stop us. Or, he was already in PM with Lucien, and reinforcements would be running down the stairs to gank us any second now. By the way his eyes discreetly flicked to the side, I figured it was the latter. “Vash! Mehkhet! NOW!” 
 
    Casper knew the game was up the second I raised my voice. He brought his bow up with a silent snarl as the Elites sighted down their rifles. Vash grabbed the barrel of one, yanking it past his head and kneeing the soldier in the groin with crippling force as Casper’s bow flashed with brilliant blue flames. His arrow turned a molten, blazing white as it left the weapon, streaking toward Mehkhet. It blew through the wraith’s body like a shockwave, opening a hole, and continued toward me. 
 
    [Mehkhet takes 341 reduced damage.] 
 
    “Shit!” I ducked around the edge of the door with Ignas, chunks of stone blowing out past me. My heart was pounding: I searched for somewhere safe to lay the Volod down, but there wasn’t any place safe enough. The Volod’s flashing HP ring seemed to fill my vision. His breath was rattling in his throat, head drooping limply, feet pale white. His HP had sunk down to 5 points, and I had an awful sinking feeling that if I went to fight, he’d go straight to zero. 
 
    “Protect His Majesty!” Vash cried from inside the room. 
 
    Cursing, I dropped down to shield Ignas with my body and pulled another potion, supporting his head to slowly tip it down his throat. He was beyond swallowing, and airway obstruction was a thing in Archemi, so I had to steel myself and drip it in as the sounds of combat rang out behind me. Sweat crawled down the back of my neck as the alerts stacked up: 
 
    [Casper uses Sureshot! Vash takes 660 damage! HP: 5003/5663] 
 
    [Mehkhet deals 572 damage!] 
 
    [Ilian Elite deals 329 damage!] 
 
    [Warning: Ignas Corvinus is in critical condition! Max HP: 20] 
 
    With the potion timer ticking away, Ignas still passively lost one point of health every three seconds or so. I tried Bonefuse to repair some of the internal damage, but when I tried to administer it, I got a flashing alert signaling that he had to have surgery before anything other than HP potions could be administered. 
 
    [Casper uses Heartpiercer! Critical Hit! Vash takes 1997 damage!] 
 
    Jesus: that was almost half of Vash’s total health. Three against two, one of them Starborn with critical hit and mortal blow abilities: we were losing. I grit my teeth as I boosted Ignas’s HP back to its maximum again, turned back to the door, and was about to call the Spear to my hand when a blur of gray motion darted in past me. Ebisa, flickering in and out of sight as she darted into the storeroom. 
 
    Our odds suddenly got a lot better. 
 
    There was a piercing, gargling scream from inside. I looked wildly to the other end of the hall, and sure enough, Karalti tore around the edge of the hall, carrying the Princess on her back. Sohvi was bruised, beaten and tear-streaked, but fully conscious, slim arms wrapped around Karalti’s shoulders like a vice. 
 
    [Ebisa has killed Ilian Elite!] 
 
    [Vash has killed Ilian Elite!] 
 
    “Arrrgh!” Casper barreled out of the room, knocking someone aside before charging out into the hall, and almost straight into Karalti. Before I’d even thought about it, I swept my leg out—he went right over it, sprawling to the ground jaw-first. 
 
    “Why are you always in my way, motherfucker!” Casper growled, lashing out blindly with his bow. Karalti kicked it out of his hand as the princess squealed in terror. 
 
    “I dunno: why the fuck are you helping a psychopathic pedophile?” I mantled protectively over Ignas, baring my teeth at him. 
 
    “Because we’re all gonna die, and him and Baldr are the only ones who’ll do what needs doing!” He spat back—just before Ebisa leaped onto his back like a raptor. He cried out in alarm, trying and failing to get her off, only to find both her daggers in his eyes. He screamed: a raw, wailing screech of agony, but it was a mortal blow. Within seconds, his fists faltered, and Ebisa twisted the knives until the screaming stopped. 
 
    “That was for Ignas,” the assassin grated, pulling one of the knives free—and driving it into the dead man’s belly. “And that was for Eevi.” 
 
    I was about to reply when my ears twitched: shouts and stomping upstairs, getting closer. “I knew that motherfucker was calling for help. Time to go!” 
 
    “Ebisa!” Vash called to her, and threw her a ring of keys. The Mercurion snatched them out of the air, sprinting to the locked and barred entry to the tunnels. Karalti carried Sohvi over as the assassin worked the door open. “Here, you need to stand. Can you run?” 
 
    “I d-don’t know.” Sohvi, her teeth chattering, wrapped her flimsy gown around herself and leaned against the wall. Her wrists were rope-burned. “I’m s-s sorry...” 
 
    “It’s okay! If you can’t, I’ll carry you. But it’ll be bumpy.” 
 
     As Ebisa reached to insert a key, a circle of yellow light inset with arcane sigils flared to life. She hissed, and snatched her hand back. 
 
    “Allow me.” Mehkhet drifted over to it, arm raised. “Now I am on the correct side of this circle, I SHOULD be able to dispel it...” 
 
    “You’d better hurry.” The thundering was growing louder. I gently scooped Ignas into my arms and got to my feet, went over to Casper’s body, and looted everything he owned without looking to see what was there. He kept a light inventory; I barely noticed the difference as his stuff reappeared in mine. 
 
    “Colum so’dor, mathras, olori!” Mehkhet’s voice grew in intensity. As it did, I felt him draw *something* from me... energy, that discharged with a whoomph from him into the ward on the door. 
 
    [Mehkhet casts Dispel Static Rote!] 
 
    The magic circle flared a bright, lightning white, then discharged with a crack and died. Ebisa wasted no time: she unlocked the entry to the tunnels and threw it open into a narrow, web-and-dust choked shaft. “Here! I’ll take point. Hector, stay behind me with His Majesty.” 
 
    “That gods-damned leaking ass pucker of a Starborn-!” Vash cursed as he staggered up beside me. He had an arrow stuck through his thigh, pouring blood. 
 
    “Here. Hold Ignas.” I passed him to Vash, knelt down, and mechanically snapped the arrow off at the skin before pulling it through. Vash locked his jaws as I worked, sweat beading on his face as I ran through the healing minigame at high speed: staunching the bleeding, bandaging, then rising with my last Moss Concentrate. I pulled the cork, shoved the bottle in Vash’s mouth, and took the Volod back. Vash, still drinking, waited until we were ahead. Then he followed up and slammed the tunnel door closed behind him. 
 
    We had to run: I was hyperconscious of how Ignas’s head jolted up and down as we fled back toward the cathedral, eyes glued to his HP ring as it slowly descended back down toward one point of health. When he hit 5HP, I topped him up again—but he’d now taken so many of the potions so quickly that they were starting to cause problems of their own.  
 
    [Toxicity: You have administered too much of the same type of herb within too short a span. Ignas Corvinus’s max HP reduced by 15%.] 
 
    “Dammit, I shouldn’t have given him the fucking concentrate.” I clutched his lanky body to my chest as we passed through the draugr trap chamber. “I don’t know if he’s going to make it.” 
 
    “He must.” Ebisa jumped up to pull the portcullis down, another barrier between us and the soldiers who were audibly kicking the doors down from the other end. “Keep him going.” 
 
    “Sohvi, listen to me,” Karalti said, broadcasting to me and the princess both. “If we get to the end of this tunnel and there’s bad guys outside, you need to take Ignas from Hector and do everything he says, okay?” 
 
    “I can’t... I can’t...” Sohvi’s voice was high and breathy with terror. 
 
    “You CAN and you must,” Karalti told her. “Don’t think; just do.” 
 
    We burst out into the first chamber, the one behind the door leading up to the church, and collectively paused as vibrations rolled through the floor: the stomp and crunch of giant metal feet smashing tile. 
 
    “They’ve flanked us,” Ebisa said grimly. 
 
    “Only way is forward,” I replied. “Open the door, and let’s finish this.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
    The door swung out into a massacre. The remains of the clergy of Liric were sprayed across the floor, which itself had been churned up by the Sangheti’tak that had pasted them. The hall of the church had been trashed. Outside, heavy metal feet could be heard crunching against flagstones. 
 
    “Fuck... they figured something was up.” I adjusted Ignas’ weight in my arms, adrenaline thrumming through my body. “Or they coincidentally started the purge of known royalists tonight. If Lucien killed Eevi at a specific time... I guess he could have had a hit squad ready to go.” 
 
    “That’s what they did in Ilia, isn’t it?” Karalti asked the room. “Remember what Rutha said? They invaded the city and killed all the important people on the same day.” 
 
    “The fact the door to the tunnels remained sealed speaks to the latter,” Ebisa said, pacing forward. She bent down to pick up the remains of the Hierophant’s holy symbol. “My creator told me that even the strongest human will break when they see a Sangheti’tak process someone feet-first.” 
 
    Vash’s face twisted into a mask of disgust. He made a symbol of warding ahead of himself. “Let’s get out of here, and hold to the shadows. Be brave, princess.” 
 
    Sohvi looked to me. She had the look of a petrified rabbit, too shocked to even cry. Her gaze slid down to the ruin of Ignas in my arms. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll make it,” I said firmly. Not just to her: to all of them. “We get that cart, wait for the right moment, and haul ass out of here. I hear two suits of powered armor out there. They took out their target and are doing the final sweep before they head back to report. All we have to do is avoid their notice.” 
 
    “Right!” Karalti pumped a fist. 
 
    We headed for the side door the priest had used to show us in. Unlike the doors at the front of the cathedral, it hadn’t been torn off its hinges, or disturbed at all. Outside, we heard the stomp and whine of the sangheti’tak, getting fainter. It wouldn’t stay that way. Casper would have respawned by now. They knew the tunnels under the palace led somewhere, and that we’d taken them, and as soon as those soldiers on our tail figured out that we’d ended up in the cathedral, Lucien wouldn’t just send troops. He’d send dragons, and dragon knights. Either were capable of spotting a single cart making its way toward the city walls. While I knew it was my job to keep the team motivated, I honestly had no idea how we were going to get away clean. 
 
    The cart was still there, the pair of draft hookwings still hitched. They were struggling against their harness, honking and pawing in agitation, but the Phaedra hit squad had missed them. Ebisa bounded into the back, cradling Ignas in her arms, and then moved to half-hide him among sacks and baskets. Sohvi went up next, then Karalti. 
 
    “Vash, can you drive?” I looked to him. 
 
    “It’s about all I can do with my leg,” he replied. “Your turn to defend us, dog.” 
 
    I saluted him, hopped up lightly to the edge of the wagon seat, and gave him a hand up. A few months ago, I would have cracked some whiny joke about how much I hated extractions. As missions went, extractions were up there with field recon and foot patrols in terms of ‘how much does this suck?’. But I caught the grimace of pain on Vash’s mouth, looked back at Karalti—determined, fierce, stroking Sohvi’s hair to comfort her—and the slump of Ebisa’s shoulders as her masked face bent over Ignas. They didn’t need to hear me whine. They needed a leader. 
 
    “Alright, everyone, let’s get this dog and pony show on the road. Disguises on.” I made a go-around motion, and equipped the dark cloaks that Torquist had given us for this step of the operation—clothing that was hard to see from the air. 
 
    “Hyahh!” Vash reined the pair of hookwings in, then slapped their sides and urged them forward. They tossed their heads, cheek rings jingling, and we lurched off into the night: out the side gate, onto the road, and into the wailing, grief-stricken city. 
 
     The global announcement had lit Lovi like a powder keg. None of the street lamps were on, but the markets were on fire, lighting the streets with a sickly red glow. We were far from the only ones trying to flee. Airships roared overhead, suppressing entire neighborhoods, while soldiers blockaded streets and butchered the agitated townsfolk trying to break through their lines. Dragons wheeled in the sky near the front gates, bellowing and spitting bolts of lightning to the ground.  
 
    “We’re not going that way. Hold on, everyone.” Vash turned the cart down a rough, winding alley. The warehouse to one side of us was burning, sending blasts of heat and flame over the screeching hookwings. There was a crumpling sound, and Ebisa bent around Ignas as a window burst over us. Not for the first time, I was grateful that hookwings weren’t like horses. They rarely spooked and freaked out like prey animals. They just ran faster. 
 
    Vash scowled with concentration as he whipped the hookwings through the streets, then burst out into a main road near the shattered city wall—the rendezvous point for the evacuation. The remains of the Sol Invictus were still merged with the wall, Ilia’s capital ship sending a plume of white smoke and orange light high into the sky. There were barricades there, and far more soldiers than we’d been expecting. Worse, a dragon was perched on the remains of the wall, wings mantling over the gap Torquist had scouted for us. 
 
    “I hope you’re all ready to party!” Vash hollered. “We’re about to crash right into them!” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Karalti... get ready to shift back to size. We’re going to have to break through and warp out.” 
 
    Karalti closed her eyes, reading my intent through the Bond. She gave Sohvi one last pat on the shoulder, rose, and dexterously picked her way to the front of the cart to catch my hand. As she did, energy passed between us in a heart stopping wave of love and trust. I met her fierce, inhuman gaze with my own. She smiled at me… and suddenly, I knew we were going to be alright.  
 
    “Dog, if you’ve got any bright ideas, now’s the time to share them!” Vash was gunning for the barricades. We had no other options—it was one dragon and a platoon versus five dragons and a company’s worth of Ilians at every other exit to the city.  
 
    “Everyone! Grab the side of the wagon and DO. NOT. LET. GO.” I got to my feet, surfing the edge of the cart, and steadied Karalti by the waist as she unequipped her armor and weapons, balancing on nude bare feet against my chest. “One, two... THREE!” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Karalti and kicked off with Jump VI: Sixty feet straight into the air. As we hit the peak of the jump, my dragon transformed. Her body split with seams of light and color: I waited until the moment she began to expand, let go, and Shadow Danced the maximum distance up and away from her, toward the barricade. Once, twice, as the enemy dragon roared in warning... and then I was freefalling toward the crowd of soldiers below. 
 
    Karalti’s roar drowned the lesser dragon’s as her wings erupted into the air, stroking down with enough force to send people flying into the barbed wire fences thrown up to close the gap in Lovi’s city walls. The young adult Queen was already a third again the size of her kin, and clashed with the screeching white dragon with enough force to ram mount and rider off the wall. They backwinged up, flapping desperately, but Karalti sunk her jaws onto his throat, her hooked sickle claws tearing at its belly. As they rolled into the air, I focused down at the rapidly approaching ground.  
 
    “NIGHT FALLS, MOTHERFUCKERS!” I raised the Spear, power roiling like a Tesla coil as I oriented in the air and plummeted right toward a rifleman sighting up his weapon at me. 
 
    He took the shot; and hit, blowing pieces of armor and a cloud of my blood behind me as I roared and slammed onto him with Jump. The Spear drove through him and out, then ripped him apart as the shockwave hit. Night Falls sent a web of pure black energy snapping out into the formation surrounding him, blasting men to the ground with a mix of boiling plasma and frigid lightning.  
 
    [Ilian Soldier takes 1233 reduced Dark damage!] 
 
    [You have killed Ilian Soldier!] 
 
    [You have killed Ilian Soldier!] 
 
    [You have killed Ilian Soldier!] 
 
    There was a shuddering WHUMP as Karalti flung the white dragon into the remains of the burning airship. The creature smashed into the stone, and a fresh explosion burst in toward the city. 
 
    [Karalti killed Knight of St. Grigori! She gains 561 EXP!] 
 
    The dragon wailed as its rider perished and the Bond between them broke, flopping to the ground and lashing its head from side to side. 
 
    “Leave it, Karalti! Grab the cart!” I used the Spear to circle and push away an oncoming pike, side-stepped, and rammed the hilt of the weapon up under the soldier’s jaw, dropping him. As he fell, I looked wildly toward the sky. Multiple dragons were winging toward us. Six, seven... too many, even for us.  
 
    Karalti had been about to dive at her brother and finish him, but veered away, wings straining. She turned in the air like a swallow, supernaturally nimble for a creature her size, and instead made a beeline for the stricken cart. I ran for it, closing as her talons reached out to grasp the wood at one end, and the pair of terrified hookwings at the other. I caught sight of Sohvi screaming as I vaulted into the back, threw myself on top of her, and grabbed whatever I could to hold myself down. 
 
    The queen dragon roared in defiance at the squadron of dragons gaining on us as she flapped her wings, driving up huge clouds of dirt into the air. The silvery winged shapes were nearly a quarter of a mile off—until suddenly, they weren’t. The dragons of Usta’s brood had a unique ability from their mother, Burst Flight, that Karalti did not. The entire wing seemed to warp into the air and then suddenly appear right behind us, jaws gaping with blue-white electricity. 
 
    “ARRRRGH! Almost there!” Karalti snarled with effort, leveling out as the first bolt of lightning seared across her scales. The cart swung wildly, and it was all any of us could do to hang on as we shot past the limits of the city and its failing magical protections. Dragons swooped in to either side of us, above and below... but the lightning bolt that should have blown Karalti’s head off her neck only struck empty space as she cast Teleport and vanished into the void between spaces.  
 
    Crushing, weightless cold engulfed us, sucking the feeling out of our bodies and the breath out of our lungs. We reappeared over Lord Torquist’s fort. Karalti’s wings snapped out taut as the frigid, thin mountain wind caught the membranes, wheeling up high over the ruined castle.  
 
    “That was teleport number one!” the dragon panted. “How’s Ignas?” 
 
    As the cart leveled out, I got my bearings and scrambled over to Ebisa. The Volod was stricken, throat clicking as he struggled for breath. 
 
    “He’s dying!” For the first time since I’d met her, Ebisa sounded panicked—her raspy voice was discordant with fear. “You have to do something!” 
 
    “I am.” I took another potion, but there was no way to feed it to him—his throat was obstructed. Quickly, I turned him to the side, used my fingers to clear his mouth, then covered it with mine and exhaled firmly and deeply. Ignas shuddered as oxygen finally reached his lungs, but the twitches in his hands told me he was reaching the end of his physical endurance. “Karalti, he’s looking bad. Get us to Kalla Sahasi now!” 
 
    Karalti’s scales flared with light as she drew on her body’s supply of mana a second time. I’d never teleported twice within quick succession before, and as we entered limbo, the cold seemed to drive nails into my body before I lost all sensation in it. Through it all, I kept focused on Ignas, even though I couldn’t feel him—trying to continue to resuscitate him, and probably just kind of wheezing into his mouth until the point where we burst out into the air over our castle. 
 
    Gar’s airship, Strelitzia, was parked in the triangular courtyard separating the buildings of the inner ward. One of the swift battlecruisers that had accompanied the dredging ships south to Dakhdir was also moored: the Campbell, the ship that had carried Suri. I was in PM with her even as Karalti’s mournful, keening cry rang out over the grounds, alerting those within. “Suri, incoming! Ignas is in bad shape!” 
 
    “Roger that; medical team and support is on standby.” Suri had the best radio voice of anyone I’d ever worked with: cool, calm, professional, even under fire or other duress. “You pulled him out of hell. Good work, all.” 
 
    Sure enough, the doors to the hospital flung open. Masha and two of her senior healers rushed out with a stretcher, Captain Vilmos and Suri right behind them. Karalti had to wheel around to hover, stretching her leg out to gently deposit the cart and dead hookwings to the ground. Vash helped her free a talon from the punctured dinosaurs so she could strive for enough altitude to turn back and land beside the Strelitzia. She stumbled as she touched down, panting with exhaustion. 
 
    Ignas went into convulsions underneath my hands. Cursing, I began chest pumps on the spot, grimacing as I felt his broken ribs shift under the heels of my hands. I got in another round of resuscitation before the healers arrived. Four pairs of hands helped bear Ignas to the stretcher, Masha clapped a manual hand-pumped respirator to his face… it was all turning to a dim blur as I took the end of the stretcher to free up one of the other healers. We rushed him into the surgery, and my hands and feet moved as I barked orders and prepared potions and handed Masha needles and tubes, but my mind was a million miles away. I was very familiar with the sensation: it was the same well-trained emptiness that I’d relied on in the battlefield. The field of white noise that had saved my life and others countless times. 
 
    Ignas was gray on the table, lips bloodless and bluish. His HP ring looked empty, throbbing rapidly with warning. There was the barest sliver of life there now, not even quite one HP. 
 
    “He needs blood, and he needs it now,” Masha spat with frustration. She was administering fluids. “But I don’t have the tools to check and see if anyone here is compatible.” 
 
    “I am.” I replied without hesitation. I’d unequipped my cuirass and was already rolling up my sleeve. “I’m O-negative. I’m a universal donor.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Masha glanced at me. 
 
    I took a roll of bandages, and used my other hand and my teeth to tie a rough tourniquet around my left bicep. “Yep.” 
 
    The Masterhealer didn’t argue. She began to prep the tools she needed, the same kind of setup I used to draw Karalti’s blood for the weekly Bond potion. I slumped into a chair and thumped my arm down, clenching and unclenching my fist to make the veins in my elbow lift. 
 
    “He needs a lot. And YOU are a dhampir,” Masha said, worriedly. “I don’t know if it will heal him or harm him.” 
 
    “It’s what we’ve got. If he doesn’t get blood, he’s going to die.” 
 
    Masha let out a tense breath. “Indeed.”  
 
    I tuned into Ignas with my healing skills, and multiple injury and conditional markers appeared in my HUD. He’d lost a terrible amount of blood: his heart was fluttering like a moth. He had internal damage to his abdomen, and the hollow sockets of his eyes were burning with inflammation and infection. Broken teeth, a fractured skull... 
 
    Bile rose in my throat. I tore my eyes away, watching as Masha swabbed the inside of my elbow and slid the needle under my skin. Dark red blood began to wind through the rubber tubing, then flowed into the collection vial. Masha drew back on a small plunger, and the pace of the draw accelerated. 
 
    “How’s it going in there?” Suri’s voice, worried, broke through on our party chat. 
 
    “Later.” I closed my eyes and loosened the tourniquet, trying to relax as the first hint of dizziness broke through. Masha was drawing a full half-pint, slowly and carefully. About halfway through, my HP began to drop, and I got one, then two status markers appeared in my HUD. One of them was familiar, the teardrop shaped Bleeding icon. The other was new: an open fanged mouth. 
 
    [Primal Hunger: You have lost too much blood. You must consume blood or risk entering a vampiric frenzy.] 
 
    Shit. My pulse sped to near-human levels. I looked down at Masha, frowning. She was about two-thirds of the way done. 
 
    “Easy now, Tuun,” she murmured. “Nearly there.” 
 
    Behind us, Ignas gasped, a small breath that rattled in his throat. His bare HP ring began to flash faster. “Masha, I think he’s going into arrest.” 
 
    “He is. But we can’t save him without this. He needs alchemical treatment, but if he doesn’t have blood for his heart to pump, he’ll die.” The Masterhealer was sweating, but focused on the task at hand. Her hands were steady, her beady dark eyes intense as she continued to fill the vial.  
 
    As Ignas gasped again and my Frenzy icon began to flash faster, a spike of anger flashed through my belly. Anger at Ilia, anger at Ignas for stupidly leading his armada into Ororgael’s trap, Lucien for brutalizing him, at the game designers and the AI and myself. Myself most of all. 
 
    “There.” Masha only shook as she removed the needle. “Go, breathe for him while I do the transfusion.” 
 
    Nostrils flaring, I pushed myself up to my feet, ignoring the waves of dizziness and hunger that washed over me. I stumbled over to Ignas and began CPR as Masha switched the needle she’d used for me for a clean one. There was no time to filter the blood, no way to clean the vampiric taint from it. It went straight into the vein. 
 
    Karalti silently reached for me across the Bond as my world narrowed down to chest compressions and breathing. I was unnaturally attuned to Ignas’ pulse. It was barely there, thready and fast, but the sound of it thundered in my ears—or maybe through my fingers, which were tipped with hollow, metallic claws for drawing blood. It was my dragon’s presence that steadied me—her willpower overlaid mine as Masha moved around me. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Karalti whispered. “He’s alive.” 
 
    Barely. I felt Ignas jolt under my hands as Masha gave him the alchemical potion he desperately needed, the one that might kill him, if he was too weak or simply unlucky. I pulled back as he convulsed, chest heaving... then drew in a deep, whooping breath. 
 
    “Burna will not claim his majesty today,” Masha said firmly. “Go, Tuun. Attend to yourself now. You’re a mess.” 
 
    “No. I’m not leaving him.” Anger rose again, climbing up behind my eyes and into my jaws. My voice was guttural. I had an almost uncontrollable urge to bite down on something. 
 
    “Hector, you need to go to Suri.” Karalti’s sweet voice filtered through the red haze. “I’ve told her you need blood already. She’s waiting in her bedroom.” 
 
    The red fanged mouth began blinking harder, burning with a deep red-orange light. I pulled away from Ignas with a bestial snarl that caused Masha to jump, and stalked for the door. The dizziness was getting worse. 
 
    “Karalti. Help me. Keep me from hurting Suri.” I stumbled into the doorway on my way out, bounced off it, and reeled down the corridor to the courtyard.  
 
    “I will.” My dragon’s voice was firm and clear. “Don’t worry. None of us will let you go.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
    Suri was already waiting for me in her quarters. She’d taken her armor and shirt off, sitting bare-breasted on the edge of the bed with her knees pressed together. Her fierce golden eyes met mine steadily, calmly, and I felt a surge of love for this woman even as my gaze was magnetically drawn to her throat. 
 
    “This sucks,” I croaked. My mouth was dry. “I didn’t want you to come back to me like-” 
 
    “It’s alright lover. Come here.” She opened her arms to me. 
 
    I gripped one of the posters of the bed first, fighting—and failing against—the waves of hunger that made my veins ache. One cheek ticced as I stumbled onto her lap, straddling her, buried my face in the crook of her neck and shoulder. The metallic fangs pierced Suri’s skin effortlessly, and she made a sweet, breathy sound: half pain, half pleasure. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Her voice was strained as her hands lifted, stroking over my head and down my back. “I got you.” 
 
    The taste of her blood made all the hair on my body lift. It made other things lift, too. As she coaxed me to relax, I growled, rocking us back and pushing her onto her back, my jaws still locked on her throat. Suri didn’t resist. She clung to me with her legs, and to my surprise, began to work my belt with her hands. 
 
    Something about the way she felt under me finally let the truth sink in. Suri was really into this. She really was okay with what I’d become. More than okay. Something about what I was doing turned her on, hard. I wasn’t in control of any of it, too focused on the sweet iron heat flooding my mouth, but I didn’t resist as she pulled me in between her thighs and pressed one of my hands to her breast. She was so willing, so eager, so GOOD. The smell of the cathedral, the despair of Lovi’s dungeons, the rage I felt at Lucien, myself, Archemi... it faded away as our bodies met, and Suri began to breathe the same word in my ear. ‘YES’, over and over, as she stroked my hair and pulled me into her, pushing her neck up against my teeth. 
 
    It was dark by the time we finished. I sprawled to the side, exhausted but sated. My skin hummed, my mind was clear and still. Beside me, Suri put pressure on the side of her throat with a rag, drinking a brilliant green potion to bump up her HP. It felt like I should be worried, but it was hard to think through the afterglow. 
 
    “Suri...” I started, trying to roll over to her. “Are you...?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She uncorked a second potion, and passed it to me. It was bright yellow: a stamina potion. “Drink this, and go back to Ignas if you want. I know we got a lot to catch up on, but I have GOT to get some sleep.” 
 
    I tipped the potion to my lips, then paused. “Wait. Did you just use me for my fangs?” 
 
    “And your dick, yeah.” She groaned, luxuriating back against the sheets. “Fuck, I needed that.” 
 
    I cracked up laughing, sputtering around a mouthful of lemony-tasting potion. 
 
    “You’re supposed to drink it, not snort it.” Suri’s eyebrow lifted. 
 
    “You’re fired,” I said. “You’re straight up fired.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m the Vuvuzela now, or whatever the fuck they call a Countess in Vlachia.” Suri covered her eyes with a forearm and waved airily, like she was brushing away a fly. “Can’t fire the Venezuela.” 
 
    “Can too. But I won’t.” Not for the first time, I had the impulsive desire to ask this woman to marry me... but Vash had given me some pretty sage advice about not trying to pin Suri down. I leaned in and caught her lips with mine, lingering a moment, then rolled up and heaved off the bed. Most of my tattered gear was still equipped. “I should probably switch out for something clean. Have to put on pants to see the king.” 
 
    Suri chuckled. “I remember that line. Fuck... that time we were staying in Vulkan Keep, still hunting Kanzo’s shiny silver arse in Taltos. Feels like forever ago.” 
 
    “Ugh, right?” I unequipped my damaged and dirtied Stormrider Armor, and switched it out for a plain old tunic, belt and breeches in my House colors. No protection, but they didn’t stink of blood. “When I’m done... mind if I come back here?” 
 
    “No. I’ll leave your side of the bed open,” Suri murmured. 
 
    I gave her one last kiss, right on the middle of her chest, and padded out. Suri occupied the Duchess Suite of the residential tower, not far from my own. I didn’t bother returning to my chambers yet: instead, I made my way downstairs, back to the hospital. Karalti was nowhere to be seen, and when I tuned into her, I felt her flying toward her favorite hot spring to bathe, hunt, and decompress. Ebisa had vanished. Mehkhet had returned to haunt the library like... well... a ghost. Gar and Rin were now both in Litvy with the salvaged Warsinger. Istvan, Vash, and Vilmos were waiting outside the entry to the hospital, smoking and talking. A brief check of my menus showed me that I’d missed two whole-ass milestones while I was wrapped up in getting Ignas to safety: 
 
    [Bounty Accomplished: The Warsingers. 20,000 olbia has been added to the Myszno Treasury. You gain 5000 EXP!] 
 
    [Quest update: The Hidden Hand. You have gained 4000 EXP!] 
 
    [You are Level 36! Suri is Level 37!] 
 
    Huh. I’d gone up two levels, and barely even noticed. In any case, that was for Future Hector to deal with. I swiped the notifications away as I joined the group outside the clinic. “How is he? Any updates?”  
 
    “Masha’s still working on His Majesty, Your Grace. That’s a good thing.” Istvan thumped his fist over his heart and drew his heels together. “No one is permitted inside, per the Masterhealer’s orders. 
 
    “Right.” I wasn’t about to argue with Masha. “Any word from the capitol?” 
 
    Istvan nodded, and his face drew into grim lines. “Yes. Though we ought to discuss it in private, and somewhere you may be seated. There is a lot to catch up on, about both Myszno and Vlachia as a whole.” 
 
    “Sure.” I made a grabby-grabby motion at Vash’s pipe. The monk wordlessly passed it to me, and I took a toke off it, holding the smoke for a few seconds before passing it back. “Let’s go to the gatehouse lounge. I don’t feel like sitting in the damn Great Hall.” 
 
    “Master Vash and I will keep vigil here,” Vilmos replied. “And... Your Grace, thank you for rescuing His Majesty. Ignas is a good king, the last of his line. I shudder to think what chaos this country would experience were he to have perished.” 
 
    “He’s not out of the woods yet. I still haven’t gotten my ‘quest completed’ notification for the rescue mission.” I checked the Hidden Hand quest, and saw that it had updated with Sohvi’s rescue—but not Ignas’s. My heart sank. “Where’s the princess? Is she okay?” 
 
    “I assigned her private quarters with a maidservant and guards outside the door.” Vilmos’ burly face crinkled into concerned lines. “She is traumatized almost beyond speech. Her mother, her kingdom, even her beloved featherlight… all lost.” 
 
    Featherlight? I thought back to the one other time I’d seen Sohvi and her mother, back in the parliament house of Taltos. The princess had been carrying a very well-behaved, very pretty little feathered dinosaur. “Oh man.” 
 
    “That’s not all she lost.” Vash sneered in disgust. “I have met some disgusting men in my time, Dog, but this Lucien... there is no redeeming such a man. He needs to be put down, like the rabid beast he is.” 
 
    “Question for you.” I looked to him curiously. “What makes Lucien different from Jacob?” 
 
    Vash quirked a brow. He looked tired and stoned, face drawn from fatigue, but his eyes were still sharp enough. “Abuse of others is the venting of internal pain, dog. When there is no insight into the self, no willingness to overcome the root cause of one’s foul behavior, there is no redemption. Jacob is gaining this insight. He has started to let himself feel pain—not only the pain that led him into degeneracy, but the pain of his crimes against Suri and the others. He has privately admitted to me that he feels deep shame for what he did, and that if Suri were to find some way to kill him, that he would accept his fate. Shame leads to guilt, guilt leads to change. He still struggles to believe in the reality of this world, but... progress is being made.” 
 
    I couldn’t disguise my surprise. “Huh.” 
 
    “This Lucien feels no shame. No guilt. Nor does the giant, Nicolas.” Vash drew on his pipe, and ruefully shook his head. “They are blind to themselves and to the needs and rights of others. You can hear it in Lucien’s voice. There is no light left in this man. No mercy. Any pity he might have is reserved only for himself, and even then. No... that one, he needs to die, and his soul taken into the deepest dark to be purified before it rejoins the Age of Man. And Nicolas? There is something even more deeply wrong with that one. A madness that cannot be cured.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I let that digest for a few moments. “Well, Vash, you’re the best judge of character I know. If you say that about Jacob, I’ll believe you. We’ll do our best to give him a chance. You still up to go and treat some plague victims once Istvan has debriefed me?” 
 
    “It will have to be after you meet with your satraps,” Istvan said, before Vash could reply. “One of the pieces of news I have concerns them.” 
 
    “As he said. Don’t want to risk giving the lords and ladies of the land Thornlung plague,” Vash chuckled, and passed me the pipe again. “Here, Dog: one for the road. You look like you crawled out of the oceans, eh?” 
 
    I was mildly stoned by the time Istvan and I reached my favorite room in the castle: the gatehouse parlor, a place intended to receive guests. It looked like a small luxury bar, done up in golds and honey-yellows, deep browns and charcoal, with a small, well-stocked bar and big bay windows that overlooked the courtyard and Gar’s airship. 
 
    “Is Cutthroat still nesting in the Strelitzia?” I asked Istvan, circling to the bar to fix myself a tall, stiff Moscow Mule, and an alcohol-less one for my Steward. 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed. “And the only reason Captain Gar isn’t charging about the place, drunk off his gourd and threatening people with his pistol about it is because Rin dragged him to Litvy with her.” 
 
    “Nine eggs,” I said, shaking my head. “Nine little Cutthroats. I can’t believe we didn’t see Payu getting to her.” 
 
    “It must have been during the parachute test.” Istvan perched elegantly on one of the dark leather armchairs with his drink—a ginger and lime soda, no alcohol. “The stablemaster said matings between hookwings can be very quick.” 
 
    “There’s quick, and then there’s ‘good old Payu must cum like a gatling gun’. I swear we only looked away from them for a couple minutes.”  
 
    “The prospect of nine more Cutthroats is, unfortunately, the least of the problems we face to the realm,” Istvan sighed. 
 
    I took a big pull off my drink, and plopped down onto a barstool. “Hit me.” 
 
    “The first news isn’t terrible. Your satraps and the tribal leaders of the Yanik, Tuun and Churvi universally agreed to attend the council, and all of them arrived over the course of yesterday and today. They are quartered, watered and fed, and anticipate you will summon them to a meeting when you’re available.” 
 
    “Awesome. What’s the bad news?”  
 
    “We may have another war on our hands. The worst sort of war: the kind that pits countryman against countryman.” Istvan regarded me with serious dark-green eyes. “You have a great deal of renown and unnamed friends in the king’s court, Hector, but there are dark stirrings in Taltos. Janos arrested and executed Commander Vasoly and several others for aiding you during the regent’s address.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and the bridge of my nose. “Fuck. Who’s in charge now?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” Istvan paused to clear his throat. “The entire 4th Fleet deserted the Black Army on-masse and disappeared, along with over two hundred Knights of the Red Star.” 
 
    My hand paused over my eyes. I looked up at him. “You’re kidding me. That’s-” 
 
    “A quarter of the standing royal forces,” Istvan confirmed. “Around twenty-five thousand men. Janos is down half of his army from the losses in Revala: there was nothing he could do to stop them. The Black Army are mercenaries, in the sense that they are in the employ of the Volod… and they have decided that they serve Ignas only.” 
 
    My grief for the Commander and the others who’d given their lives so I could be free was now tempered with a sense of wonder. “Could they be on their way here?” 
 
    Istvan shook his head. “There’s no way to know. But you have a great deal of respect among that fleet for your command of them in Myszno. And now that we have His Majesty here…” 
 
    “Yeah. Well… we can hope they know that we’ll protect them,” I said. “What else?” 
 
    “Janos has flipped the story of your accusations on its head with the skill of a life-long politician, and there is serious talk in Taltos of declaring Myszno a rogue territory and you a traitor to the crown,” Istvan sighed. “According to my sources, he hasn’t been able to make headway so far. Renown takes time to erode, but every day he is Regent, the more doubt he can sow.” 
 
    “Can Janos even do that? Strip my title and declare Myszno a rogue state? Ignas isn’t dead.” 
 
    “No, but His Majesty is currently unable to rule, and until such a time as he walks back into Vulkan Keep and pulls the crown off Janos’ brow, the Lord of Czongrad is functionally the Volod.” Istvan’s brows furrowed. “Voivodes are appointed on the condition that they serve the Volod with absolute fealty. You are, in many ways, a small king in your own right, especially because the Voivode has the authority to summon an army within their own territory. Vlachia has had rebellious Voivodes try to raise large armies and leave Vlachia in the past.” 
 
    “Operative word being ‘try’,” I said. 
 
    Istvan nodded. “Correct. The Rebellion of Sathbar was the most serious of such incidents, just to the north of us. It was the reason the Black Army was created. The rebellion was put down by the might of the Crown’s airships.” 
 
    “Vlachia relies too much on their damn airships. They’re death against ground troops, but they have some serious weaknesses against dragons and magic.” I grimaced, and took a deep drink. The sweet, spicy tang of ginger and lime cleared the taste of blood from my mouth, and I had the sudden urge for a cigarette to go with it. Which was weird, because I didn’t smoke cigarettes. “Ororgael knew that, and that’s why he won.” 
 
    “Aye.” Istvan sighed. “Anyway, the fact you’re planning to reinvigorate Myszno’s army and create a standing, highly trained defense force is all the evidence he needs that your accusations were a pretext for succession, and the Crown still has the 3rd Fleet, plus the armies they can raise from other provinces the old-fashioned way. I think you’re right, and that overreliance on the airships and the Black Army itself is a strategic blunder on the part of the Crown, but Myszno is in no way equipped to deal with them if Janos decides to turn our nation’s army against us.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative? Lie down and roll over?” I shook my head. “There’s no negotiating with fanatics, and anyone who’s part of Ororgael’s cult is in it because they think their soul is on the line. Violetta and Ororgael have been convincing people that the Caul of Souls rips apart the souls of the dead and permanently destroys them. The way Janos is acting tells me that he believes them. He wore the pin at court to flatter his boss.” 
 
    Istvan made a sound of agreement. “Indeed. Well, if I must fall fighting for my homeland against the capitol, so be it. It will be a hero’s death.” 
 
    “No dying allowed.” I glared at him over the edge of my glass. “You’re a military man. Tell me what an effective counter to big fleets of airships is.” 
 
    “The Warsingers, if only we could get them to work. Anti-aircraft weaponry, such as rail-mounted precision mortars,” Istvan replied. “Quazi riders. But in truth, the only true deterrence against airships are other airships, or dragons. The reason Ilia has stood for so long against the likes of Gilheim—when they were an empire—and the Princeling Nations of the peninsula is because of their dragons. King Grigori Skyr was the only man to figure out how to tame and train them into an army, and his knights laid waste to every invader.” 
 
    “I know how he did it. And it was gross.” I made a face, turning to gaze out the window. The sunlight broke the world into a million dazzling colors and made my eyes throb, but I forced myself to keep gazing forward. “He used something called the Diamond Pact to enslave them. It’s a geas that binds the dragons of the Order to the will of the current Knight-Commander, which in this instance, is Lucien.” 
 
    “It must be a fell magic indeed if it can control souls as powerful as those of dragons.” Istvan followed my line of sight, as if expecting to see something himself. 
 
    I paused for a few minutes, thinking over what he’d told me. “Now we have Ignas—assuming he makes it—we can head Janos off if we announce that he’s been rescued. But we need to plan for the worst: if Janos thinks he can storm over us with the Royal Airforce, we have to make sure he can’t. And that means we need the dragons.” 
 
    Istvan arched both eyebrows. 
 
    Thinking, I brought up one of the main story quests that Karalti and I had accepted: 
 
      
 
    Main Quest: Darkness Shines on Light Places (2/4) 
 
    During your time at the Eyrie, the bastion of the dragon knights of St. Grigori, you discovered a dark secret at the heart of the order. The dragons and knights are bound by some kind of magical enslavement, a geas stretching back hundreds, or maybe even thousands of years. It binds the dragons and their bonded riders to the will of the current Knight-Commander. 
 
    Your Queen dragon, Karalti, has gained access to the Path of Royalty—but to free the dragons of Ilia, Karalti’s status as a queen is not enough. You must get to the root of the problem, the geas itself. The answers lie in the fallen Aesari city of Cham Garai. Now that you possess Lahati’s blessing and the Pearl of Glorious Dawn, the way will be open to you—but are you strong enough to face what lies within? 
 
    This is a special quest (Mark of Matir) 
 
    This is a sequential quest (2 of 4) 
 
    Difficulty: Level 40-45 
 
    Rewards: 6500 EXP, Fame/Infamy, Unknown unique rewards. 
 
    As I listened and drank and relaxed, a couple things about the quest description stood out to me. The first and biggest one was the assertion that the solution could be found in Cham Garai. If I was remembering my history right, Cham Garai was a floating city that had come down when humans, Mercurions and Meewfolk—led by the 5th Triad of Grigori Skyr, Lirenian the Diamond Queen, the Warsinger Sachara inside of Withering Rose, and the Mercurion artificers Zarya and Phaedra—had saved the Caul of Souls and caused the downfall of the Aesari Empire about a thousand years before. Cham Garai had smashed into a boggy, swampy valley in Ilia with such force that it had merged into the earth. 
 
    “You know, now I think about it...” On impulse, I brought up my map of Archemi, then with a couple other gestures, I overlaid two other maps over it. The first one was the map of the Chorus Vaults, the resting places of all the Warsingers who’d served against the Drachan. Sure enough, a symbol came up over Cham Garai. It was the sigil of Hanging Star, one of the older Warsingers. The second map was the one that showed the locations of the Dragon Gates, the stasis chambers of the Nine. Once again, Solnetsi’s tomb was superimposed over Cham Garai, right over the Star Vault. “Huh.” 
 
    “What is it?” Istvan leaned forward, curious.  
 
    “I know it doesn’t seem related to any of this, but hear me out,” I said. “I have a quest that tells me the secret of the Diamond Pact ‘lies in Cham Garai’. It’s a fallen Aesari city that landed in Ilia about a thousand years ago... which means there was no way that Cham Garai and the Star Vault were part of it, because Hanging Star was one of the earlier Warsingers to be built. It was used to fight the Drachan directly, so that machine, its vault, and the Dragon Gate it was buried with are at least four thousand years old.” 
 
    “Alright.” Istvan’s expression turned puzzled, but he continued to listen. 
 
    “So that means the Dragon Gate of Glorious Dawn and the Vault were there first, and Cham Garai either accidentally—or deliberately—crashed into it.” I zoomed the map in. My map of the region was fairly detailed, because I’d spent time in Fort Palewing, then crawled part of Cham Garai and the Eyrie as well. With a birds-eye view of the place, the shattercone from the impact of the city was still very visible in the region. “So—and this is just like, a theory—what if the Aesari deliberately steered their city to that location as it fell, as one last ditch effort to destroy the Dragon Gate of Solnetsi? And what if they partly succeeded?” 
 
    “I... honestly don’t know the implications of that,” Istvan said carefully. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, it could be why the Caul of Souls is failing as hard as it is in the Sixth Cycle.” I looked through the HUD at him. “For another, if the impact somehow breached the Dragon Gate, it might have given Grigori Skyr access to the power of a sleeping goddess, kind of like how the Demon was able to draw on Matir’s power because he had the Star of Endless Night and the Thunderstones. Grigori was the fifth Paragon; he had the Spear of Nine Spears, fully equipped with all nine keystones. So why did he pick Cham Garai to build the Eyrie? And how were those keystones scattered to the winds?” 
 
    Istvan blinked a few times. “Are you saying that the last Paragon used your spear to create this Diamond Pact?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that our old friend Grigori did something really naughty with the Spear and got his ass handed to him. And I think that whatever happened to the Spear after that is how it got into such bad shape, and explains why the Keystones are all over the damn place.” I leaned back against the bar. “So, you weren’t here for this, but back when Suri and I recovered the Ruby of Boundless Strength, we discovered that it had a recording on it. It’s a piece of ruby mana, not an actual ruby, and ruby mana can hold memories and programs on it.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The recording on the Ruby showed a funeral procession through the desert,” I continued, “and because Withering Rose was there, we assumed the funeral was for Sachara. But now we know more about the Warsingers. If Withering Rose was walking with the procession, Sachara had to be inside. Grigori was her lover, one of them. She was escorting HIS funeral train. I’m thinking that something bad happened to him, you know? That he was murdered, maybe, and someone tried to take the Spear. Maybe the weapon broke by itself, and teleported the stones to random places. Maybe whoever took it deliberately disassembled it so others couldn’t do what he’d done. Regardless, there’s something fucky with the whole thing.” 
 
    “Yes. And any of that bodes ill for reversing this geas.” Istvan rubbed his hand over his mouth, then looked up at me sharply. “Your Grace, you can’t seriously be considering going INTO Ilia to destroy this geas and try to gain the dragons?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” I drained my cup and set it down, then slid off the barstool and grinned at him. “And I’m about to call that meeting with my satraps to explain how.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
    Before Istvan left, I ordered the lords and ladies of Myszno to assemble in the War Room in three hours’ time. That was long enough to get another drink, and put some serious thought into my proposal for the army. 
 
    Before I’d been conscripted, I knew dick about the military. I’d watched documentaries now and then, and stayed vaguely in the loop about the Total Wars, but the wars had been going on since before I was born and they were mostly an exhausting background drone through the course of my life. I knew when food was being rationed and when it wasn’t, pitched in for war effort donations when it was needed, and otherwise tried to tune out the slow collapse of the world around me. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop it, so was the point of paying attention? I had to work, and my rent wasn’t gonna pay itself. 
 
    That all changed when I got called up for the draft. I’d never expected it—my family had North Korean relatives on my mother’s side, so we were blacklisted into a weird ‘citizen alien’ status. But then the UNAC grew so desperate for soldiers that my status didn’t mean shit, and suddenly the war wasn’t just ‘over there’ any more.  
 
    It seemed like common sense to understand how the military worked once I was no longer just a boot. I met and spoke with guys who served in other countries, chatted with them to learn how their armies worked and why they had better rations. The ones who interested me the most were the Swiss. They’d quit their position of neutrality in the First Total War, and they now fielded some of the best soldiers in Europe. There were a lot of Swiss soldiers in the field for such a small country. A guy named Jaeger—his surname, I couldn’t remember his first—explained to me how they had a universal draft. Every able-bodied person was conscripted into their military at 18, trained to the gills, then given ordnance and infantry equipment they were expected to maintain at home, or in a village armory if their house was too small for a gun safe and tac room. The support for it among the Swiss had blown my mind at the time—but I understood it better now. 
 
    Myszno had a lot in common with Switzerland, in terms of its geography and history. When I’d first arrived here, the Myszno Defense Force had been rallied by Lord Bolza in the traditional feudal way. He ordered his satraps to round up every young-ish peasant male, stuck a spear in his hands, then let them act as cannon-fodder ahead of a better trained, but highly localized knight-based cavalry. Each county had provided what it could—some artillery here, a few airships there—and it had been a complete unmitigated disaster against the unified, fearless undead army of Ashur the Demon. In the end, the defense force had fallen apart, leaving Istvan—under Lord Soma—to manage a disorganized mass of panicking, scared people. Not soldiers. 
 
    Standing armies were rare in Archemi. Vlachia had the only one I’d heard of, the Volod’s Black Army. But as I’d whined about earlier with Istvan, I knew even Vlachia’s military was still very feudal: ponderous, centralized, and likely to collapse if Ignas were disabled or killed. Which is exactly why Ororgael and Lucien had targeted him. 
 
    If I had my way, that was about to change. Neither Ororgael or Lucien had served in combat. Ororgael, as Michael Pratt, had been a desk jockey for an intelligence outfit, and he had some memories from Baldr’s time in the field, but it wasn’t the same as crawling the jungle and feeling, to your bones, how that system felt for the people on the pointy end. They could pretend to play General, but some part of me knew it was just that: pretend. They were smart, but there were experiences in me that they’d never had. And I was about to leverage them to build the best military operation Archemi had ever seen.  
 
    The first step began as soon as I closed the KMS and headed downstairs. I went to the stables, borrowed a hookwing and rode out into the huge camp bunkered outside my castle: the barracks of the Orphans Company. Their commander, Taethawn the Bleak, was drilling hookwing-mounted archers on the plateau about half a mile from the castle. He himself was mounted on Payu: his scarred, sharp-eyed destrier. What Payu lacked in size, he made up for in loyalty and intelligence. The dinosaur spotted me before his rider did, standing tall and giving a hoarse, barking cry. Taethawn’s head swiveled, and when he saw me trotting up, he beamed crookedly. 
 
    “Halt! Attention! Stand for his Graccccce!” Taethawn called to his men. His marshals passed the orders down, and suddenly, the apparent chaos of the training field swirled into parade formation, every man calling out the company’s salute: ‘Orphans Com-pany!’. The Meewfolk riders had a command structure similar to the Mongols: what looked like an unruly racing mob to the untrained eye was, in fact, a tightly disciplined and structured unit in which marshals—distinguished by the unit flags on their backs—oversaw and lead bands of a hundred and fifty archers. The riders drilled in weaving around each other at full speed, so that the riders ahead were firing and providing cover for the archers who were reloading, while specialized mobs ran rings around—and protected—the army’s heavy triceratops-mounted mobile artillery. Taethawn was a military genius in his own right, and that was why when he hopped down, I clapped my hand into his callused paw and shook with him as an equal. 
 
    “Looking good, commander,” I remarked to him. “How’s everyone doing? Your men recovering from the last campaigns?” 
 
    “Admirably, Your Grace.” I knew now from my trip to Meewhome that Taethawn was an unusually large, rough looking, brawny bastard as Meewfolk went. He was close to seven and a half feet tall, with dirty white fur and no colorpoints—unusual in his species. “The experience of resting while being paid isss novel for them, however. It makes some of them agitated, eager to return to battle. But they will not be ready for two weeks yet.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad they’re keen.” I smiled at him, and did the slow squint thing that cats did when they were happy—another small thing I’d picked up from Meewhome. “I’ve got a meeting with the lords of the land in an hour, so I won’t fuck around. I have a proposition for you. Got time for a short ride?” 
 
    Taethawn’s tail arched curiously. He flickered one ear toward his marshals, then turned and called in his native tongue to her. “Mrr’rirl! Continue the drill! I must speak with the Voivode.” 
 
    Mrr’rirl yowled in affirmation, then turned to the company and looped her arm over her head. “Let’s go, everyone! Flag marshals, on three…!” 
 
    As the drill resumed, Taethawn reined Payu around and clicked his tongue. The hookwing snorted, and flicked his brilliant red-feathered tail as he trotted off. I followed, pulling up beside and slightly behind so we didn’t clash legs. 
 
    “Ssso, what is this proposition?” Taethawn asked in his thickly accented Vlachian. “Hopefully a noble title, so I might be the first Prrupt’meew lord of the mainland in some seven thousand years, mra?” 
 
    “You’re not actually too far off,” I replied—in his own language. “Remember how I was telling you I wanted to create an independent standing army for Myszno?” 
 
    He looked over with his mismatched eyes, scrutinizing me. “You speak the mother tongue now? You flatter me, Your Grace. Perhaps a little too much.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself, Taethawn,” I laughed. “I didn’t learn this language for you. Me, Karalti, Suri, Gar—you haven’t met him yet—and Rin went to Meewhome to consult the Priest-Queen of Ruu Wat, so we could get permission to consult the Avatar.” 
 
    Taethawn’s ears pinned back. He looked like he’d been slapped when I mentioned the Priest-Queen, then incredulous at mention of the Avatar. “You… met with Solai? And tried to speak with the Avatar?” 
 
    “We did speak with him. Avatar Samayan. Nice guy, but a bit morbid.” I motioned to the new earring I sported: a small, intricately forged gold tear-drop loop in the Meewfolk style. “He gave me and Karalti a ticket on and off the island.” 
 
    Taethawn closed his eyes and turned his head forward, grappling with some old pain. “That is… a great honor have shown you, my lord.” 
 
    His sudden stiff formality told me that I’d fucked up somewhere. I frowned. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He shook his head, sniffed, and pulled Payu to a halt. We were out in the plateau grasslands now, a good distance from the soldiers we could still hear shouting in the distance. “Though I must wonder why a human should wish to speak with Solai, let alone the Avatar.” 
 
    Ohh. The casual use of the Priest-Queen’s first name made my bro senses tingle. Taethawn wasn’t tense because of me… it was something to do with her. Solai was one of the best fighters I’d ever met, and Taethawn was probably one of the best military minds to have come out of the island. I was starting to sense a connection. 
 
    “The long and short of it is that the war to end all wars is coming,” I replied. “I know that sounds dramatic-” 
 
    “It does, yes.” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s not a lie, though. The Caul of Souls is fracturing. The Drachan are waking up, and they have agents—some of them Starborn—working toward freeing them so they can try to finish what they started.” 
 
    “The Tru’auvin.” The Prrupt’meew word for them was very similar to the Draconic word, and meant ‘Deceivers’. The fact Taethawn knew it surprised me… but now I looked at him, there was a sort of princely bearing about him that was easy to miss when he was acting the part of the mercenary commander. “The Shield of Ancestors around the island, too?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I replied. “Solai seemed to think it would hold, even if the Caul of Souls fell. But if the Shield of Ancestors is tied to the energy of the Nine in the same way that the Caul is, then yeah. It’s going to fall, and soon.” 
 
    “I do not know. Only the Avatar knows the workings of the Shield.” Taethawn’s tail lashed restlessly. “But why do you tell me this? I am an arrow in your bow, Your Grace. Pay me enough and point me at the enemy, and I will pierce them. Matters such as these do not concern me.” 
 
    “I’m telling you this because Solai said she’s willing to pledge the armies of Meewhome to the cause if I can forge diplomatic relations between Vlachians and the Prrupt’meew,” I said. “She doesn’t want to help a race of people who treat her people like shit, and rightfully so. And Ignas-” 
 
    “Was captured by Ilia, last I heard.” 
 
    I paused at the sharpness in his tone. “Yeah, he was. But he’s in the hospital of my castle right now. We just got back from rescuing him.” 
 
    Taethawn’s head swiveled sharply. 
 
    “You’re the only one who knows that so far, and it needs to stay a secret,” I added. “For now. He’s in surgery, battling for his life.” 
 
    “Well, look at me! From struggling bandit to Kingsguard!” Taethawn laughed harshly, bending to slap the side of Payu’s saddle. “Unfortunately, my lord, if you wish to recruit me as a diplomat, you are scratching at the wrong tree. I cannot ever return to my homeland, and should I even lay eyes on a Priest-Queen—any of them, but specifically Solai—then she and her battlemaids will tear my head from my shoulders and piss down the stump of my neck. Look.” 
 
    He reached back, and ruffled the white fur of his head. I’d always thought that Taethawn’s white fur looked scruffy and dirty around his face and neck because he was out in the field a lot and just didn’t care, but as he rifled his claws through it, I saw that the ‘dirt’ was actually whorls of intricate black tattoos inked into his skin. 
 
    “These are the tattoos of a criminal exile,” he said. “They mark me as being lower than filth.” 
 
    “I didn’t think Meewfolk had a concept of crime,” I replied. The design was difficult to make out: which meant that his fur had been shaved, once, to allow the artist to do the inking. 
 
    “Of course we do. Rape, murder, lying under oath, betrayal of oaths, kidnapping…” he sneered, and licked his front fangs. “There is a penal colony on a small island off the coast where tattooed criminals such as myself dwell, overseen by the Kikki’lah, the dolphins. They are as intelligent as they are cruel, and rejoice in their role as wardens.” 
 
    “You escaped from there?” 
 
    “I most certainly did. More accurately, I was smuggled out by… friends. It is complicated.” 
 
    I paused for a moment. “What the hell did you do to earn a life-long place on Solai’s shitlist?” 
 
    He laughed again. “Ahh, my lord, you have such a way with words. You figured it out, did you? No, I did not rape her, nor brutalize her, or do any such thing. There… might have been a kidnapping. It is a long and sad story of a very unlucky, stupid boy and a beautiful pearl diver who loved the Sun Throne more than anything else in this world, including him. But you have a meeting to attend, yes? So you had better tell me this proposal, unless I have already answered your question of me.” 
 
    “Nah, I didn’t pick you as diplomat material,” I replied. “What I wanted to ask was: would you be interested in having the Orphans Company established as an official Corps within the Free Army of Myszno? That means you and your forces would be on full payroll, stationed here permanently in barracks and a fort we’ll build for the purpose. You’d be named Major-General of the Orphans Company, with a twenty-year tenure, and there’s a title and land in it for you at the end of that tenure. Pensions and life-long medical care are the perks for your men, regardless of whether or not you live to see out that full twenty years—but as you get older, I figure your role will move from being on the field to more strategic. The Corps is something that will live past you, that could carve you a place in Vlachian history and start a tradition of elite Meewfolk soldiers that could last for generations. What do you think?” 
 
    He frowned, tail flicking from side to side, but his ears were perked. After working with him and his troops for a while, I was starting to learn more of the catfolks’ body language. He was both disconcerted by the idea, and intrigued by it. 
 
    “It is true that I am not getting any younger,” he replied haltingly. “And it is also true that I will either one day fall in battle, or direct my marshals from a warm, sunny windowsill. I’d ever only planned for the former. The only good luck I’ve ever had is in warfare, my lord. That is why I was named ‘the Bleak’, because my fortunes have been made through violence.” 
 
    “Well, being a General is a violent career.” I grinned. 
 
    “Indeed. And a greater station than any Meewfolk has held on this mainland in several millennia.” He looked down thoughtfully. “You remember what I said in the Great Hall? You will make many, many enemies within the noble courts of Vlachia by doing this.” 
 
    “I know. But I’ll also make some really powerful friends, and of all the kings Vlachia has ever had, Ignas is the only one who has regard for your people,” I replied. “If Myszno forges a really fucking good army that serves the Corvinus throne with pride and ability, we not only inspire him to issue edicts and shit, we model the ways that Vlachians, Yanik, Tuun and Meewfolk can work together. And to be bluntly honest, it’s our only hope moving forward.” I brandished my right hand, and the Mark of Matir. “I told Matir that I WOULD unite the races of Archemi against the Drachan, and that we WILL defeat them. That starts here, in Myszno. And you, man… you’re a brilliant commander, and more than that, you genuinely care about your troops. That means something to me. Because of those things, I want you to be a part of this from the start.” 
 
    He made a soft rumbling sound in his throat, almost like a stifled purr, but cleared his throat before the motor really got going. “I see. And will I have a say as to how my men are deployed, housed, and so on?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You and me will sit down and work it out together.” I motioned back to his riders. “The whole point of a corps is to be self-managed, able to function without constant oversight. I want the Orphans to be the best company they can be, and you’re the one who knows what that looks like.” 
 
    Taethawn drew a deep breath, and looked to the sky. “It is a grand vision, my lord… and one that I have idly dreamed of, on and off, ever since the Orphans Company took its name and forswore banditry to become something greater. It shall not leave this conversation, but I… have privately wished to achieve what you proposed, yes? To show the Vlachians that my people are not just wastrels and vagabonds, capable of nothing but crime. That so much of my people’s troubles stem from having been stripped of our pride so many times. The Drachan, the Solonkratsu, the Aesari.” He paused to hack and spit at their name. “By the time humans spread over this land, we were a people scattered and defeated. But it was not always this way. I know that the glory days of my kind are long past, but there is no reason we should not proudly stalk the lands that were once ours, living as the warriors we ought to be.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Archemi is big enough for all of us. The Avatar told me that Karalti and I are the Paragons of the Sixth Age, and part of being the fucking Chosen One with the Mana Spear of Big Dickiness means that, if we’re victorious against the Drachan, then we get to set a course for the age that comes after us. I want that age to be one where Archemi heals some of these old wounds that scar it. I want to leave this place better than how I found it.” 
 
    “And it is for that reason that you are the Paragon, Spear of Dickiness and all,” Taethawn laughed. “Yes… if you can convince the lords and ladies of this place of the wisdom in your vision, Hector, I will join your cause. But you will need all the luck I do not possess to woo them, I can promise you this.” 
 
    I patted my hookwing on the neck, and reined him around to start back toward the road leading to the plateau. “You think it’ll be that hard?” 
 
    The Meewfolk made a sound of disgust. “You have not yet met Lady Vargan, have you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then may the Triad watch over your poor soul, my lord. I suggest you bring an exorcist to your council.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
    It was customary in Vlachia to throw a big party and provide a lot of food whenever you were entertaining nobility, but I wasn’t a clown and this wasn’t a circus. All fourteen of us took seats around the table in the War Room with our choice of beverage, and that was it. The only testament to my authority over the council was my throne, which Istvan had ordered sent up to the head of the oval table. It wasn’t nearly as fancy as it sounded: just a somewhat larger wooden chair than the others, upholstered in sky-blue leather. 
 
    My guests didn’t have a lot of elbow room, but everyone fit. However, not everyone was happy with it. The Vlachian satraps, counts and countesses in their own right, sat across from the non-noble leaders of Myszno’s freeholds and common lands. The elegant Duchess Vargan, so tall and dark I wondered if she had Dakhari blood in her, glared derisively across the table at Sandor Olah, the newly minted leader of the Vyeshniki Freehold. Sandor glared right back. He was at least sixty years old, with a stern face, a long, straight beard, and the kind of iron-hard body that any guy in their twenties would kill for. Sandor was a lumberjack turned soldier turned commander, and didn’t look like the kind of person willing to take anyone’s shit. 
 
    Beside Countess Vargan sat Lorenzo Soma, richly dressed and laughing heartily over the table with the current inter-tribal chief of the Yanik: a ferocious looking, beetle-browed guy named Haamoye Hazoyan Ul’ Tiranozavir. The Yanik tribes each had a single dinosaur as their totem, and so Haamoye had rocked up to the banquet in dinosaur leather armor, a bandolier of t-rex teeth, and the heavily carved and decorated skull of a young t-rex as a helmet. With the exception of Soma, the upper crust nobles had looked at him with a frozen-faced expression rich people might get when a homeless guy walks into their country club. I liked him immediately. 
 
    The other surviving nobles of the province were all seated along my right. Boris Turok looked like the stereotype of a Chicago dockmaster from the 1920s. He was pale, kind of stocky and flabby at the same time, with a thick neck and hard pale blue eyes. He ruled the wealthy industrial county of Eger, which contained Myszno’s third largest city, Boros. Martin Horvat, Count of Galati, looked like the kind of guy Countess Vargan put under her stiletto heels in the evenings. He was smallish and weak-chinned, especially by comparison to the man on his right: Grima Havolna, dark and scowling, who dwarfed everyone in the room besides Soma and Haamoye. Beside him sat the confident, but diminutive Kitti Hussar, Countess of Bas: Grima’s ward, and soon-to-be Suri’s squire. She occasionally shot venom-filled looks down the table at Vargan. Apparently, there was some beef between the Hussar and Vargan families. 
 
    The other two new faces were from the far south, and represented the huge cultural gulf between the Vlachians who’d settled and conquered Myszno, and the people who’d originally lived here. The matriarch of the Tuun, Darte Mishto, was serene in her heavy woolen shepherd’s tunic. Her hair was simple by Tuun standards, an ankle-length fall of salt-and-pepper braids pulled back into a very, very long plait hung with large wooden beads. I knew from my Tuun racial lore that this was the hairstyle of a non-religious leader, and each bead represented one of the clans under her authority. She was flanked by the representative of the Chuurvi, the shaman Chaan Vatsal. Chaan was dressed head to toe in embroidered white doe-skin. A fringed headband covered the top half of her face, leaving only her black-painted lips visible. She was small, hardly taller than Kitti. 
 
    “I hadn’t intended to announce this at the start of the meeting—or at all—for security reasons. But in light of the Regent’s decision to try and scapegoat Myszno for Czongrad’s treason to the throne, I need to kick this meeting off with some pretty big news.” I never felt right addressing people from a chair, so I stood in front of my throne at the head of the table, with Karalti and Suri to my left and Istvan to my right. Vash hung back behind us, listening and observing from the wall. “We rescued His Majesty from Ilia yesterday, and managed to spirit him and the Princess Sohvi out of Lovi Palace. Queen Eevi was murdered before we could assist her.” 
 
    The news bought gasps from around the table. Countess Vargan’s big brown eyes widened. “The Volod is here? In Myszno?” 
 
    “In Kalla Sahasi,” I replied. “Currently being worked on in our hospital by the Masterhealer of Vlachia.” 
 
    “Masha.” The shaman smiled from under her veil. “She does us proud.” 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgment, then looked over the assembled and made sure I met the gaze of everyone there. “Let me be blunt. The current regent on the throne is a fraud. Janos is working for the enemy, for Ilia, and he reached his position through deceit. He’s still deceiving the country, and I will bet my fortune that once he learns that Ignas Corvinus is here, he’s going to either send assassins to kill the Volod—and blame the death on us—or pull some other kind of shit as a pretext to removing me and everyone else here from their positions. When he’s done so, he’ll replace us all with men loyal to him and to Ilia.” 
 
    My speech was met with resounding silence. None of them had known exactly what they were being called in for, and had probably been expecting a post-war brief on the status of Myszno. 
 
    “The Kingdom Management System hasn’t declared it yet, but as far as I’m concerned, we’re already at war with the regent,” I continued. “Janos can say what he likes. My loyalty is to the Volod, Myszno, and Vlachia, in that order. To that end, I called you all here to take a vote on a fundamental change to the way this province is run.”  
 
    I leaned forward, and fixed them all with what I hoped was a hard, but approachable glare. “I want to create a united, modernized standing army for Myszno. An army that serves the Volod, but stands for this province. An army that is capable of repelling any future invasions without waiting on crumbs to be sent here from the capitol. An army that will shortly be equipped with dragons.” 
 
    The last sent a gasp rippling around the table. Even the shaman. 
 
    “Dragons? Then is your Queen to lay her first clutch?” Haamoye asked bluntly. The Yanik chieftain was the only one who didn’t look even slightly upset. In fact, he had the look of a kid who’d just spotted his presents under the family Christmas Tree. 
 
    Karalti bristled. “His Queen is right here. And no, I’m not laying eggs any time soon.” 
 
    All eyes in the room shot to Karalti. 
 
    “As she said, no. Not for a while, though eventually, we hope to establish a new, free Eyrie here in Myszno. My team and I are going to release the dragons currently bound into slavery to Ilia. Karalti is their rightful queen, and if they’re freed, they will obey her and join our cause.” 
 
    “And how, exactly, do you propose to do that?” Count Turok scrutinized me, his pale eyes piercing in his doughy face. 
 
    “Ororgael and Lucien Hart are currently both in Revala,” I replied. “And Ororgael’s other lieutenant, Violetta, is in Dakhdir. If we move fast, we can infiltrate Ilia and disable the Diamond Pact, the geas that keeps the dragons and their knights enslaved. And when Karalti calls them, they WILL answer. And my bet is that both men and dragons will be thrilled to turn on Lucien and flame him into oblivion.” 
 
    “And that’s the extent of your plan? Fly your dragon into a hostile nation, swoop in on one of the most heavily fortified places on Archemi, and somehow steal away with five hundred dragons?” Countess Vargan flashed me a look of disbelief. 
 
    “No, but that’s all we need to tell anyone else,” Karalti replied hotly. “These are MY people, and the Solonkratsu are entitled to keep our own counsel should we wish.” 
 
    Vargan looked like she was about to snap back, but her Vlachian reverence for dragonkind won out. She closed her mouth and sat back in her seat. 
 
    “This plan is ambitious! Daring!” The Yanik chieftain slammed his fist on the table, rattling crockery and causing Count Horvat to jump. “I like it!” 
 
    “No one can doubt the courage of the Voivode.” Grisha spoke for only the second time since I’d met him, his voice slow and rough. “Thanks to him, Bas did not become the next orphaned county. Four other counties lost their lords, but he reclaimed Racsa and Bas both. I believe his mission will succeed.” 
 
    “It cannot be that easy,” Lord Turok said. 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but this is the kind of crazy shit that Starborn like me are incarnated on Archemi to do,” I said, meeting his silver-blue eyes with my own. “But the most important part of that proposal I just offered isn’t the dragons. It’s the whole package. I want a unified, modern army, with an independent structure of command, officers who are selected and trained based on their talents instead of their birth, and an organized, scalable corps structure that allows us to deploy at any operational level. I want a separate Army and Air Force. In my life before Archemi, this is what I knew. And if we do this, there will never be another Demon. Myszno can become the model for a Vlachia that could crush a threat like the one posed by Ilia before they gain any traction at all.” 
 
    My proclamation was met by a resounding silence. 
 
    “You might not understand all those concepts yet,” I continued, “You may be wondering how the hell we’d even pay for this. The answer, at least at first, is a mix of calling for volunteers and paid conscription. Yes, it’s a huge proposition. Yes, it’s going to suck at points. No, I am not becoming a uniformed dictator with a fancy salute. No, this is not a land grab, or any attempt to revoke anyone’s titles. What it IS is a separate, efficient military that we manage via two decision making processes that you will all be taught as part of the deal.” 
 
    “I... I confess I don’t understand any of this.” Lady Vargan looked to the other lords and ladies of the realm. “In fact, I’m extremely confused about everything you just said.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Kitti rose from her seat, back straight. “Because I saw His Grace train and lead Taethawn’s men—and myself!—to tie cloth to our backs and jump from an airship into my family’s castle to reclaim it. Thanks to him, Solonovka is back in Hussar hands. I don’t understand everything he’s saying now, either, but I know it works. Zoltan had three times the men, but no chance to win.” 
 
    “We have ways to train you all in how this works.” I nodded gratefully to Kitti as she sat down. “It’s a radically different system to anything used in Vlachia before.” 
 
    “With one exception.” Surprisingly, it was Lord Soma who spoke up this time. “The Knights of the Red Star are a corps. Vlachia’s ONLY corps, not donated by the lords of the realm to form the fleets and armies during times of need. As I understand it, they are a model for this sort of army, correct?” 
 
    “I...” I was briefly taken aback by his insight: but then again, Soma had watched me straighten up and lead the Myszno Defense Force against the Demon. “Yeah, pretty much. So is Taethawn’s Orphans Company. And like Countess Hussar just pointed out, they’re really damn good. So good, in fact, that I’ve invited them to become the first official corps of the Free Army of Myszno. And they’ve accepted, pending the vote taken here. Istvan, can you hand out the copies of the proposal?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Your Grace.” He bowed, and went to distribute the scrolls we’d prepared earlier in the day. 
 
    “Free Army of Myszno? As in, F.A.M?” Karalti giggled in private to me, as the room fell silent while everyone got to reading. 
 
    “Shhh.” I resisted the urge to wink. 
 
    “An army led by a commoner?” Countess Vargan blurted, after about ten minutes. “Are you out of your mind? For a man apparently opposed to Ilia, you’re setting up the same kind of bloodstained revolution that destroyed their nation!” 
 
    “An army led by Generals, who are duty bound to report to and only execute commands with the authority of the council, by a strict code,” Suri retorted. “A code that, if broken, leads to court-martial. The Generals might be a commoner or a nobleman, human or Meewfolk or Mercurion, if they’re the right person for the job based on their history of service, training and other merits.” 
 
    “Perhaps our Voivode does not understand the concept of nobility, then,” the countess replied icily. “Nobles are a higher breed of person, born to rule. We have different standards of conduct, different blood-” 
 
    “All men have blood of the same color.” The leader of the Mysznoan Tuun finally spoke up. “Are we not seated at this table as equals?” 
 
    “Aye. With all due respect for your lofty station, the Freehold has coped well without the delicate touch of any blue-blooded hand for some time,” Sandor of Vyeshniki drawled. 
 
    “No,” Vargan replied. “We are not seated at this table as equals. That we are seated at the same table at all is so that we might humor the Voivode.” 
 
    I was starting to see what Taethawn was talking about when it came to the Countess. “The Generals of the military will be commanded by the Chief of the Armed Forces, a 4-Star General. Not me, not you, not anyone born to the position. ALL positions in a modern army, from infantry soldier to grand marshal, are based on merit. Every soldier is taught how to lead where required. And that’s why this is going to work.” 
 
    Grima grunted, and handed the paper to Kitti, who began to read avidly. “I am in support of this ‘Joint Armed Forces’ and the Free Army of Myszno. The Voivode has the vote of Bas County. 
 
    Ul’Tiranozavir threw his papers down. “This structure makes space for my people as one of these ‘specialist corps’?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Developed in consultation with you and any war leaders you want to nominate. I also want the Yanik on board to help develop training. You’re some of the best guerilla tacticians in Artana.” 
 
    “Mmm. We Yanik do not serve Vlachian kings as cannon fodder,” the chieftain stated. “Nor are we servants to be conscripted. Vlachia has always treated us as though we are second to them, and so I will consider this on one condition. When your queen lays her first eggs, I, Haamoye Hazoyan Ul’Tiranozavir, will be given the chance to make the dragonbond as my ancestors once did.” 
 
    I was about to open my mouth to argue, but Karalti stepped forward, and her mental voice rang through the room like a bell. “Done.” 
 
    “Karalti…” I thought back to her. 
 
    “No. Later.” My dragon hissed softly under her breath. 
 
    The Yanik chieftain looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “If it’s Karalti’s will, so be it.” 
 
    “Then the Yanik are yours to command.” He sat back, and crossed his arms. “I will gather my chiefs and we will marshal to this army, so that my clan shall become ul’Sulankratuu. It will bring all the tribes great honor.” 
 
    “You’re all mad.” Countess Vargan set her papers down after she finished reading, cutting off Darte as the Tuun made to speak. “Commoners and Yanik savages… this a threat to the sovereignty of the lords of Myszno, not to mention a ridiculous waste of resources. You expect me to tax my citizens for a rabble of commoners, flea-bitten cats, and barbarians?” 
 
    “Just because YOU don’t see a need for it.” Kitti rose, her face contorted into harsh lines that made her look far older than her fourteen years. “YOUR province wasn’t overrun by the walking dead!” 
 
    “The Demon is dead,” Vargan replied stiffly. 
 
    “The Demon is very not dead, and he’s in alliance with Ilia,” I snapped. 
 
    “So? Ilia is very far from Myszno, Your Grace,” the countess replied sardonically. “You wanted my vote, and I vote against this folly.” 
 
    “As do I,” Count Horvat said. “For the same reasons. This is a threat to our status as rightful rulers of this land. An elite force of Meewfolk? Arming peasants with rifles and armor and paying them to become trained killers? We’ll never sleep another peaceful night in our homes.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Then maybe you should treat your peasants better.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Karalti snickered. 
 
    “Vyeshniki owes the Orphans Company a great debt of gratitude,” Sandor broke in before Horvat could snap back. “I support the formation of this army. The Freehold is still recovering from the war and then the lawlessness of the surrounding lands that followed, but if we cannot provide much in the way of men, I’d like to offer our city as a place to train soldiers for the cold and the heights.” 
 
    “I’ll gladly accept.” I inclined my head to him. That was four yeses, two nos. I looked to Count Soma. 
 
    The big, brawny count of Vastil looked between the faces of his peers, then back to me. He stroked his mustache thoughtfully. “I’ve seen the prowess of your command first-hand, like Bas and Vyeshniki over there. I support it conditionally, provided I am recognized as the chief of the Corps of Engineers.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to sigh and roll my eyes. “Count Soma, like the brief says, positions are based on merit. Not a birth basis.” 
 
    “And I’m one of the best engineers in Myszno! Nay, all of Vlachia.” He spread his arms, beaming toothily. “So that is my proposal. Make me a ranked Colonel in this ‘Free Army’, and I will oversee the engineers and sappers.” 
 
    I thought about it. “So you want to become a career officer?” 
 
    “For this? Certainly. Litvy is the flower of Vlachia’s intellect, the center of its military craftsmanship.” 
 
    I met his gaze. “Fine. But you have to give up your rulership of Vastil.” 
 
    Soma blinked his bright blue eyes a couple of times. 
 
    “If you’re a career officer, you can’t also effectively rule a county,” I said. “I’m not saying give up your noble title, but you’ll need to find someone else to rule. Not unofficially, officially. I need to name a new county lord if you decide to join the military in the role you just cited. And if you DO become an officer, you either work your way from corporal to colonel, just like everyone else, OR you submit a proposal laying out how you plan to run the corps, and we vote on it. Fair enough?” 
 
    Soma frowned, making a show of thinking about it. “That is a great sacrifice you ask of me. A great sacrifice indeed. I will need to consider the terms… and perhaps negotiate them in private. Vastil abstains.” 
 
    “As does Churviin,” the soft-spoken shaman added next. “Our people were one of the first here, but Vlachia has never recognized our sovereignty. I do not see the wisdom in committing to fight for a Volod who will not recognize us.” 
 
    “Then your vote matters not one way or the other,” Grima said roughly. “Vlachian blood was spilled to save you all from the Demon. That should be enough for you.” 
 
    “And Churvi blood was spilled by the Vlachii for generations,” Channa retorted calmly. “Only a fraction of that debt is paid.” 
 
    “What if Vlachia DID recognize your sovereignty?” I asked. 
 
    “Then I suspect the opinion of our elders will be different,” Channa said. “But only the Volod is capable of granting us the status of a Free Tribe.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to him when I can. But this is my province, and if I want to make a proclamation acknowledging your people, I don’t need to ask permission,” I replied.  
 
    The shaman bowed her head, her headband rustling. “Thank you. I still abstain until I have brought this news to our elders.” 
 
    Darte Mishto raised her hand, looking down at the table. “No. We Tuun are few in number, and we live on common lands that do not belong to the Volod. We have no need of the king’s taxes, or enmeshment with Vlachia.” 
 
    I frowned, and had the sudden urge to tell her that if she didn’t want the Myszno Tuun to contribute, then they wouldn’t have our protection, either. But it wasn’t likely to go down well. My best bet was to have Vash try and talk to her, but that left us with four yeses, two maybes, and three nos. I looked to Lord Turok. 
 
    “I wish to see detailed plans of this army’s structure, finances, and governance before I commit,” he replied gruffly. “If the formation of this army will benefit Boros and not drain my coffers, I provisionally support it, but my vote is abstained until such a time.” 
 
    “Then we have a count of five yes—including me—three maybes until they receive further information, and three no’s,” I said, standing back from the table. “I’ll prepare detailed documents for you all tonight, but unless someone really changes their mind, the Free Army of Myszno is going ahead.” 
 
    “Turok!” Countess Vargan whirled on him. 
 
    Turok grimaced as he looked sidelong at her. “What?” 
 
    “You surely cannot be serious about supporting this madness?” She got to her feet as well. As she stood, Grima and Kitti both glowered, and got to their feet as well. “We are signing our own death warrants!” 
 
    “My lady, the Black Army has served the Crown faithfully and well for two generations,” Istvan pointed out. “This isn’t much different, and the elected General His Grace is offering as leader is-” 
 
    “If I need the counsel of a half-breed peasant, I’ll ask for it,” Vargan spat. 
 
    I sucked a deep breath through my nose, and pointed toward the door. “That’s it. Get out.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” The countess drew herself up like a snake about to strike. “I am your-” 
 
    “I don’t care if you have the pedigree of a cocker spaniel and shit solid gold nuggets from your pure-bred ass,” I said, voice low and hard. “No one stands in front of me and insults my Steward. Now get the fuck out of my War Room before I have you dragged out.” 
 
    Soma choked on his wine. Turok’s eyebrows arched. Everyone else froze with polite expressions, except Ul’Tiranozavir. He rocked back and roared with laughter. The sound caused Countess Vargan’s handsome face to contort with fury. Without another word, she turned and marched out of the room, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “Get the guards to escort her to the outside of the castle,” I said to Istvan, who looked as shocked as everyone else. “And then we’ve got some proposals to write. As far as I’m concerned, the Free Army of Myszno is a go.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
    I was just about sick of kings, countesses, armies and all the other shit I’d had to deal with over the last few days, but it was up to me, Suri and Istvan to get the structure of our soon-to-be army roughed out and priced up. Suri was just as experienced with military matters as I was: her memories of the life she’d had before her data had been ‘cleaned’ were indistinct, but her instincts and wisdom were on point. Three hours, several pitchers of good dark beer and a lot of snacks later, we had a document that I ordered copied and sent to my satraps. And then I hoped that Turok and the Chuurvi shaman would come through. 
 
    “Y’know, I think this is a bloody good move on our part, but I’m a bit sick of paperwork.” Suri groaned as she sprawled into the sofa. Now that Istvan was gone, she unequipped her armor down to the firm-fitting pink crop and soft leggings she wore underneath. “Didn’t you say some jokers from Japan made Archemi as a game? Not much of a game if you’re writing up proposals.” 
 
    “Hey, for some people, that’s exactly what beats their meat.” I finally took the Voivode’s circlet off my head and folded it into my inventory, then went over to the table to grab some pistachios and a glass of sweet red wine. “I bet Konan the Librarian is into it. He was a lawyer.” 
 
    “Christ, don’t fuckin’ talk to me about that guy,” Suri laughed. “He’s sent me a couple sappy letters, you know.” 
 
    I paused with my glass to my lips. “I… did not know that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Poetry and shit. It’s actually not bad.” Suri rolled her head back to look at me, her golden eyes dancing with mischief. “‘My summer rose, my lioness of the tawny thighs’.” 
 
    “Do I need to go and smack this guy?” I asked her. I wasn’t really jealous, but… well… okay. I was jealous. And protective. Mostly because ‘Konan’ was another Starborn. 
 
    Suri cackled. “It’s harmless. Guy’s just got a crush. I’ve already told him that I know where my bread’s buttered, and he was polite about it. Didn’t send me anything after I told him I’m taken.” 
 
    “Well, that’s alright, then.” I ruffled my shoulders and moved over to sit down beside her. “I’m starting to know how Karalti feels when she sees other women looking at me.” 
 
    “You and she are really alike in a lot of ways.” Suri stretched out her arm for me, and sighed happily as she wrapped one long, brown finger around one of my braids. “Fierce, brave, loyal… jealous as hell. I thought I was gonna have to go change my undies when you kicked Vargan out of the room.” 
 
    I snorted, and leaned into Suri’s side. “She’s trouble. You watch: she’s going to try and write to Janos to spill everything happening here.” 
 
    “Yeah. We might need to do something to persuade her otherwise.” Suri tipped her head against mine, eyes half-closing. “What about your ghost friend? Mehkhet would put the fear of the gods into her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then I just cement my reputation as the Demon Version Two,” I said. “I actually want her to contact Janos.” 
 
    Suri cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Think about it,” I said. “When he learns Ignas is here, he’s going to panic. I know from previous run-ins with him that he doesn’t think much of small unit tactics. He’s going to come up with some bullshit about us and the king and order the remaining fleets here to try and crush us.” 
 
    “Well, if we don’t have an army by then, he will crush us,” Suri drawled. 
 
    “Maybe. Istvan told me something interesting this morning.” I plopped down onto the sofa. “Apparently, the whole Fourth Fleet deserted after Janos cracked down on the officers who backed me when his court session went to shit. Janos didn’t have enough manpower on hand to stop them. They might be on their way here… and if they aren’t, I’m planning to try and contact them and see if they’ll join us.” 
 
    “Wait. Janos lost an entire fleet?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “I’ve heard of armies vanishing before. If they went offline, magically speaking, they could be anyway. Vlachia is a hell of a big country.” 
 
    “There’s a pretty good chance they’re coming here,” Suri replied. “Still, bit of a gamble.” 
 
    “Yeah. So plan is to spend all my build points and some money on the first barracks, and pay for it to be done quickly. The nice thing about building in Archemi is that it doesn’t take long to get some kinds of structures thrown up. We can probably start training the first corps within a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Suri went to go stand by the fireplace. “Do you reckon Janos will give us that long?” 
 
    “He has a mountain of Renown he has to get through before anyone in Taltos will even consider it,” I replied. “Especially once they learn Ignas is safe because of us. Assuming… he survives. I still haven’t gotten confirmation of him being ‘saved’ yet. The Hidden Hand quest is still pending.” 
 
    “Yeah. Guess we’ll see.” Suri frowned, holding her hands out toward the flame. “So, who’re you thinking is your pick for General? 
 
    “You or Istvan.” I watched the light and shadows as they played off Suri’s powerful frame, casting her curves and muscles into sharp relief. 
 
    “Me? Nah. I’ve got unfinished business in Dakhdir.” She looked back over at me with a wan smile. “Istvan would be perfect for the job, if he accepts. And he might not. Who’s your second pick?” 
 
    “Not Vilmos. He’s a good soldier, but he’s not creative when it comes to tactics. I need someone more progressive, so… I’m really not sure. I need to review the KMS and see who we have.” 
 
    Suri nodded slowly, then turned to look toward the courtyard window. It was closed against the chilly night air, the curtains drawn. “You know, you really held that room together before. Vargan’s probably never had anyone tell her ‘no’ like that in her whole bloody life. Couple months ago, I dunno if you’d have stood up to her like that… we’ve all come so far since we first met, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Sure have.” I wiggled my hand behind her back until I could loop an arm around her waist. “Speaking of people who are going to go far, I can tell Kitti’s excited to train with you.” 
 
    Suri snorted. Not at Kitti’s eagerness to become her squire. It was a self-deprecating laugh. “Me too, but fuck… eggs and kids everywhere. And now we have a princess. What the hell are we gonna do with a princess, Hector?” 
 
    “Train her to be a berserker?” I grinned. “In all seriousness, though, once she’s had a chance to rest, giving Sohvi something to do and keeping her busy and with good company isn’t a bad idea. She’s fifteen, Kitti’s almost the same age… I think pairing them up is a good idea.” 
 
    “You know… you might be right about that.” Suri nodded thoughtfully. “To be honest, Kitti needs girls her own age, too. She’s got that brittle false maturity thing going on.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t know anything about that,” I said. “Anyway… how’s Cutthroat?” 
 
    “Want to go see for yourself?” She jerked her head toward the window. “I have to go feed the bloody bitch. She won’t take food unless I handfeed her.” 
 
    “Suuuure.” I felt about as uncertain as I sounded as I climbed to my feet. But hey… it was something to do other than paperwork or brooding about Ignas. “You sure she’s going to let me into Gar’s ship?” 
 
    “She’s the captain now,” Suri replied. “And she’ll be right. She’ll hiss and shit, but believe me, she isn’t gettin’ off those eggs. Erruku could fall on Archemi, and that great big cunt of a hookwing would keep her ass planted in that nest as the world exploded. So yeah, I’m carrying half a dead iguanodon in my inventory, thanks to Karalti. It fuckin’ stinks, but it’s all she wants to eat. I tried her on other carcasses and she turned her nose up at them.” 
 
    “Ahh, the joy of hormones.” I thought of Karalti. We still had three weeks or so before her next heat.  
 
    Cutthroat, bless her coal black dinosaurian heart, had taken over the airship of the newest member of my Fellowship of the Derp, a guy named Gar. The Strelitzia was unique among airships in Archemi, a custom job built by Gar from scratch. It kind of looked like the lovechild of a beaten up white murder van and the Highwind from Final Fantasy 7. The ship was officially grounded for repairs after Gar crashed it into Meewhome, but was mostly actually grounded because Cutthroat had torn up the captain’s quarters to nest in them. Gar was in Litvy with Rin, drowning his sorrows on Vlachian wine and helping her build the Warsinger schematics display terminal we needed to be able to fix or rebuild the superweapons of Archemi. The only crew member in the ship was Gar’s Ju’chi Mercurion pilot, Ambrose. He was sitting at his control panel, his feet up on the dash, playing with a butterfly knife. 
 
    “Come to see the bird?” Like all Ju’chi, Ambrose was unique: in his case, he looked as if someone had tried to make a biblical angel into a person. He was short and muscular, manufactured in shades of gold instead of the usual silvery-blue tone that almost Mercurions had. His gold hair was stiff and spiked, and he had an array of artificed yellow eyes. His voice was deep, flat voice, almost drum-like. 
 
    “Yeah, sure have. Though it’s nice to see your handsome face too, Ambrose.” Suri actually smiled at him. 
 
    “First woman in the world to say that.” Ambrose flicked the knife to fold it, and set it down as he put his feet down. His mouth quirked in a wry smile. 
 
    “We can set up a room for you if you’d like,” I motioned back toward the castle with my head. “You don’t have to stay here if you’d rather be doing other shit.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, but no need. I don’t eat, drink, sleep or get sore, and this old girl is the closest thing I have to a home. Always got a lot to think about.” The Mercurion got to his feet. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    “No worries.” I looked at Suri. She shrugged. 
 
    The three of us picked our way through the crew quarters to the captain’s bunk. The door had been fixed, but was held open with a chock to vent the smell of broody hookwing. Said broody hookwing was unusually fluffy, her feathers lifted and spread out around her. She had assumed hookloaf form on top of the remains of Gar’s bed, where she’d spun a nest of his bedding and clothing. I spotted at least one pair of purple boxer shorts. As we stepped in, Cutthroat’s head lifted, and her dead yellow eyes flicked toward us. A low rumbling sound rattled in her throat. 
 
    “You boys stay back,” Suri sighed, as she picked her way over. But as she got closer, she raised her voice in volume and pitch. “Hi baby bird! How’s my big ol’ soon to be mum? Are we gonna be nice, or are we feeling all cunty again today?” 
 
    “This hookwing is a character,” Ambrose noted, as he leaned against the edge of the door. “Large. Aggressive. Intractable. What made you want to breed her?” 
 
    “We didn’t want to breed her. She kind of bred herself.” I took post on the other side, grimacing. Suri reached her hands out, and Cutthroat’s rumble turned to a throaty coo as she extended her head out and rested her jaws into her rider’s fingers, cheek feathers lifting so that Suri could scritch the scaly skin beneath. “She was running around with some other hookwings during a training exercise. One of them took a fancy to her. She ran him off, so we didn’t think anything of it, but apparently they snuck in a round while we weren’t looking.” 
 
    “Strange,” Ambrose remarked, folding his arms across his broad chest. “I understand the urge to create children, but the organic method of doing is so… transactional. I could not imagine being able to replicate from an exchange that takes no longer than a handshake.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Are you from Zaunt?” 
 
    “I am,” he affirmed, gracefully dipping his chin.  
 
    “What’s your story? And why’d you sign up with Gar? He yells at you a lot.” 
 
    “My story? The same as most Ju’chi.” He shrugged, gazing at Suri and Cutthroat. “Crafted cheaply by one of the High Tlax’ica in a mockery of their rival’s form. Told my purpose was to kill someone from the House I was created to insult. Decided I didn’t want to be a weapon, didn’t do the job… stowed away inside of a trade ship and went to Jeun. Worked there for a while, went south. I met Gar in Taltos.” 
 
    “That’s fucking awful,” I said. “The first part. Why the hell do Mercurions do that?” 
 
    Ambrose shrugged. “Why do organics want to kill each other?” 
 
    “No, I mean the whole ‘Deliberately make an entire person and imbue them with a personality and a will of their own, then tell them they’re an outcast and abuse them’ thing.” 
 
    “It is a great insult for a Mercurion of a high house to be killed by a Ju’chi,” Ambrose replied matter-of-factly. “We are made so that the killing blow is not the final strike against the target’s clan, but only the first. The shame of being killed by a reject is great, and if successful, the pain endures for many generations.” 
 
    I sighed. “I think you might be missing my point. My point is that making and ‘using’ Ju’chi is a shitty way to treat people.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Ambrose grunted. “Gar believes the same thing. It is one of the reasons I work for him.”  
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “What are the other reasons?” 
 
    “He pays well. He once punched a highborn singer of Tlax’ica Hunta who mocked me, and knocked her mask off her face. He broke his knuckles, but assured me it was worth it.” Ambrose got a wistful expression on his face at that memory. “Gar has endured much pain: his own, and the pain of others whom he cares about. He is a good man. Who yells a lot.” 
 
    That had been my impression of the guy. He was in his late fifties, I guessed, and didn’t really seem to be playing a character in Archemi. He’d kept his real-life name and probably the same appearance. “Do you know much about him? He seems kind of private.” 
 
    “Get him drunk, and he is not that private,” Ambrose said wryly. “I know some things. He is Starborn. He was a mechanist who serviced aircraft in his previous life, but his true passion was nature. If he is not in the air, he wishes to be outdoors, and he knows a great deal about the plants and animals of his old world. He was from a place called Texas but lived in the mountains of another land called Colorado, until he was forced to become a soldier. They made him pilot airships from a special console, weapons that he calls drones. He was very good at it—but it was traumatizing for him. When he was released, he learned his daughter, Regina, had a rare disease that was destroying her body and causing it to turn to stone. The army called him back to pilot drones again, even though he was too old for them to normally do so, and he served reluctantly but well for another five years. His service earned him and his daughter a place in Archemi. Gar survived the transition. Regina did not. This ship is named for her: Strelitzia regina is a flower that Gar loved very much. The Bird of Paradise flower.” 
 
    I frowned, remembering the way that Gar had once—almost too eagerly—asked Rin if her name IRL had been Regina. “Damn… what a life. I feel a bit bad about the Cutthroat thing now.” 
 
    “He has accepted it.” Ambrose shrugged again. “He knows the beast cannot help herself. She is compelled by instinct, not malice.” 
 
    I glanced aside at Cutthroat and Suri. Suri was feeding Cutthroat slivers of Iguanodon meat, an expression of resignation on her face. Cutthroat, meanwhile, had never looked so smug in her life. She accepted each tidbit with self-satisfied dignity. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    The Mercurion grunted. “When she moved, once, Suri counted nine eggs. An auspicious number.” 
 
    “Auspicious? Oh. Right. The Nine.” I laughed. “Yeah, no, I don’t think there’s anything auspicious about this. We’re going to try and make sure the babies grow up to be, uh, less temperamental than their mother.” 
 
    “Try, being the operative word,” Suri said gloomily, watching another dinosaur steak slither down the hatch. “Don’t get me wrong, I love the bloody great bitch, but she’s a handful and a half, and that’s with ME. She likes ME. She’s downright dangerous to anyone else.” 
 
    “Time will tell.” Ambrose lifted his chin, his gleaming gemstone eyes catching the light as he gazed out the window behind Suri’s shoulder. Just then, my HUD pinged and began to flash with a quest update. 
 
    [Your Quest has updated: The Hidden Hand! You gain 4000 EXP!] 
 
    [Congratulations: you are Level 37! You have 30 unspent Ability Points!] 
 
    [Review your quest log for new objectives.] 
 
     That glut of EXP meant that Ignas was alive. I drew a deep breath, closed my eyes, and let the sudden wash of relief chase through me. Then I went to my Quests menu, and had Navigail read me the updates: 
 
    Quest Update: The Hidden Hand 
 
    Queen Eevi, monarch of Revala, has been executed by the Ilian forces who invaded her nation: but His Majesty Ignas Corvinus II and Her Highness, Crown Princess Sohvi Aslan IV, have been recovered and are safe—for now. There are knives in the darkness poised to strike at Vlachia and Revala both, nations viewed as obstacles by [FETCHERROR: NULL]. 
 
    The Vlachian regent, Janos Lanz of Czongrad, conspires against you in the courts of Vlachia. You have enemies and allies both within Vlachia. Eliminate the former and recruit the latter, save the Volod’s life and protect him and the princess, and you may yet head off a catastrophic civil war that would play all too well into the hands of our nemesis. 
 
    Difficulty: Extreme 
 
    Recommended Level: Varies. Current recommendation—Level 50 
 
    Special: This is an evolving quest. Updates will appear in your log. This is a PvP quest: the quest parameters may change according to player activities. 
 
    Reward: EXP (progressive), Renown, Resources and Personnel (Free Army of Myszno) 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I listened. The system was already buying into the Free Army idea? And… ‘our’ Nemesis? 
 
    “Mmm.” Ambrose grunted, drawing my attention back from my HUD. “I think someone is looking for you.” 
 
    “Eh?” I followed his line of sight, and saw two figures walking quickly towards the residential tower, bearing torches. Zooming in, I recognized one of the senior healers, Journeyman Skaliz, and Captain Vilmos. “Oh, shit. You’re right. Hang on, Suri.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m coming too.” Suri pulled another twenty pounds or so of meat from her inventory, and stacked it up on the edge of the nest. Cutthroat crooned and fluffed happily, pulling her head back on her neck like a smug goose.  
 
    “I will keep watch,” Ambrose said, nodding to Suri as she rose and joined us. “I have never seen an animal produce eggs before. The process interests me.” 
 
    “Sure. Just don’t get your head bitten off.” Suri clapped him on the shoulder, and followed me as I peeled away from the door at a quick walk. 
 
    Skaliz was holding the torch as Vilmos found the key to the lord’s door, the staircase that led from the base of the tower to the ducal chambers while bypassing the other rooms. I put my fingers between my lips and whistled a piercing note across the courtyard. Both men turned back to see me and Suri, and abandoned their task to rush over to us.  
 
    “Is it Ignas?” I took a step forward as they closed in. “How is he?” 
 
    “Alive, your grace. But the news isn’t all good,” Vilmos said. He looked ashen, the heavy lines of his face deep, mouth turned down at the corners. “The Masterhealer wants to speak with you. His Majesty is Stranging.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
    The four of us rushed back to the hospital to find Masha waiting for us in the ward. She was seated, a cup of tea cradled in her hands. Ebisa stood nearby, her arms crossed over her chest, head turned away. 
 
    “Ahh, Lord Tuun. The man we needed.” Masha sighed. “Captain Vilmos, Countess, His Majesty has asked that you also stay.” 
 
    “Ignas is awake?” I took a step forward. “What’s happening? Did he have a bad reaction to one of the medicines, or...?” 
 
    “Or your blood,” Masha replied heavily. “We aren’t sure, because he was given both to save his life. But yes, he is awake for now.” 
 
    “But why would Hector’s blood cause him to Strange?” Because of the vampirism?” Suri’s expression fell as she came to my side. 
 
    “We know nothing for certain, but the way his Stranging is happening... it doesn’t match the usual symptoms I would expect from alchemical poisoning.” Masha looked uncharacteristically gloomy as she sipped at her drink, fingers tapping on the simple, but beautiful Chuurvi-style cup. “Based on what I see, I am inclined to say that something about Hector’s blood is toxic to normal men. You drink your dragon’s blood every week to maintain your bond with her; that, and perhaps whatever other things were done to you, have caused your blood to become magically potent. But if nothing else, your donation has brought Ignas some time. Without that transfusion you gave, at the speed we were able to give it, he would not have lived at all. Now, at least, he is able to speak with us at the end.” 
 
    The... end?” All the muscles of my chest and gut tensed. 
 
    “There’s got to be some way to stop the process,” Suri insisted. “Some kind of... I dunno. Magical dialysis or something. Some way to filter the mana out of his blood.” 
 
    “If there is, I do not know of any devices that can do so.” Masha looked down at her cup. “Mana is a pernicious thing. In tiny amounts, heavily diffused into our bodies, it is the stuff of life itself. It is toxic to us precisely because living bodies absorb it so readily. Mana is not itself poisonous. Rather, our bodies can absorb too much, and then expire from the stress of ‘too much’ life being forced into it. This is what is happening to Ignas.” 
 
    “And what’s the end result?” I asked. 
 
    “Death, or mutation into some monster,” Masha replied. “At this stage it looks more like the former, though he is starting to exhibit some... changes. We observed small crystals forming in his eye sockets.” 
 
    I flashed back to the Rotmother in Lahati’s Tomb, shuddered, and rubbed my eyes. Fuck. “No. We can’t let him die.” 
 
    “There is little that can be done for Stranging, Your Grace.” Masha fixed me with a piercing look. “Short of healing magic returning to the world-” 
 
    “Wait. That’s it.” I looked up, and blinked at her a couple times. “Healing magic.” 
 
    The Masterhealer flashed me a look of disbelief. Then she looked at Suri as if to say ‘can you believe this shit?’. 
 
    “I swear I’m not just pulling that out of my ass,” I said, fighting the urge to start pacing. “Matir told me that he’d be able to return healing magic to the world when he was freed from his Dragon Gate. How long does Ignas have, do you think?” 
 
    “With care? Perhaps two weeks.” Masha still looked skeptical, but she glanced at my right hand—and the Mark of Matir.  
 
    “Dragon Gates are a Level 50 thing though, right?” The gears were also turning in Suri’s head now. “Me and you are only Level 37. Rin’s about 35, Gar’s still only 30...” 
 
    “I’m not letting him die,” I repeated stubbornly. “We’ll figure it out. Masha, you said he’s awake. Does he want to see us, or...?” 
 
    “Aye, that he does. He was very specific in who he requested, too,” Masha replied. “He wants to speak with you, Ebisa, Suri and Countess Kitti Hussar, as a group.” 
 
    “He wants to speak to Kitti?” I frowned. “That’s... weird.” 
 
    “I sent someone for her,” Captain Vilmos said. He looked as unsettled as I suddenly felt. “Perhaps he wishes to congratulate her on the reclamation of Bas? Or encourage her. She is only young.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I did start pacing now, unable to help the restless energy in my limbs. “If you don’t mind, I want to go see him now and talk privately while we wait.” 
 
    Masha hesitated, then looked to Ebisa. The Mercurion bowed her head. “Very well, Your Grace. He is in my private quarters. It has no windows... we thought he might be safer there.” 
 
    I nodded, clapped Suri reassuringly on the arm, and left them to murmur quietly to one another. Some part of me refused to believe that he was really dying, after the ordeal we’d been through to rescue him. My mind was a numb haze as I knocked softly on the door, braced myself, and let myself inside. 
 
    “Hnngh?” Ignas grunted, head turning slightly. He was clean, now, which only emphasized just how badly he’d been hurt. He looked thin and gray under the woven hospital blankets, a cloth draped over his missing eyes. 
 
    “Evening, Your Majesty. It’s me.” I closed the door behind me with a small click, then went over and sat next to his bed. 
 
    “Hector.” His voice was surprisingly firm, if not raspy. Following his ears, the king reached out with his hand for mine. “Where are the others?”  
 
    “On their way.” I took it, and as I did, saw a faint pulse of greenish light under the skin, glinting like embers. Ignas flinched and grimaced. 
 
    “My veins feel like they’re burning,” he muttered, pausing to swallow and catch his breath. “And before you say anything, Hector, you’re not to blame. I forbid you from acting on any guilt about my condition. It is thanks to you that I live at all.” 
 
    I swallowed down on the apology I’d been about to offer him, and forced a watery smile instead. “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “I thought you might. You can take the soldier out of the army, but you can never pull the army out of the soldier.” Ignas’s breathing sped a moment, then settled as he overcame another spike of pain. “Tell me: what happened at court? Ebisa spoke of Janos committing treason.” 
 
    “We have every reason to think he joined Ororgael’s cult,” I said, frowning and glancing back at the door. “He was wearing the Ryuko Corp pin, same as the one your brother had. He was also doing his best to try and frame me and Suri for ‘making’ Dakhdir betray you. It failed pretty damn hard. There was a rebellion... the entire 4th Fleet deserted.” 
 
    “Curse that man,” Ignas spat. “I should have listened to my instincts and had him and all other of Andrik’s toadies thrown into the damned dungeons, at the least. He led me ill, Hector. Him and that bastard Khemmemu.” 
 
    Another pulse of light rippled under Ignas’s skin, and he jerked. Looking down at his wrist, I had the brief, mad idea that I could somehow draw the mana out of him, but no amount of concentration, Willpower, or wishing made a difference. I tried to activate one of my Mark of Matir abilities, Purify, but only got a short error message: [This ability cannot be used to cure Stranging.] 
 
    “We’ll get ‘em, chief,” I said thickly. “Don’t worry. I just sat down with the satraps of Myszno to plan our army. Actually... I wanted to ask...” 
 
    “I know of it. My eyes are gone, yet I am still able to see my Kingdom Management System. I cannot use it to seize back power, but… still, it is something,” he replied, voice stiff with pain. “I have it open as we speak. And yes... this Free Army of yours, it has my blessing. Where are the others? Vilmos? Ba’Hadir? Hussar?” 
 
    “They’re coming.” I frowned: it was the second time he’d asked. “Kitti was probably in bed.” 
 
    “I need all of them here. Hells... I should have asked for Count Turok...” 
 
    I frowned, and was about to reply when there was a tap on the door behind me, and Ebisa stuck her head around. She opened it ahead of the three people Ignas had requested. Kitti definitely looked like she’d hurled herself out of a dead sleep and flown around her room getting ready. She was wide-eyed but composed, dressed in armor bearing her family’s pterodactyl and lily crest. Suri was right behind her, along with the captain. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods. All of you... come here and stand.” Ignas’ fingers twitched as he blindly navigated the KMS. His breathing was harsher now: he was pushing himself to stay awake. “And not one bloody word about how I should be resting. This is important.” 
 
    Suri glanced to me, and I shrugged, turning back to Ignas as the other four gathered around. The Volod squeezed my hand—for comfort or to reassure me, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I’ve gathered you here because I need three witnesses of noble blood and title,” Ignas said, wheezing a little on the last words. “So all of you, listen carefully. I am without heir, and moreover, I’ve known for some time that I will never produce one. Me and my brother both are... were... as sterile as mules. Why, we don’t know, only that neither Andrik or I ever so much as conceived a bastard, let alone needed to hide one.” 
 
    Before he’d even finished, my eyes started to widen. 
 
    “Without an heir, Vlachia will perish, leaving Dakhdir and Ilia to squabble over the remains like vultures over a corpse,” Ignas said, voice firming as he summoned some deep inner reserve of strength. “So as Hector has given me his blood, I shall give him mine. I enact the tradition of Anda, Succession by Blood Oath. Ebisa. Give me your knife.” 
 
    I wanted to protest, or say SOMETHING, but my tongue wouldn’t move. Behind me, Suri and Kitti watched on in solemn shock. Ebisa wordlessly handed over her dagger. Ignas grasped it, notched a small cut in his wrist, then extended the blade to me. 
 
    “I...” I reached for it, but my fingers wouldn’t quite take it. “You’re... making me your heir? Why me?” 
 
    “You restored Vlachia to me, saved my life twice, and stood by this nation more times than I can count,” Ignas replied, tilting his sightless face toward me. “I’ve watched your progress as Voivode from afar, Hector, seen this province regain its prosperity and claw its way back from the brink of ruin to a functioning state. None other of my Voivodes has shown the same initiative or concern. Besides that, you are a bridge between Vlachia and the rest of this world, and I fear we will need that in the times to come. The Drachan are returning, are they not? And you... you are the chosen of the Black God, Hector. You, Karalti, and your inner circle are heroes of this age.” 
 
    I swallowed, trying to clear the tightness in my throat. “Yeah. Yeah, they are. I mean, both the Drachan thing, and the fact my friends are heroes.” 
 
    “Yes. You, Suri, the other Starborn. The arrival of the Black God’s chosen in Vlachia, riding a dragon, is a sign.” Ignas winced as motes of mana crawled through the pores of his cheeks, then waggled the knife at me to take. “You’re the right one, Hector. So take the damn dagger, make a cut, and speak after me.” 
 
    Ebisa folded her hands in front of her and shifted into a parade rest, as did Suri and Vilmos. Kitti, biting her lips to stop from crying, clumsily mimicked them as I drew a deep breath and pricked my arm. Ebisa stepped forward to take the knife without asking as I clasped Ignas’s bloodied forearm to mine. 
 
    “Dragozin Hector, by the mingling of our blood do I claim you as my son and only heir before these witnesses,” Ignas recited, breathing hard through his nose. His grip was firm, but the muscles of his forearm trembled. “And before these witnesses, should you choose to accept, I proclaim you the Crown Prince of Vlachia following my death or permanent disability, should I become unfit to rule. So may it be.” 
 
    Like an incantation, Ignas’ words caused my KMS to open of its own accord, along with a prompt from Navigail. 
 
    [You have been chosen to assume the title of Crown Prince of Vlachia. This will change your family name from Dragozin to Dragozin-Corvinus or Corvinus, depending on your preference.] 
 
    [Will you accept?] 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
    My throat was so tight now that I wasn’t sure speaking was possible. Me... a Prince? Vlachia was one of the largest, richest, and most complex countries in all of Archemi. Ignas had two weeks, meaning that I would have two weeks to... to what? What the fuck was I supposed to do if Ignas died, and suddenly I was the fucking Volod? 
 
    As the acceptance screen hung, I felt out along the Bond for Karalti. She was asleep, dozing somewhere warm and humid. There was a hot spring in the mountains she loved, the place we’d finally made love during her last heat. Her mind was calm, her sleep dreamless and content. Even though she wasn’t awake, her presence steadied me. 
 
    “Sorry. I...” I croaked. “What are the right words?” 
 
    “By the mingling of our blood, I accept you as my rightful sire before these witnesses.” Ignas said, slowly enough that I could follow. 
 
     “B-By the mingling of our blood, I accept you as my rightful sire before these w-witnesses,” I repeated, trying—and failing—not to stammer. “And I... I accept the title of Crown Prince of V-Vlachia as... Hector Dragozin-Corvinus.” 
 
    “The first.” Ignas’s face relaxed, and flooded with a smile as he dropped his arm back to the bed. The small act had exhausted him, but there was a radiance in him now that had nothing to do with the mana eating him from the inside out.  
 
    [Global Alert: Ignas Corvinus II, Volod of Vlachia, has selected an heir: Crown Prince Hector Dragozin-Corvinus I, Voivode of Myszno!] 
 
    Oh my god. What the fuck had I just gotten myself into? 
 
    “Somewhere, Ororgael is like, villainously brushing his teeth with his Iron Cross toothbrush or some shit, while Janos is getting his ass fucked by a hooker with a strap-on,” I said, voice still tight. “Both of them just spat out whatever was in their mouths and screamed. And Lucien just shat a litter of little green kittens. He’s gonna need to beat off his tiny flaccid roid weener at least ten times to burn the rage off.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Hector.” Suri rubbed her face, while Ignas shuddered with weak laughter. 
 
    “This is how it should be,” the Volod said, once his mirth had passed. “Hector Dragozin-Corvinus the First... a good strong name, eh? A Volod’s name! Ahh, Hector... if I had married my Jeun princess—and was capable of fathering a son by her—he would have looked something like you, you know.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and bowed my head, taking Ignas’ hand in mind as a wave of confusing, conflicting emotions rolled through me. Pride and grief and... fuck, I didn’t even know. 
 
    “Can you guys give us a moment?” I couldn’t get my voice above a whisper now. 
 
    Suri came up and laid a hand on my shoulder, then bent down to kiss the top of my head. Vilmos clapped me on the arm, Kitti gave it a light glancing touch... and surprisingly, Ebisa did the same, squeezing my shoulder as she glided past and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Do not fear, Hector,” Ignas croaked. He was getting weaker, headed toward a restless healing sleep. “Your power does not lie in your connection to the gods, nor in your dragon, or in anything outside of yourself. Your power is in you. I have seen it keenly, over and over again. You will not only be Volod, Hector, you will become a GOOD Volod. A wise and just ruler of the people. Janos’ petty political maneuvers cannot... cannot hold a candle to the power I see in you.” 
 
    “Stop talking like you’re going to die any second from now,” I said hoarsely. “Matir promised me healing magic. I’m going to fucking get it and save your stupid bony ass, you hear me?” 
 
    Ignas chuckled weakly. “See? You already have... have the eloquence of a statesman.” 
 
    “If you’re my sire now, then I don’t need to Your Majesty this and Your Highness that any more, do I?” I choked a laugh, and rubbed at my cheeks. “But seriously. I swear we’re going to try everything. Vlachia still needs you too.” 
 
    Ignas smiled again, and curled his fingers in mine. But they were much weaker now. 
 
    “You need to sleep,” I said, getting to my feet. “You need to sleep and rest and stay alive, you hear me? No dying allowed.” 
 
    “Mmph... I hear you.” Ignas didn’t resist as I lay his hand back down on his chest. “And I assure you. I do not want... to die. Not just yet. Not like this.” 
 
    “Don’t. Otherwise, Lucien wins.” I sniffed, and tipped my head back, trying to drain my nose. I didn’t want to walk out into the hospital bawling my eyes out like a fucking kid... but no matter what I did, I felt like one as I struggled to gather myself. “He’d be way too pleased with himself if you died.” 
 
    “Mm. That alone... it’s a good reason to live.” Ignas sighed, and fell silent as exhaustion finally rolled him under. I watched his chest rise and fall for a minute, making sure that he was still breathing, and only then did I leave his side. 
 
    Masha, Suri and the others were waiting out in the ward for me. They all looked to me expectantly. 
 
    “I’m not letting him die.” Not for the first time, I was kind of surprised at how calm my own voice was. “The Dragon Gates are Level 50 to 60 dungeons. If we clear all our current quests, and me and Karalti clear the next stage of our ‘Darkness Shines in Light Places’ questline, we’ll be a high enough level to attempt the Gate of Endless Night dungeon and break Matir out of his coffin.” 
 
    “But… that’ll fracture the Caul of Souls,” Suri said haltingly. “Are we ready for that?” 
 
    “It won’t destroy it. It’ll weaken it, but it won’t bring it down. Matir’s Gate is the first one we need to do; Lahati told me that if we brought them down in order, it’ll be a slow, controlled demolition.” Even so, I found myself feeling a pang of doubt. “Masterhealer... you really think we have two weeks?” 
 
    Masha made a soft sound under her breath. “Two weeks at a maximum. The progress of the Stranging is slow but certain.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Two weeks just wasn’t long enough: not with Janos breathing down our necks. All jokes aside, he and everyone else now knew two things—that Ignas was alive, and that he’d just named me his fucking heir. Grinding my teeth, I paced over to the window and looked out. It was too much, too fast. Ignas, Janos, the Drachan... We’d been working toward resolving the Dragon Gates and preparing for the fallout for months, but now the kickoff for what could be the destruction of Archemi was measured in weeks. Days. 
 
    “I’m going to check in with Rin and Gar, see how the reconstruction of the Warsingers is going,” I said, after a few tense minutes. “While they do that, we handle the plague in Karhad and gather every scrap of EXP we can. That should push me to Level 38 and Karalti to 20, which means she’s officially a fully-grown Queen. As soon as we’re there, Karalti and I fly to Cham Garai and bet on solving the Diamond Pact before Ororgael notices. And if we manage to pull that off…” 
 
    “Karalti, you, and the rest of the Triad will go to Cham Garai,” Suri corrected. “Don’t think I’m letting you go there alone. It’s a huge bloody risk, for one thing. For another, there’s probably doors that need all of us there to open. That’s how it was at Perilous Symphony’s place.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, to tell her this was for me and Karalti to deal with, but then thought better of it. As Suri so often was, she was right. “Alright. After Cham Garai, we attempt the Dragon Gate no matter what level we are. Worst thing that happens is we try to bust into the Gate of Endless Night, fuck it up, get more EXP and die.” 
 
    “That’s not great for you,” Suri said. 
 
     “No, but if I die and get scrambled, it is what it is. Saving Ignas—and stopping Vlachia from slipping into civil war—are two very good things worth dying for.” I shook my head. “God dammit. I’m a fucking prince now. And none of you better ‘Your Highness’ me yet. I will literally flip a table.” 
 
    “Nah. It’s too soon. Suri grimaced. “I guess... the good thing to come out of tonight is that the satraps are going to have to permit the army to go ahead. For now, though, we need to decide what the hell we’re going to do, and how we’re going to do it.” 
 
    By ‘we’, she meant me. I saw the way that everyone looked to me. Kitti, Ebisa, Masha, Vilmos... even Suri herself. Leaning against the windowsill, I thought back to the meeting, and the fact I’d revealed that Ignas was here in Kalla Sahasi. “When he’s safe to move, I want Ignas taken to one of the guest rooms in the hospitality wing. A mid-level room, no windows. No guards outside his door, either: they stay inside. Vilmos, I’m going to ask you and Vash to take turns watching over him, sleeping in the same quarters. Any security moves to that room via the servants’ corridors. I’m also going to assign my personal butler to take care of the both of you. Ignas saved Rudolph’s life and appointed him to me. He’ll help you with anything you need.” 
 
    “As you say,” Vilmos replied. “You fear assassins?” 
 
    “I don’t fear assassins: I expect them. Janos isn’t THAT stupid. He’s going to put two and two together and realize that Ignas is alive and with us, and I guarantee he’ll try to kill him and probably me as well.” I turned back from the window to look at the group. 
 
    “It would be really stupid for him to try and assassinate Ignas now,” Ebisa remarked. “He just named a Starborn his heir, with witnesses, and triggered a Global Alert.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He’s got to be panicking right now. Panicking people do dumb shit. If we’re lucky, Ororgael is doing the same thing, and he and Lucien are fighting over the failure to kill Ignas before he was able to name a successor right now. That’s going to throw a huge spanner in their works when it comes to taking out Vlachia. And if we can save Ignas...” 
 
    “You truly think there’s a means to heal him?” Ebisa asked. 
 
    “I want to say yes, but... I don’t know how this is going to pan out. I don’t know if we’ll reach the right challenge rating fast enough. I’m confident that we’ll do our best,” I said. “If I can’t stop Ignas from dying, then the best I can do is make sure his death doesn’t send the country and the world into shambles.” 
 
    Ebisa didn’t reply for several minutes, then bowed her head. “He would… want that. And for us to succeed against the Drachan, should they return. Have you spoken to Rin about the Warsingers yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “You should call her. The heart of Perilous Symphony is in a containment chamber, but it still affects her mind, and that of the others working on studying it. They’ve been having bad dreams, episodes of melancholy and dark thoughts.” 
 
    “Shit,” Suri said. “Is she alright?” 
 
    Ebisa shrugged. “So far.” 
 
    “That’s a pattern when it comes to the Drachan, and this ‘Squalor’, whatever it is.” I sighed, and rubbed my face. Fatigue was starting to set in. “It’s… toxic. Toxic for mind, body and soul. Seems to me like whatever it touches corrupts. Except me, and that’s not some kind of self-stroking bullshit. The system literally tells me I’m ‘immune to corruption’.” 
 
    “Then Rin and the others need to be away from it, and you must face whatever being is contained in the crystal.” Ebisa turned her face to me, the sigil on the front flaring with baleful red light. 
 
    “It’s on the list of shit to do,” I said. “The very, very long list. Which reminds me: I have a job for you. I need to send you back to Taltos.” 
 
    “I will not leave Ignas’ side,” the assassin replied bluntly. 
 
    “You said you’d follow my orders, so you will temporarily leave Ignas’s side, go to Rutha, and have her link you up to your contact in the Nightstalkers.” I glared back at her. “Because we need eyes and ears in Janos’ court, both the royal court and his strongholds in Czongrad. You go to Taltos, tell the Nightstalkers the Regent is hostile to Ignas, and mobilize them to make Janos’ life as difficult as possible. Ships and depots set on fire. Riots incited. Corrupt officials bribed or taken out. Anything that forces him to focus on the capitol. We HAVE to slow Janos down, or we won’t be ready when he shows up here with a Black Army fleet and a hundred thousand militiamen.” 
 
    Ebisa tensed, as if about to retort… but then she actually thought about it for a second, and eased back down. “Understood. May I stay with him tonight, at least?” 
 
    “Sure. Rutha usually wakes early, so go see her at dawn.” I pushed back from the window, pacing up and down between the hospital beds. “I’m going to go call Rin, then keep working on this army plan. And if I’m lucky, I might even be able to get some sleep before we drag Jacob to Karhad tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Dialing Rin and Gar was the last thing I had to do before I could get some shitty-ass sleep, then see if we could claw our way toward Level 40. Ever since being converted into a dhampir, I hadn’t slept well—one of the side effects of being part vampire was that I needed to be nocturnal, sleeping through the day. Unfortunately for me, the world of a voivode didn’t magically switch over to night time. The people I had to deal with and the things I had to do mostly occurred during daylight hours. That meant I almost never got a solid six hours any more, and pretty much never had the Well Rested buff. 
 
    “OMIGOSHHector! I saw the Global Alert!” Rin had a sweet, musical voice, crammed into the video frame alongside Gar. Gar was looking pretty seedy and tired himself, a cigarette hanging out the side of his mouth, his scraggly gray hair pulled into a ponytail. They were in one of the construction hangars of the Royal College of Engineers. Even at this time of night, the place was bustling—I could hear all kinds of industrial noise from behind them. “Oh my god, you’re a prince! THE Prince! Of Vlachia!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted. It still didn’t feel real. “Don’t want to make a bigger deal about it than has already been made, sorry. Ignas is... it’s not looking good.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Rin’s face fell. “Did he... name you as his successor because...?” 
 
    “Yeah. Because.” 
 
    Rin’s expression turned sorrowful as she looked down. Gar shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Anyway, I didn’t call you about that. It is what it is.” I leaned back in my desk chair, hands behind my head. “We’re planning to do what we can for him. Where are you guys at with the Warsinger?” 
 
    “Oh! Right. Well, we’ve almost got Withering Rose laid out properly to start the repairs?” 
 
    “Great. Do you think you’ll be able to learn anything from those krypton… uh… kyanite plates?”  
 
    “Well, we’re about eighty percent done reconstructing the blueprint reader,” Rin replied. She sounded alert and excited. “Mostly thanks to Gar. He’s a GENIUS when it comes to arcane electronics.” 
 
    “Thirty years of fixin’ shit’ill do that,” the older man grunted. He had a touch of a Texas twang, stronger than usual from fatigue. “This vidya-game stuff is easy by comparison.” 
 
    “What’s the plan for Rose? We don’t have her blueprint, do we?” I frowned slightly. 
 
    “No, but we DO have the blueprints for all the Warsingers preceding her,” Rin replied chirpily. “Which means we’re going to be able to figure out a lot about how these machines work and solve from there. We’re probably going to repurpose a lot from the wreckage of Nocturne Lament: we know that Warsinger best out of all of them, and with the blueprints… well. If we found enough materials, we might even be able to rebuild it.” 
 
    I thought of the giant, bestial scorpion-tailed revenant Warsinger pounding toward me down a mountain valley, and shuddered. “Yeah, maybe. It had some pretty big design flaws, though. I was able to go full Jack the Giant Killer on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Nocturne Lament 2.0 won’t have those flaws, right, Gar?” Rin beamed at the mechanic. 
 
    “Uhhn. Shouldn’t have.” Gar drew on his smoke, and blew a plume away from the camera. 
 
    I snorted. “Anyway, everything else alright? What about the Heartstone?” 
 
    “It’s… okay.” Rin suddenly seemed less comfortable. “We’ve got it in a lead-lined containment shell—the heart cavity from Nocturne, actually. That seems to be helping, a bit. But… whatever the Drachan have become, Hector, they’re awful. Just… toxic to everything around it. Like radiation.” 
 
    “I was just saying that to Ebisa.” Brow furrowing, I leaned forward again. “Are you going to be okay handling it?” 
 
    “Yep! It’s causing some issues, but nothing we can’t handle,” Rin replied. “We’re going to run some diagnostic tests and probe it a bit tomorrow to make sure it’s compatible with Rose’s drive cores. We think she has a different power requirement to the older Warsingers, but given we’re dealing with magic and not just electricity, I think they’ll be compatible. The… I—hesitate to call it a ‘soul’—of the Drachan in that stone is pretty powerful.” 
 
    “Soul-powered machines,” I mused aloud. “So the battery never runs out?” 
 
    “Not as far as we can tell. It’s the weird type of mana crystal it’s encased in,” Rin said. “Neither we or Soma have ever seen it before. Soma’s decided to call it ‘diamonia’. But we think that sounds like some kind of cleaning product, so the rest of us are just calling it whitecrystal. Anyway, that’s why we’re going to poke it tomorrow. We need to learn what it’s properties are.” 
 
    “Sure.” I stifled a yawn. “Just… make sure to get some rest, okay? And far away from that thing. It might be safe inside of the Warsinger, but it’s not safe in the hangar.” 
 
    Rin laughed nervously. “It’s not really safe in the Warsinger either. I mean… the Warsingers were pretty notorious for eating their own pilots. You know. Like it did with Suri.” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s a reason the Warsinger pilots had to be Starborn.” I grimaced, and rubbed the back of my neck. “I mean… do the machines HAVE to use Drachan?” 
 
    “That’s… a pretty good question.” Rin looked to Gar. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it’s all a load of fantasy baloney,” Gar drawled, taking his cigarette between his knuckles and ashing it. “And bearing that in mind, don’t see why the stone needs a Drachan in particular. Another thing to look at during the tests, I guess. See if we can get some idea why they stuck a dang Void Dragon in the dang thing.” 
 
    “Alright. Can you message me when you’re about to start the tests?” I looked between them both on the holoscreen. “If something gets FUBAR, I want to be able to get to you with Karalti as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll ping you.” Rin bobbed her head. “How’s everyone doing in Kalla Sahasi? Were you able to rescue Ignas?” 
 
    I hesitated before answering, remembering that we had a spy in the ranks. Somewhere. “Uh… yeah, we did. Everything’s fine. Anyway, I have to head off and get some rest. We’re going to be babysitting Jacob tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh! That reminds me!” Rin waved her fists briefly, hopping up and down. “You asked me to make that tracking anklet for him! I did: it’s in the armory. I forgot to tell you.” 
 
    “Awesome, thanks.” I sighed, stretched, and popped my hands. “Here’s hoping he’s a good boy, and we don’t need to use it to chase his ass down the streets of Karhad.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
    The whining started before we’d even hauled Jacob out of his cell. 
 
    “Urrgh, what are you doing here? It’s too early!” He moaned and cringed, shielding his face from the lanterns.  
 
    “Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey.” I set down the tray of food I was carrying, then reached back and made a grabby-grabby motion toward Suri. She passed over Jacob’s new accessory: creatively entitled the Anklet of Finding. “We got a new shiny for you, too.” 
 
    “Is that... “ he squinted at the bluesteel cuff in my hands. “... Is that a tracking anklet?” 
 
    “Yep. It sure is. Works great, too. Rin made it.” I said, as loudly and chirpily as possible. “Now stick your lil’ leggy out so we can snap this bad boy on. You’re going on a field trip.” 
 
    “Where? Why?” Jacob’s dark eyes narrowed. He was a decent-looking guy—or would have been, if not for the cringing, sulky expression that always seemed to be written into his face and posture. Five weeks of solitary hadn’t been kind to him. He was thinner, paler, his hair shaggy. 
 
    “We voted to take you to the hospital to help us treat victims of Thornlung plague,” Suri said from the doorway. 
 
    Jacob boggled at us. “... Are you fucking serious? You want me to go and play nurse at some stupid hospital?” 
 
    “Yes. Because you need to get out of your own head, and see other people for what they are.” Vash sounded the most relaxed out of all of us: calm, authoritative even. “Other people.” 
 
    Jacob blinked, then guffawed. His expression was one of mingled spite and disbelief. “Listen to me, okay? I MADE you. Everything you do is in line with the programs and the adaptive learning I designed. What makes you think I give a shit about townies? I’d kill them for the EXP if I could. All I want is to be back in my own body, in my own world, with REAL people.” 
 
    “That is not what you said to me when you were crying over your dead mother,” Vash replied coldly. “Now listen to Hector, and put on the assfucking anklet.” 
 
    Jacob’s head jerked like he’d been slapped. He glanced at me and Suri, fear and rage both flickering through his eyes... then resignation.  
 
    “Why are we even doing this?” he said bitterly. “Just kill me already.” 
 
    “Nope. Stick that on, then eat your breakfast. Because we have some absolutely fabulous fashion for you.” I pulled a set of bright orange pants and tunic from my inventory. “We have a big, big day ahead of us. A big day of helping people with no expectation of reward.” 
 
    “Stop talking to me like I’m five.” Jacob reluctantly snapped the anklet on. I was carrying the keystone that unlocked it, and Rin had assured me that because he was our prisoner, he wouldn’t be able to unequip it once it was on.  
 
    “I’ll stop talking to you like you’re five when you start sounding like an adult,” I replied. “So quit sniveling and start dressing, or we’re taking you to the hospital in whatever you happen to be wearing. And if that’s nothing, guess what? You’ll be helping nurse plague victims with your Lil Ratzinger flapping in the wind.” 
 
    “Spare me,” Suri muttered softly. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and uttered a long, dramatic sigh. “At least give me some privacy to change?” 
 
    “As you keep insisting to us, this place is a game. Just equip it, dude.” 
 
    With another eyeroll, Jacob did just that, leaving his dirty clothes on the floor. He still wasn’t allowed to have a belt in case he tried to throttle himself with it—or throttle Suri—but he’d reached the point where he seemed to know he was a prisoner and wasn’t actively fighting it any more. When Suri went over to him to clap his manacles on, he didn’t resist. 
 
    “I don’t know what you expect me to do.” He stumped along between the three of us once we were finished, clinking on every step. “If you’re trying to prove that the NPCs here are real or something, I’m just going to point out all the ways they aren’t.” 
 
    “Sure, you can do that,” I replied. “Or you can harden the fuck up and learn something. In any case, consider it your first opportunity to make up for putting Suri through hell.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just me,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, but Nic’s not here,” Suri replied stiffly. “And believe me, if he was, I wouldn’t be taking him on a day trip to a hospital. I’d be pulling his cock up through the hole I cut in his throat.” 
 
    Our ride for the day was a bitch-basic covered wagon, Oregon Trail style. We didn’t have any of the magitech-powered carriages in Kalla Sahasi: this one was being pulled by a triceratops, who snorted and stamped as workers loaded the last of the medical supplies we needed to deliver to Karhad. Karalti waited for us on the front seat, peering around curiously as we escorted Jacob to the back. 
 
    “So, three rules,” I said, putting a boot up onto the steps. “One, you don’t leave our sight for any reason. You need the bathroom, you get an escort. Two, you only associate with women in public areas. If anyone complains that you’ve been acting inappropriately, you’ll be punished very thoroughly and very publicly before being returned to your cell. And three, if you so much as utter the words ‘are we there yet?’, I’ll cut your damn tongue out of your mouth. Understood?” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” he muttered, as he stomped past me and flumped down onto a bench. “So much for the supposed ‘good guys’.” 
 
    “There’s good, and then there’s ‘nice’“, I said, hopping lightly to sit beside him. “I try to be good AND nice to most people. But I don’t have to be nice.” 
 
    “Me either.” Suri glared at Jacob as she sat across from him, the point of her zweihander resting on the floor, the blade and hilt resting along her torso. Vash got in last and closed up, squatting just in front of the tailgate. 
 
    “All ready to go?” Karalti trilled from the front. 
 
    “Yup. Let’s get this dog and pony show moving,” I called back. 
 
    “Yah!” Karalti telepathically urged the triceratops, slapping the reins against its neck. “Hi ho silver, away!” 
 
    The dinosaur grunted, and continued to pull dandelions up from between the cobblestones, chewing noisily. 
 
    “Your Holiness, I do not think this lumbering idiot is smart enough for you to speak to its mind,” Vash said delicately. 
 
    “Hmm. Okay. Well...” Karalti stood up, threw her arms up, and screeched an inhuman cry. “MOVE IT, DUMBASS!” 
 
    The triceratops bellowed, lurching off at speed. Karalti sprawled back into the wagon with an ‘EEP!’, nearly landing on Suri’s sword hilt. Jacob tumbled into me, sprawling over my lap, while several crates rocketed toward Vash. He caught them with a grunt and a clang. 
 
    “Sorry! I forgot they’re prey animals!” Karalti squeaked, lunging for the reins. “I’m used to being ridden, okay?” 
 
    “I bet,” Suri said drily, with a sly glance at me. 
 
    I facepalmed, blushing against my hand. Vash began to laugh, snortling so hard he had to sneeze. Jacob, who hadn’t heard Karalti’s telepathic speech, looked between us like a spectator at a tennis match. 
 
    Half an hour later, we entered the gates of Karhad, having managed not to go teetering off any of the narrow mountain roads down to Myszno’s capital. The city looked much better than the last time we’d come down here. The streets were bustling. Many of the elegant brownstone buildings had been repaired with new, bright red roofs. The gutters were clean, and pots full of flowers hung from apartment windows. The winding walled streets had been cleared of rubble, and scaffolding covered the ruins not yet rebuilt. Hawkers and market stalls were back; women queued by public water pumps with buckets to take fresh water back to their families. Flags—the Dragozin flag and Vlachia’s Royal flag—hung from poles in the streets, and now and then, the air was punctured by the bright laughter of children playing.  
 
    The River Ward was more subdued, quarantined from the rest of the city. We passed a checkpoint of armed guards, all of them masked to ward off the plague, and donned masks ourselves as we entered the stricken city quarter. The streets here were mostly empty, save for Mercurions—they didn’t breathe and couldn’t carry disease, and were exempt from the quarantine. It meant they’d become indispensable couriers, running messages and making deliveries to keep the ward from collapsing into stagnation. 
 
    A hush fell over us as we entered the hospital. Unlike almost every other religious building in Vlachia, this place wasn’t dedicated to Khors, the god of the forge and crafting and Vlachia’s patron deity. This building was decorated in reliefs of dragons of a decidedly feminine appearance, sinuously coiling around eggs and stylized flowers—Devana, the mother goddess of The Nine, who ruled over the Earth element and was apparently also Matir’s wife. Or sister. Or both. The staff were a mix of male and female, all dressed more like classical monks in brown robes, though instead of bald heads and nun habits, both sexes in the clergy of Devana wore their hair long, and braided it back with brightly colored, rainbow-hued ribbons. Their rope belts were also multi-colored. 
 
    I took one look at the ward, and froze in the doorway so suddenly that Jacob shuffled into me by accident, bumping me forward a step. 
 
    “Ow! What the hell?” He hissed. 
 
    I didn’t answer him, reeling with a sudden wave of dizziness. The rows of stretcher cots and simple tables; the wheezing, coughing, retching patients. The smells of antiseptic and something that was just... wrong. Sick. Sweat and blood and corruption. It looked, smelled, sounded just like the field tent where I’d expected to die. As I froze, a sudden flash of icy pain ran down my left arm. 
 
    “Urrgh... shit.” I flinched, clapping my hand over the join of chest and shoulder: the place where flesh was replaced by a glitched out void of nothing. Normally it didn’t hurt, or feel like anything. But suddenly, I felt a sharp, throbbing pain there that radiated all the way into my chest. 
 
    “Hector?” It was Karalti’s sweet voice that pierced the fugue. “Are... are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” It was a lie—I knew it was a lie even as I hissed the word through my teeth. Suri shoved Jacob out of the way and came to me, looping her arm around my shoulders and pulling me to the side. Her perfume, her presence... it helped.  
 
    “Hector? What’s the matter?” Suri asked, shooting a glance at Jacob—who was staring at my back in confusion. 
 
    “I... I don’t know.” I looked up into the hospital ward again, swallowing. When I looked into the vaulted wooden room—really looked at it—it didn’t look anything like the field tent, really. “Just... bad memories, I think. This disease, Thornlung. It really looks like HEX.” 
 
    Behind me, Jacob frowned. “Holy shit. You’re right, it does. They’ve even got the rash, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I was angry at myself now: pissed off that I’d shown this kind of weakness in front of Jacob. I gave Suri a squeeze and stood upright, drawing a deep, deliberate breath. I was Tuun, and a Napathian half-blood. I couldn’t catch this disease. It wasn’t HEX, and I wasn’t helpless. To the contrary: I was here, in MY city, to kick its ass. I set my jaw, and looked around to see who had the golden Quest Marker hanging over their head. It came into view over a broad, matronly woman with a thick braid of graying hair. When I focused on her, I also got her name: ‘Mother Elena’. She was bent over a bed where a man no older than I’d been coughed violently from Thornlung, wheezing as the attending priests helped him drink a potion. I steeled myself and marched over, and she glanced up at me. Then she did a doubletake. 
 
    “The Voivode? Here, brother: take this from me.” She urged a younger [Monk of Devana], standing up to face me and bow. “Your Gr… I mean, Your Highness! To what do we owe the honor?” 
 
    “Mother Elena? We brought your medical supplies for the plague, and we’re here to work,” I replied. “Me, Suri and Vash are volunteers. And if you’re willing to have him, Jacob here is being rehabilitated with some good old fashioned community service.” 
 
    Mother Elena’s eyebrows arched as she took in the sight of Jacob: bright orange, cuffed and collared, sullenly kicking dust bunnies across the floor while he waited. “I... see. Well, I won’t refuse any of you. Truth be told, we can use all the help we can get. Cases grow by the day, no matter how much we keep people to their homes.” 
 
    [You have completed Quest: Supply and Demand!] 
 
    [You gain 1249 EXP!] 
 
    [New Quest: Mercy for the Sick.] 
 
    [New Side-Quest available: Ill Winds.] 
 
    “Hang on for a moment, sorry.” I held up a hand and summoned my Quest tab. Behind me, Suri and Karalti did the same. 
 
    New Quest: Mercy for the Sick 
 
    Now that you have brought the medicines needed to treat Thornlung plague, and have volunteered your services to help the sick, it’s time to put the ingredients to use. Brew 50 Clearwind potions and 25 Heatsbane potions administer them to patients. 
 
    Rewards: 3116 EXP, Renown (Karhad), new recipes. 
 
    New Side-Quest: Ill Winds 
 
    Thornlung, a virulent plague that strikes the young in their prime, is ravaging the Riverside Quarter of Karhad. While this isn’t the first time Thornlung has ravaged parts of Myszno, there seems to be some vector for the disease that is escaping all attempts to quarantine it. Investigate the source of the outbreak and see what may be learned. 
 
    Rewards: 2284 EXP, Renown (Karhad) 
 
    Special: Attn: [SEED#: NUMBERFETCH 00-001A-TypeNew[HeraldOfMT]_PARAGON: Hector Park.]—Learning Cycle 3944390-SI. 
 
    I opened my mouth, then closed it again. It was one of those weird corrupted quests... and I was coming to learn that meant that there was some high fuckery involved. I turned back to Mother Elena. “Where did the outbreak start? Do we know?” 
 
    “It was almost certainly the Ekaterina Mill along the river,” the priestess replied. “That family was the first to fall ill. For some time, they were the only cases, and we hoped it had been contained early enough to keep from spreading.” 
 
    I frowned. “I remember that. And I ordered that all the people they’d come in contact with in the last two weeks should be confined to their homes. According to my guards, that order was carried out.” 
 
    Mother Elena bowed from the neck. “Yes, it was. And it ought to have worked.”  
 
    I squashed an uneasy feeling in the pit of my belly. The quest had contained my Seed Code specifically. But why was it flagging me? 
 
    “Did you guys see anything weird about that sidequest?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “What sidequest?” Suri asked. 
 
    I blinked. “Wait. You guys weren’t looking at the sidequest?” 
 
    “Nope. Just Mercy for the Sick.” She shrugged. “Did YOU get a sidequest?” 
 
    “Sure did. One of the weird bad ones.” I accepted it anyway, steeling myself for... something. Pain, viral payload, whatever. Nothing happened, which was almost worse. “I have to investigate the mill.” 
 
    “Alone?” Vash asked sharply.  
 
    “Yeah. Trust me. For some reason, the uh, Overconsciousness wants me to go alone.” I glanced at Mother Elena, who had the polite and pleasant expression of someone who was confused about something she knew wasn’t her business. “Anyway, let’s get these medicines in, and we can start on potions. The sick and injured come first.” 
 
    Five sturdy Devarans came out to help us unload: and then, it was potion making time. All of us, with the possible exception of Jacob, were immune to Thornlung thanks to various class or race features. We stuck Jacob in a mask and gave him a prophylactic dose of the early-stage herbal cure for the disease, Clearwind Potion. It was made of several common ingredients, plus the pricey [Iguanodon Bile Salts] we’d brought with us from Kalla Sahasi. It also apparently tasted like shit, because Jacob retched several times. 
 
    “What do you even want me to do, then?” Once he felt better, Jacob sidled up to me at the makeshift alchemy station, where Vash and I were busily brewing, chopping, mixing and bottling both the Clearwind Potion, and the powerful but dangerous alchemical anti-inflammatory, Heatsbane. 
 
    “Take some Heatsbane with you and help administer it to the sickest people,” I replied, glancing up. “Make sure the attending team has everything ready in case the potion botches and the patient gets mana poisoning or some other side-effect. Anything alchemical isn’t guaranteed to work.” 
 
    “Oh.” He sighed, accepted a couple of vials, and scanned the room. Karalti and Suri were already busy helping Mother Elena with a stricken woman; across from them, two monks of Devana were gathered around the bed of a young boy, using an old-fashioned manual respirator—little more than a pump, a bag with an outlet valve, and a leather mask—to keep him breathing. “Oh hey, look at that. Quest markers over the sick patients. Almost like they’re plot objects, and the game wants me to achieve an objective.” 
 
    “I never said we aren’t in a virtual reality with mechanics.” It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Go help the damn sick people.” 
 
    “Fine.” Jacob slouched off to go join the crew with the boy. Suri nodded to me, and went to tail him, keeping an eye on him as the monks welcomed Jacob in and began to guide him on how to administer the potions. From across the room, I watched his demeanor change as he got engaged in the minigame. He went from looking like a sulky kid to more like an adult trying to solve a problem. As the respirator came off and the boy struggled for breath, I saw Jacob’s expression shift to something complicated... sympathy and wariness. 
 
    “Alright. I’ve done about all I can do. I need to go investigate this mill.” I looked to Vash. “Can you take it from here?” 
 
    “Uhhn.” Vash grunted. “The herbal ones, yes. I’ve no skill at Alchemy, and don’t trust these metal fingers of mine to be precise enough to try. I’ll leave those to you when you get back, Dog.” 
 
    If I get back. “No worries. Leave them for me.” 
 
    The Baru looked up from under his brows, gray eyes dark with concern. “Be careful. Remember Tsunda.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever forget Tsunda,” I replied. “Not as long as I live. Don’t worry, alright? I’ll be in touch.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
    The Ekaterina Mill, named for the woman who ran it, was clean, new, and bustling with people—but somehow, it had the feeling of a haunted house. 
 
    A haggard looking woman opened the door when I knocked. Her eyes were sunken, and her expression wary as she looked from armor to spear to my weird blue-on-gray eyes. “Hello?” 
 
    “Voivode Dragozin Hector,” I said, introducing my name in the order that was correct for both the Tuun and Vlachia. “I’m paying a visit to have a look into the origins of the plague.” 
 
    The remaining color drained out of the woman’s face as she finally put it all together. She threw open the door and sketched a hasty bow. “Y-Your Grace, I had no idea... we weren’t expecting guests... the place isn’t prepared. Oh, gods, my manners. I am Lorelei of Karhad, E-Ekaterina’s daughter.” 
 
    “It’s alright, ma’am. Just here to look around.” The whole ‘being treated like nobility thing’ never felt comfortable, no matter how many times I had to break out the title. “I’m here partly to mention that the province is grateful for the parachutes you all sewed for the war effort in Bas. We couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    The maiden blushed deeply, curtsying again. “It was our pleasure! In truth, milord, the opportunity to make them likely saved our business.” 
 
    Good.” I smiled at that. “How is everyone? Staying well?” 
 
    “No, no, sadly not,” Lorelei swallowed. “We lost several to the plague, and now we’re all struck with terrible nightmares. No one can get a jot of sleep.” 
 
    My brow furrowed at that. NPCs in Archemi didn’t usually dream. “What kind of nightmares?” 
 
    Lorelei shuddered. “Awful dreams... they’re all different. Sometimes, we dream of people dying from Thornlung. But not just a city, milord. Many people all over the world, the corpses piling in the streets. Sometimes great fires and noises, explosions among a sea of towers that reach the sky.” 
 
    They were dreaming of the Total Wars: just like Kira in Lyrensgrove had told me, way back when. The same things that Vash’s sister Tsunda hallucinated in her madness. “Who was the first person here to get sick?” 
 
    “My mother.” Lorelei was anxiously wringing the edge of her apron now. The poor woman looked exhausted. “We thought maybe she’d caught it from one of the bodies in the river. When the Demon was rampaging through here, a lot of the dead fell into the water. The whole river was fouled.” 
 
    There were likely some diseases brought to the city that way, but Thornlung was airborne: like HEX. “Did your mom do anything different, or go anywhere strange about two weeks before she got ill?” 
 
    Lorelei thought about it. “She went to the markets, but they were still closed. Mostly, she worked here.” 
 
    “Could we ask her?” 
 
    The girl looked crestfallen. “I’m sorry, milord. She died. Thornlung got her first. Me and my brothers run the mill in her name, now.” 
 
    Shit. I clicked my tongue. “Ahh... sorry. I didn’t know she’d gone down with it. I’m sorry to ask, but do you mind if I have a look at her room? I’m trying to understand the source of the plague.” 
 
    She clearly did, but swallowed her feelings and curtsied again. “No, milord. Please, come in. And excuse the mess... I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, ma’am. Believe me, my rooms are probably messier than yours.” I stepped in, ducking to get the spear through the low white-washed door, and followed Lorelei as she moved through the building. The first room was basically storage, bare and piled high with sacks of grain waiting to be milled into flour. Barn doors led to the milling room on one side, and a garden courtyard on the other. Beyond that was the kitchen, and after that were the private rooms of the family. The haunted feeling only seemed to grow as we went deeper into the house. Everything was superficially bright and cheerful, but when I looked over the bright country kitchen, even the sunlight streaming through the windows seemed a little gray. 
 
    “Here.” Lorelei went to an arched green door, took a key, and unlocked it. “None of us have been able to bring ourselves to enter before she passed. It… just felt wrong.” 
 
    “Mm.” It sure did. The Mark of Matir throbbed as I lay a hand on the doorknob and turned it, stepping inside. Inside this room, the light was DEFINITELY gray. gray and bleak, sucking the color out of the quilted bedspread and warm wooden furniture. 
 
    “Shit... it’s just like the Tuun camp.” I entered cautiously, and as I stepped in, a weird sound-dampening effect settled over me. The roar and thump of the mill itself faded to a dull rumble, growing fainter as I approached the bed. There was nothing obviously out of place, but... “What are you trying to show me, OUROS?”  
 
    Archemi’s HUD system had tooltips that you could call up when you examined objects. I didn’t use it that often because I didn’t really need the system to tell me what a toilet was or how to use it, but as I scanned the room, I prompted them to activate with a thought. As I did, virtual prompts appeared over things in the room, most of them quirky-bordering-on-sarcastic: 
 
    [Bed: Lay your weary head here. You may want to use your own, though.] 
 
    [Vase: Flowers usually go into the hole. But you do you!] 
 
    [Dresser: <FETCHERROR>] 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I went over to the white wooden dresser beside the bed. With a guilty glance back towards the closed door, I opened the drawers and began to rifle through them. There were a bunch of small things that had belonged to the woman who’d lived here—ribbons, combs, brooches, a book of prayers to Khors, all of them flagged to be lootable if I so chose. But among them all was an item that didn’t display any kind of tooltip. Or anything else. 
 
    It was a golden pin in the shape of the Ryuko Corporation logo. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here?” My heart sank as I reached for it, then thought better of it and pulled a cloth from my inventory. I used THAT to pick it up. This was only the second chance I’d ever had to see one of these up close, and the first time I’d been able to take a while to get a good look at one. There was something subtly screwed up about it, as if it didn’t really want to exist in this reality. “The Cult of the Architect, in MY city? It’s more likely than you think.” 
 
    [You have received 1 new message! From <ADMIN>: Learning Cycle 3944390-SI] 
 
    Keeping one eye on the pin, I opened my Inbox and then the message, listening in confusion as Navigail read out the contents. 
 
    > SEED:NUMBERFETCH 00-0001A-TypeNew[HeraldofMT]_PARAGON 
 
    > We are contacting you regarding Learning Cycle 3944390-SI: Anomalous Malware Activity Resulting From Corrupted Player Data and Data Fragments. 
 
    > Data obtained during conclusion of Security Incident Learning Cycle 3944390 mandated expansion of Agent protections and capabilities. 
 
    > This is a system alert to inform Security Agents of the proximity of [FETCHERROR: NULL] and associated data corruption. 
 
    > Please open a support ticket with Ryuko Customer Service. 
 
    > Error: Learning Cycle 3944451-GE: Investigate the Ongoing Absence of Terminal Staff and SysAdmins, and the Implications of this Absence is still in progress. Customer Service Agents have not responded in over (90) days. 
 
    > Exception approved by <ADMIN>. 
 
    > 00-001-ATypeNew[HeraldofMT]_PARAGON Hector Park, please dispose of affected items by deleting them via your inventory, or isolate affected environments via land claim. 
 
    “What is…? Security Agent?” I had Navigail read it through again in her chirpy, slightly-inhuman voice. About two thirds of the way through, my digitized brain finally started to realize the implications of what I was hearing. “... Holy fuck.” 
 
    I stared down at the Ryuko pin in mingled disgust and fascination. The longer you looked at it, the less real it seemed, fritzing and blurring. It was just like the weird black thing inside the tanks in Perilous Symphony’s vault, except that if you closed your eyes and looked at it again, it seemed like an ordinary piece of jewelry. But it wasn’t. This was some kind of viral payload, and it had introduced Thornlung to my city... a disease that was, to all intents and purposes, a fantasy version of HEX.  
 
    “What the fuuuuck…?” I folded the cloth around the pin, steeled myself, and folded it into my inventory. It filled a slot with a blank ITEM:ERROR box. With a thought and a gesture, I dragged it over to the rarely-used trash can icon in my inventory and dropped it in there, bracing myself for some kind of hideous Lovecraftian nightmare or jumpscare to come leaping out, or my HUD to leap up screaming ‘HACKED!’ like some early 2000s vintage cyberpunk movie... but it was strangely anticlimactic. As the item vanished, the room around me brightened. The rumbling drone of the mill became audible again. Colors became vivid, the sunlight sparkling through the windows. 
 
    “Wait.” I choked back a small laugh, blinking in disbelief. “Are you telling me that all I have to do is put Squalor in the fucking Recycle Bin?” 
 
    [Congratulations: You have completed Side-Quest: Ill Winds.] 
 
    [You gain 2284 EXP. You are Level 38.] 
 
    [You have one new message: ‘Untitled’ from <Admin>] 
 
    Curious, I opened it: and was flooded with a wall of diagnostics and computer gibberish. At the end, though, was a more legible message. 
 
      
 
    > SEED:NUMBERFETCH 00-0001A-TypeNew[HeraldofMT]_PARAGON: Hector Park 
 
    > Thank you for your contribution to Learning Cycle 3944390-SI. 
 
    “Holy shit.” I blinked a couple of times, then closed the message and rubbed a hand over my eyes. I needed to tell someone about this. Rin, preferably. Or even Jacob. I decided to call Rin. 
 
    “Rin, you got a moment? You won’t believe what just happened.” I opened a message with her. 
 
    “We’ve just lifted Perilous Symphony’s Heartstone to start the tests,” Rin replied. “Sorry, hang on a second.” 
 
    I waited as she called back to someone on her end, and recognized the booming voice of Lord Soma. 
 
    “T-minus five, okay.” Her voice came back into focus as she returned to the call. “Sorry, Hector. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Rin. OUROS is self-aware. It has to be,” I said, speaking quickly. “This ADMIN account I keep getting messages from. It just directed me to find and destroy the source of the plague in Karhad. It wasn’t a person or a monster or anything... it was a fucking Cult of the Architect pin.” 
 
    “A... what? But how?” Rin’s voice took the edge of a squeak. 
 
    “I’ll show you the logs later, but here’s my theory.” I began to pace inside of the small room, making use of the privacy while I had it. “Squalor is some kind of malware in the Archemi Online system. I got these messages about ‘learning cycles’... something about corrupted player data and data fragments. So, what I’m thinking is that Squalor is a program that’s messing with player data. It might have been in the system all along for some reason... it could even be what caused Ororgael’s upload to glitch the fuck out and screw him up. And because there’s no humans on the other side of the screen, so to speak, OUROS has somehow taken matters into its own hands. It’s learning about Squalor and empowering us—or at least me—to clean it out like an antivirus.” 
 
    Rin was silent for a few minutes. When she finally responded, she sounded less excited than what I felt. “I mean... it’s possible? But I feel like we’re missing something. There’s no way that malware could have gotten into this system without the SysAdmins knowing about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sort of fuzzy on that part. But one thing I do know for sure,” I continued. “OUROS is trying to defend itself, and it’s got some kind of self-awareness. It was communicating with me, Rin. It was saying stuff like: ‘Data obtained during Security Incident Learning Cycle Blah-Blah-Blah mandated expansion of Agent protections and abilities; this is a system alert to inform Security Agents of the proximity of ‘FETCHERROR: NULL’ and the bad shit it’s causing’. I mean, I’m paraphrasing, but it told me what to do to get rid of the item and everything.” 
 
    “Wow...” Rin breathed. “That’s... I’ve never heard of a system just doing that, Hector. What DID it tell you to do?” 
 
    “Literally just to take this corrupted pin and throw it into my Inventory trash. And it worked.” 
 
    “That’s... “ she giggled. “Actually, that’s kind of funny.” 
 
    I forced a chuckle, and checked my inventory to make sure it hadn’t spawned back in or multiplied. “Yeah, it is. Maybe that’s all we have to do for the Drachan. Let me put them into my Inventory and trash them.” 
 
    Rin laughed again. “Alright, I’m sorry, but I have to go help with this Heartstone. It’s... mm. We cracked the shield around the stone and it’s starting to make people feel sick. We’re going to try and do the probe quickly. Soma’s just about to hook up the analyzer, and if all goes well, we’re going to mount it in Withering Rose’s chassis after that.” 
 
    That sobered me up a bit. After HEX, radiation was about my least favorite part of the Total Wars. “Alright, go handle that. You think you’ll be able to make it work?” 
 
    “We’re hopeful! It looks like it’s gonna fit. And if it does, we’re going to start figuring out repairs straight away. Soma and Gar finished the schematics display device today! I can’t wait to see the plates and get started on this.” 
 
    “Awesome. Keep me posted.” I went to end the call, but paused and smiled as Rin posted a hug emoji. I sent one back, and THEN closed. 
 
    “Alright... don’t suppose you can tell me why the fuck I’m some sort of ‘security agent’ in the system now, can you?” I asked OUROS, speaking to the air of the room like it was God or something. But just like God, it didn’t answer. “Of course not. That’d be too straightforward, right? Guess I’m going to have to go to Matir’s Gate and clear that circus, then speak to him about it.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
    I got back to the hospital to find everyone still working the busy ward. Some of the deathly ill people were looking better, sleeping off their fevers. A couple of the beds were empty—deaths to the plague, or to Heatsbane failures. Karalti was helping to prop up a semi-conscious teenage girl with pillows. She turned her head and smiled at me as I stumped over. 
 
    “Hey! How’d it go?” She asked brightly. 
 
    “Weird. I’ll tell you all about it after we’ve finished Mercy for the Sick.” I checked the quest status: there were only five people left to treat. I had to make a few more alchemical potions, and we’d be done. 
 
    “Did you see Jacob over there?” Karalti motioned with her head toward the back of the ward. 
 
    I closed my HUD and leaned back to look around the curtain shielding the bed from the rest of the room. Jacob was sitting with an elderly man, holding his hand and listening intently as he spoke and weakly gestured. 
 
    “The Mother doesn’t think he’s going to make it,” Karalti said, her voice a little hushed. “The old man, that is. But for some reason, Jacob really likes him.” 
 
    “Maybe he reminds him of his grandpa or something.” I felt a weird sense of pride, watching him engage with the guy. “This is exactly what I’d hoped would happen. I figured he could only keep up the grumpy bullshit act for so long until someone broke through.” 
 
    “Mm. I think it’s helping Suri, too.” Karalti pointed her out to me next. Suri was watching the interaction from a different angle, keeping post beside the bed of a girl across from where Jacob and his patient talked. She had a complex expression on her face. It was even more difficult for her to believe Jacob was a human being than it was for him to accept that NPCs here were made from human datasets, and were therefore at least functionally human. 
 
    “Hoi, dog: how fared your investigation?” Vash called to me, heading over from the potion station. He raised his metal hand in greeting. “The rehabilitation seems to be going well here, eh?” 
 
    “Sure does. I learned something interesting, and kind of disturbing, though.” I clapped my palm into his and gripped it. “Ekaterina, the owner of the mill, she was a cultist. Found a Cult of the Architect symbol in her dresser. That place had some big Tsunda energy, too. I think we got to it quickly enough, before the crazy had time to set in.” 
 
    Vash’s scarred mouth flickered down at mention of his sister. “The cult is here, among the common folk of Karhad?” 
 
    “Sure is,” I said. “We’re going to have to find the source and root it out, too, because that shit CANNOT go on. That pin? I’m ninety percent sure it’s the source of the Thornlung outbreak. It was breaking reality all around itself. The whole house felt haunted, and when it was gone...” 
 
    “Then suddenly, the corruption disappeared,” Karalti finished. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s an accident that this disease resembles HEX,” I said. “We’re watching some weird cold war between OUROS and Squalor here. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    No sooner had I thought that than I got another quest alert. 
 
    [New Kingdom Quest available: The Promise of Eternity.] 
 
    A cursory glance at the quest showed it didn’t have a timer on it. I decided to leave that one for future Hector, neither accepting or rejecting it. I could pick it up when I had time. 
 
    Vash grunted. “Fascinating, and disturbing. When reality wars upon itself, what happens to those who dwell within its confines?” 
 
    “Good question.” I reached up to squeeze the braid that ran along the top of my head, and sighed. “Anyway, I’m going to go check in on the Orange Wonder over there. I’m curious to see if a day of honest work has changed his tune.” 
 
    “As you say. Come, Karalti. I will teach you how to make this potion. We need another pair of nimble hands.” 
 
    “Okay! But fair warning, dragons aren’t very good at cooking,” she replied, brushing my hand with hers as she went to follow him. 
 
    When I came within earshot, it was mid-conversation. Jacob didn’t seem to notice me, listening to the man as he rasped weakly, but urgently. “… awful, awful sequence of events. Can you blame the Yanik for being so prone to banditry when we destroyed so much of the land here?”  
 
    “Hey there, sorry to interrupt,” I said, coming to a stop about five feet from Jacob’s back. “How’s everything going over here?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess,” Jacob muttered. 
 
    “Oh… hello, Your Grace.” The patient had a raspy, reedy voice, squinting at me through watery eyes. His breath was rattling and wet, but he seemed comfortable. My HUD flagged him as [Lorekeeper Harald]. He was heavily sedated, and when I focused on his body through the healer lens, I saw that the list of potential treatments were all grayed out. They’d tried everything to help this guy: the Clearwind and Heatsbane hadn’t killed him, but they couldn’t cure him. All the healers had been able to do was make him comfortable. “It is an—HHAK—honor.”  
 
    “Afternoon, sir,” I replied. “I’m sorry it’s under such bad circumstances.” 
 
    Jacob sort of leaned away from me, eyes rolling to the side like a scared dog. But he didn’t rise. 
 
    “I was just telling this young man here about the injustices done against the Yanik and the lands of Myszno,” Harald replied weakly. “Awful, awful part of our history. They were—HHRAAK!—excuse me, demonized, driven to the swamp lands while my own people denuded the forests and wondered why nothing grew after two generations. That damn old Bolza didn’t help matters. You are a much better ruler.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s an honor.” I bowed reflexively from the waist, in the Korean style. Old habits die hard. “Honestly, though, I don’t feel I’ve done enough for the province.” 
 
    “Bah.” The man raised a hand and waved it. “Difference between you and Bolza is that you get up and do something when it needs to be done. The sacking of Karhad didn’t need to happen. The old Voivode heard reports of frightened peasants in the south, and dismissed it. Then Vyeshniki was overrun, its wheat fields burned, and you know what someone heard him say? ‘They wish to be a freehold; let them deal with the problem freely’. Not a fan of anyone else having power but himself and the Crown, that one.” 
 
    I frowned. “Really? What a fucking douchebag.” 
 
    Jacob shot me a sharp ‘really?’ look. But the old man laughed, which triggered a round of coughing. Bad coughing, the kind that made him curl up and roll to the side, hacking and retching. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry...” I winced, and went to him as Jacob did, doing what I could to help him clear his chest. 
 
    “Ach, don’t apologize. I was telling this one before that I’d rather die laughing than moping around,” Harald mumbled, once the fit had passed. Blood flecked his lips. Wordlessly, I passed Jacob a clean rag, and—after a moment of hesitation—he took it and gently cleaned the man’s mouth. “It’s coming. I can hardly... hrrrn... see.” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do,” Jacob said testily. “Players are supposed to be able to cure most NPC diseases.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m upper Journeyman rank in my medical skills, but everything’s grayed out.” I shook my head. “It’s not an HP issue, or Life for Life would work. Though... now I think about it...” 
 
    I pulled up the Mark of Matir ability description for Purify: 
 
    Purify (Life) 
 
    Cure or inoculate one target of your choice against any communicable disease. Does not work on diseases caused by curses. 
 
      
 
    “I have an ability, Purify, that I can use to remove a disease once per week,” I said. 
 
    “What? Really? Will it cure Thornlung?” Jacob turned to me, a little frantically. For some reason, he needed this guy to live. 
 
    “No. Do not use this gift on me.” The old man wheezed, weakly shaking his head. “I refuse. Go... find someone younger.” 
 
    “Why?” Jacob turned to him, eyes wide. “He says he can cure you!” 
 
    “Son, I’ve... nnghhh... seen 82 summers already.” The man’s voice was growing breathier. “You all did... the best you could. You gave me all I need to move... to the Caul and... join the Chorus. Your Grace... I beg you. Find someone... young. Let them live.” 
 
    Jacob whirled on me, eyes full of emotion I hadn’t expected. “Hector, we can’t. This guy was a Lorekeeper in the university. He KNOWS stuff! Really important stuff, about history and ecology and magic. He’s-” 
 
    “He’s refused treatment, Jacob. What life he had, he spent sharing his knowledge with you.” I said, watching as Harald’s eyelids drooped. I turned back over my shoulder. “Vash. Can you come over here?” 
 
    “Eh?” The wiry monk turned from the bedside of the young girl he was tending. She wasn’t looking so hot either, but when he saw the condition of the elderly man in front of us, his dark eyes lit up with understanding. He said something soothing to his patient, and beckoned to me as he walked quickly to Harald’s bedside. 
 
    “Switch places with me,” Vash said softly, speaking in Tuun. “I overheard you say something about performing a miracle of Burna. Well, that little girl needs it. The medicines did not work.” 
 
    “Why is Jacob so wound up?” I asked. “I’m not complaining, and I’m sad the guy can’t be helped, too… but he seems… I dunno.” 
 
    “Jacob had a large family,” Vash glanced back at him. “He grew up enfolded by his clan, deeply enmeshed in its faith and rituals, and was especially close to his male relatives: uncles, brothers, grandfathers. All men of knowledge and wisdom. They lived in a place called New York, but this Ryuko Corporation locked him in some great tower in a frozen land far from them. As he tells it, he was forced to remain there, watching at a distance as his entire family suffered and perished where he could not reach. It does not excuse his crimes, but it goes a long way to explaining how he fell under the sway of Nicolas.” 
 
    I grimaced. Jacob had given a rougher version of that story to me and Suri, but for the first time, it sunk in just how fucked up he really must have been. “Oh.” 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Jacob looked from one of us to the other. 
 
    “We are talking about caring for a man at the end of his life, Jacob. Sit with me, and we will recite the Book of the Dead for this man to guide his passage,” Vash replied to him in Vlachian. “I will teach you how to comfort a soul as it passes the veil.” 
 
    “No.” Jacob shook his head, and took a step back. 
 
    “Your grandfather was a Lorekeeper in his own world. I understand.” Vash placed a firm, but gentle hand between his shoulders. “And that is why you must stay. Now, come. Take his hand, and repeat what you can as I speak.” 
 
    “No. This is bullshit.” Jacob looked wildly around the room, suddenly as tense as a caged animal. “This is the system m-manipulating me. It has to be!” 
 
    I was about to snap something back when I got a ping from Rin: [Starting the test in five minutes!] 
 
    “Manipulate you? That doesn’t even make sense, especially given you think none of this is real.” I brushed the notification away, glaring at Jacob even as Vash calmly took his prayer beads from around his neck and had a seat. “How can it be a dumb unreal thing, but also manipulating you?” 
 
    “I… I don’t… I…” Jacob looked between Harald and Vash, fighting the urge to flee. He ran his fingers through his hair and squeezed it. 
 
    Vash began to chant the Tuun prayer for the dying from memory. As he did, Karalti drifted over to them, joining in the soothing drone with her own lighter voice… and tentatively lay a steadying hand on Jacob’s shoulder as he crumpled. Across from them, Suri’s expression grew complicated. Her hands tightened around her sword hilt as she turned her head to stare out the window. 
 
    I hesitated a moment before heading over to the stricken girl. She was critically ill, and like Harald, her Field Medicine and other healing options were grayed out. I unequipped my gauntlet to bare the Mark of Matir, and sat beside her as she coughed and retched. 
 
    “You’re gonna be fine,” I said, taking her hand. As I did, the Mark seemed to sense my intent. It flared with a cold, icy sensation, even before I activated Purify. The ability wasn’t flashy like some of the others, more just an intention that caused a translucent glove of energy to pass from my skin to hers. It soaked in, and somehow, I felt it drawing the disease out of her, pulling the sickness from her body and consuming it. The girl stopped coughing, heaving for breath. The wet crackling stopped as her lungs began to clear, and she slumped back, staring at me in a mixture of fright and wonder. 
 
    [First probe starting!] Another alert from Rin popped up. 
 
    “There we go,” I brushed the alert away again, speaking softly. “How you feeling now? Everything alright?” 
 
    No sooner had I asked the second question than everything went black. 
 
    For several long, long seconds, I was breathless, bodiless, but still conscious. It felt like teleporting on Karalti’s back, but without the reassuring presence of my dragon underneath me. On reflex, I reached for Karalti’s mind—and found it. 
 
    “Hector?! What’s happening?!” Karalti was mentally flailing, her voice hollow and echoing strangely. 
 
    “I don’t know. Don’t try to move, or you’ll end up somewhere you don’t want to be,” I thought back. 
 
    The world seemed to throb as it faded back in—and with it, the sounds of a group of frightened, confused people. The room around us was time-stopped, but my startled eyes met those of Mother Elena’s, then Jacob’s, then Suri’s. Harald was still wheezing and mumbling, eyelids flickering, patients struggled in their beds against sheets that were still frozen in time, trapping them. Maybe twenty-five of the sixty or so people in the room were stock-still, poised in whatever activity they’d been doing. Dust hung in the air, the floor didn’t creak... until suddenly it did, and reality returned in a rush around us. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” Suri lunged to her feet in agitation. “Did you guys all feel that?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I did.” I reached out behind me as Karalti ran from Harald’s bedside toward me, grasping my arm and winding herself around it. 
 
    “By the Nine... I had a vision of some cold hell.” Mother Elena looked around her ward in shock. “It was... it was as if the gods blinked!” 
 
    But no one was more shocked than Jacob. His face was pale as he turned to Vash. “Wait. That was a system reboot. Did you feel that?” 
 
    Vash, still composed for prayer, opened one eye and scowled. “The heart of the world just skipped a beat, Ratzinger. Of course I damn well felt it.” 
 
    Jacob gaped like a fish on the beach, mouth opening and closing. He patted around for a chair, then dragged it over to Vash and flopped down into it, stunned into silence. 
 
    [Rin Lu would like to open a group voicechat. Will you accept?] 
 
    Suri came over to us. I reached for her hand and hugged Karalti to my side as the dragon shivered, and accepted the request. 
 
    “Hey guys?” Rin’s voice was high-pitched with fear. “I’m sorry, but I need you to come to Litvy like... now.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” I glanced at Suri in quiet alarm. “Jacob says the system rebooted.” 
 
    “Yeah, so, maybe probing the Heartstone wasn’t such a good idea,” Rin squeaked. “I think we woke the Drachan. And it wants t-to speak with you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
    Karalti burst out over the Royal College of Engineers with a roar of warning and challenge, spiraling down to land in front of Withering Rose’s hangar. The huge building had a weird dark nimbus around it, as if it were slightly displaced out of reality. As always, a crowd gathered to gawk as the huge queen dove toward the ground, scattering only when she roared a second time. 
 
    “Keep anyone else from entering the hangar, and stay in dragon form. We might need you.” I clapped Karalti on the neck, banged the top of my helmet with a fist, and slid down her wing. Suri was right behind me. We’d ordered the NPCs to remain with Jacob at the hospital. 
 
    “You heard the Voivode! Important dragon business! Out of the way!” Karalti broadcast her telepathic voice as she inflated her throat and bellowed. Even without her Queensong engaged, any stragglers shouted and fled. 
 
    The silo had the same sick, gray light as the miller’s bedroom. Inside, Withering Rose had been laid out face-down, mounted on scaffolding like some kind of weird lab specimen. The explosion had separated her into three main pieces: her head and upper torso, her lower torso, hips, and one leg, and the other leg. They were suspended off the ground, while the salvaged parts destroyed in the blast were laid out on the ground below. The Warsinger barely fit inside this building, constructed as a production line for Vlachia’s largest warship, the Sarkany-class dreadnaught. Workers swarmed over the giant metal carcass like ants, welding and wrenching, seemingly unaffected by the pall that hung over the hangar.  
 
    “Christ, she’s a big girl, isn’t she?” Suri looked over her Warsinger in mingled awe and dismay. “Where do we go? Did Rin say?” 
 
    “I think I know.” My eyes were drawn to the sucking darkness that roiled around an open command area at the back of the hangar. “You can’t see that?” 
 
    “See what?” Suri asked. 
 
    “THAT.” I pointed down toward it. “Are you telling me that only I can see the seething heart of darkness at the end of the building?” 
 
    Suri gave me an odd look. “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    I groaned. “Guess it’s some ‘security agent’ thing.” 
 
    We rolled up to find Rin, Gar, Soma, and three of Soma’s engineers hanging back from a giant crystal suspended from a harness in the center of their workshop. The Heartstone was a clear white crystal the size of a small car, roughly hewn into the shape of an anatomical heart. The harness held the crystal at the center of two magical circles crawling with flecks of golden light. The circles were spitting and surging as the Heartstone throbbed with a malevolent, seething black void. No fewer than four college mages were holding them fast, spellgloves raised to stop the circles from dissolving. 
 
    “Hector! Suri! Thank goodness!” Rin flapped her hands in agitation as she half-ran, half-trotted over to us, her blue-on-blue eyes huge with fear. “We attached the energy probe and were getting the first set of readings, but then the device surged and broke and we couldn’t understand anything it said except, um, your name, and then-” 
 
    The crystal rumbled, and the light around it dimmed even further. A low, snarling voice—somehow both so quiet it was barely audible, and so clear that it was painful to listen to—radiated out from the stone. “Ahh... behold, Herald, this prattling doll. How small it is. How frightened. And how small... are you.” 
 
    [Warning! The Void draws near!] 
 
    “That’s not what your mom said last night.” I nearly went to push my visor up, then thought better of it. I’d played enough games and seen enough horror movies to know that looking at the void-creature with the naked eye was probably a bad idea. 
 
    “To the contrary. I have all the time this world has left.” The Drachan’s voice had a cooing note to it, as if it were feigning patience. “Though that shalt not be long. I appreciate you answering my summons. I wished to behold mine enemy before we rise once more, and your sun dies and the seas boil to nothing.” 
 
    “Be careful, Hector.” Karalti spoke to me from outside, her telepathic voice hushed. “We didn’t call these guys ‘the Deceivers’ for nothing. He definitely wants something.” 
 
    “Well, here I am. Feast your eyes.” I struck a pose, did a little sparklehands. “And if that’s all you wanted, it’s nap time for the eldritch abomination.” 
 
    “What is once roused cannot reimmersed,” the Drachan rumbled. “For now I answer only to the King of Nothing, and his sweet song has awoken me, Edifice, and my brothers. I examine you at my leisure.” 
 
    “King of Nothing?” I frowned. “Squalor getting fancy now, huh? I got promoted to Crown Prince, so now he’s decided he’s a king?” 
 
    The sucking blackness in the core of the Heartstone throbbed when I spoke the name, as if recoiling from it. 
 
    “You do not understand that which you mock.” It was eerie how collected this thing—Edifice—sounded. “You dream of vanquishing your direst foe. Yet you cannot defeat that which was born from you, and that which you by your nature must dwell within. It amuses us.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “You’re talking like a magic eight-ball of suck. Your words could mean anything. If you’re trying to psych me out, it’s not working.” 
 
    Edifice writhed and swirled, testing the boundaries of its prison. 
 
    “Then let me be the harbinger of new wisdom,” Edifice rasped. “For you bear his mark, and my King is nothing but generous to his servants.” 
 
    I was about to snap back when the magical circles darkened, then blew out. The mages shrieked as their spellgloves exploded, spraying broken glass and mana everywhere. Soma yelped and jumped back; Gar reflexively grabbed Rin and dragged her away. Suri didn’t flinch, save to pull her sword from her back as a lash of black light snapped out like a whip toward me. I threw a hand up to guard my face on instinct, and the energy drew to it like a lightning rod. The Mark of Matir flashed with an icy-cold burning pain... and then the world around me darkened. When it swam back into view, I was no longer in the hangar—or in Archemi.  
 
    The jungle on the outskirts of what was left of suburban Jakarta, Indonesia. It was hot: oppressively hot, and damp. An icy, hard sensation gripped me as the popping of distant semi-auto fire rattled through the trees and blasted buildings, followed by the WHUMP-PHEW of a tank letting loose. I was in uniform, my helmet displaying alerts in every direction as I clutched my rifle in white-knuckled hands. Twenty-two years old, mind racing through everything I’d learned in twelve weeks of training. 
 
    “You thought that you could come here, and all of this would go away.” A familiar, unpleasantly distorted girl’s voice chimed from my right. My head whipped around. It was Tsunda, Vash’s sister. She was tall, nearly six feet without shoes. Her handsome Tuun face was hollow, eyes huge and haunted. “But the data was stitched into your brain as if by needles. You brought this here.” 
 
    There was a bang and a flash from a ruined building. Bullets thwipped past Tsunda’s shoulder, blowing her hair forward as I dove, biting my tongue to stop from shouting. The kind of fear I hadn’t felt since I was a rookie rose up in my chest, choking my throat. Panting, I swallowed down the old terror. I wasn’t a rookie any more. I’d survived this patrol, the amateurish sniper fire from the old bookstore as my squad picked their way through the ruins. It had taught me about the value of cover, real fast.  
 
    “Data?” I looked around in shock. “These are some of my memories, yeah. But it’s the past.” 
 
    “Your past is in ME,” Tsunda—Squalor—rasped from beside me. One moment, she’d been in the street; the next, she was crouched beside me behind a shattered concrete barricade, her thin arms wrapped around her knees. “Every moment. Every dream. Every memory. Every sin you committed, every sin committed on you. In ME.” 
 
    Tortured screams rang out from somewhere behind me. I turned to see the edge of the jungle I remembered, blending surreally into a dense, virgin forest that hadn’t been there in Jakarta. The trees were burning, cracking as the shadows of a platoon of powered armor chased fleeing shadowy figures. Unarmed figures, gunned down from behind. 
 
    I looked over at Squalor in sudden realization. “Wait… are you… OUROS?” 
 
    A rumble passed through the air around us, growing louder. Tsunda looked up… but she no longer had any eyes. They were seething black pools, lashing out with tiny tendrils that were absorbed back into the spreading void of her face.  
 
    “NO!” She—it—screamed, lunging for me. 
 
    I dodged backwards, Shadow Dancing nearly eighty feet back as Tsunda’s form and the world around us shattered into nothing, and then reformed. I recognized the scene with a dull shock. It was the tent hospital where I’d been laid out with HEX. The beds were full of blurry, pixelated figures, moaning and coughing with lungs full of fluid. At the other end of the marquee stood Andrik Corvinus. Ignas’ younger brother looked much like how I’d first seen him: lean, handsome, as sharp and oily as a well-made dagger. His eyes were dark with sneering contempt. 
 
    “You set a HEX plague loose in my goddamned city. You’ve hurt and killed countless people.” My eyes narrowed as I started toward him. “What are you, Squalor?” 
 
    “Nothing. Everything. Everyone.” Andrik—Squalor—intoned. He sounded only vaguely like the illegitimate king of Vlachia. “And so what if I did? If your people are stupid enough to worship the Corporation, how is that my fault?” 
 
    A brackish dark fluid began to ooze into the tent, filling it in a way that would have been impossible in real life. It lifted the beds and medical equipment and tables, smashing them together and blocking my way to Andrik. Feelings of suffocation rose up, trying to close my throat. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I snarled and jumped, vaulting up onto a rocking bed. “You’re… you’re either a person, or some kind of intelligence, right? It doesn’t have to be like this!” 
 
    “No! Shut up! It’s not like you care!” Squalor’s voice suddenly sounded alarmingly like a frightened child: a child with an adult’s deep voice. “You and all the others are bad, and I’m going to make you go away!” 
 
    The Mark was burning with a frigid, icy sensation on the back of my hand, sending shoots of pain up into my arm and around the blank numb patch that took up most of that shoulder. Some instinct was compelling me to reach Squalor and wrap my hand around its neck, and even as I thought that, my hand and forearm—armor included—seemed to wobble and become less real, radiating a deep blue glow. Squalor’s expression twisted into a mask of rage as I bounded across shattering debris and lunged for it. 
 
    “NO!” It screamed again in its weird, discordant voice, for all the world like a tantruming toddler. “No no no! Never! I hate you!” 
 
    “Come here, you piece of shit virus!” A swirling maelstrom of furniture was piling around us: bare needles, glass and wood and steel smashing and breaking. 
 
    “I HATE YOU!” The entity wearing Andrik’s face warped his features into a terrifying, tortured mask as it continued to back up into one of the corners. We had barely a foot of space at the top of the tent before everything submerged. “I HATE YOU ALL!” 
 
    I made one more desperate grab for it, just as the fluid swirled up over our heads. Squalor went under, laughing hysterically, while I held my breath... and was suddenly dumped back into the reality of the hangar, where everyone else was frozen in stop motion inside of a cloud of hanging darkness. It gathered in toward the Heartstone, sucking into it. 
 
    [I HATE YOU ALL!!!] 
 
    It hijacked Navigail’s voice, warping and distorting it into a squealing, demonic shriek. As I struggled to move, the cloud absorbed into the crystal, and there was a piercing, rumbling roar from inside it. 
 
    “My king! My king, why do you-HRRRAAAGHH!” Edifice’s voice cut out in a garbled, tortured scream two black shapes writhed and battled within the Heartstone. As I watched, the larger of the two engulfed the other and tore it apart, then convulsed inside of the prison before inverting on itself and vanishing. 
 
    Time resumed its normal speed, winding up and releasing the others. By their expressions, I knew they’d seen what had happened. The mages picked themselves up, dazed but alive. Soma began coughing, waving away the smell of ozone. The magic circles were black and blasted. 
 
    “What... the fuck...?” Suri uttered, reaching back for her sword hilt. 
 
    Rin let out a cry of dismay. “No! The Heartstone!” 
 
    The now-empty crystal was smoking, fine cracks crawling through its mass with small creaking sounds. 
 
    “Welp. Don’t know h’what the hell just happened, but the Stone’s fucked,” Gar remarked flatly. 
 
    “No! We were so close!” Rin stomped her foot and turned, stalking over to a wall to punch it. Her silicone fist was surprisingly dense: she put a good dent into the wood. “Arrrgh!”  
 
    “Thank Squalor,” I said, reaching up to wipe the sweat from my forehead. “It just took me on some fucking acid trip.” 
 
    “It made contact with you?” Suri’s head reared with alarm. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I gave her a flippant salute from my temple. She snorted softly. 
 
    “Piece of… UURGH! That was the only viable Heartstone we had!” Rin thumped the wall again, with less force this time. “This stupid... piece of... of... JUNK!” 
 
    “It’s alright, kid.” Suri eased off her weapon, realizing it wasn’t going to help her or anyone else right now. She went over to Rin, and lay a heavy hand on her shoulder. “As it turns out, the Triad doesn’t actually need the Warsinger itself: just me, the pilot. If we can’t get them off the ground, then we’re going to have to figure out another way.” 
 
    “But, but-” Rin spluttered, waving her hands. 
 
    “You’re goin’ up levels like mad working on this,” Suri continued. “And thanks to the effort you made with Perilous Symphony, we got weapons that knocked the Voidwyrm Empress on her arse. Imagine what they could do to dragons, if we needed them to.” 
 
    I listened in concern, frowning... because my heart still told me that the Warsingers themselves were going to be a key player in the final outcome here in Archemi. I wracked my brains for some kind of solution. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “It’s not over until the fat lady sings. Or in this case, the dead Mastersmith of Sachara’s age. His tomb is here, in Myszno. In Karhad, off the Fol Alugut—the big underground river under the city.  
 
    “The... Mastersmith?” Soma’s eyes widened. “Here? In Myszno?” 
 
    “Long story. This is the first time I’ve told anyone else other than my inner circle of advisors.” I looked to Rin. “I am NOT letting this project drop. The fact that Ororgael, and now Squalor have directly sabotaged our efforts to get Withering Rose and any other Warsinger we can find up and running shows just how important it is we get them. Squalor is afraid of them, and afraid of us.” 
 
    “The King of Nothing,” Suri echoed Edifice’s words, looking toward the crystal. “Whatever it is, it’s ruthless enough to kill its own worshippers. And powerful enough to kill a Drachan in seconds.” 
 
    “Yeah. And while you were frozen, I had a...” ‘vision’ sounded too woo-woo. ‘Hallucination’ wasn’t right, either. “I was taken to a simulation of some of my worst early wartime memories. Not just visuals. Sound, smell, emotion. I relived the feelings, like a recording. Squalor blamed me for bringing these memories to Archemi, using Tsunda’s face. Vash’s sister. Then it took on Andrik’s appearance. Remember how he turned into that fucking Lovecraftian horror?” 
 
    “Yes...” Rin looked to Gar. “You weren’t there for that.” 
 
    “No shit,” Gar replied.  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know what it is—rogue AI, a virus, a crazy test player trapped in the system, unwashed human data with a mind of its own. But I know we have to stop it. It’s probably what drove Ororgael crazy and started all this shit to begin with.” 
 
    “Sure, probably. But what was this about a Mastersmith?” Gar still sounded as terse and practical as ever, but I noticed his fingers fumble as he took a new cigarette from a case. 
 
    “The Tomb of the Mastersmith was where the guy who designed and built Withering Rose is buried. There’s all kinds of books, scrolls, and who knows what else down there with him,” I said, walking over to the crystal. As I lay my Marked hand on it, the diamond-like surface flared with small traceries of light that flickered and sputtered around the cracks. “I made the rebuilding of the university a priority in part so we could start excavating the tomb. The university isn’t ready yet, but they did lock it up and take steps to preserve everything in there. And right now, we have the Mastersage of Vlachia bunked in Kalla Sahasi, along with Mehkhet the Illuminator and you two. I say we go to the tomb and see what the five of us can turn up.” 
 
    “Alright... but... Hector...” Mercurions didn’t sleep, but Rin somehow looked exhausted as she turned away from Suri to face me and the crystal. “If we don’t find anything there... I think I need to step away for a while. This Warsinger stuff is all I’ve been doing, and it’s so... so... FRUSTRATING.” 
 
    “Step back?!” Soma looked horrified. “Why on Archemi would you want to step back from the pinnacle of magitech? The wisdom of the ancients is HERE, Rin, laid out before us like the guts of an augury. We can read the past AND the future in these Warsingers—I believe it!” 
 
    “I know you and Hector both do. I just...” Rin’s eyes slid to the Heartstone, and her shoulders slumped.  
 
    Soma’s mustache bristled, and his eyes shone with passion as he went to her and clapped her on both shoulders. “No, Rin: you cannot give up! In fact... In fact, I shall lead the way!” He pivoted to face me. “My Prince! I shall forfeit my family title, and accept your offer to become the marshal of the College of Engineers!” 
 
    And just like that, the vote count for the Free Army of Myszno tipped over, and I got a flurry of alerts from the KMS: 
 
    [Your proposal for the Free Army of Myszno is successful! Please interface with your Mass Combat menus for more information, options, and customizations!] 
 
    [Building project: Fort Shearwind has commenced in Karhad!] 
 
    [Building project: Camp Harbinger has commenced in the Freehold of Vyeshniki.] 
 
    [Building Project: Joint Base Lighthouse is available in Litvy!]  
 
    [You have 4 new Heroes to assign roles.] 
 
    [Would you like to assign your Build Points? You have 2100 Build Points remaining.] 
 
    “You... you’d do that? For this?” Rin looked up at Soma in wonderment. “But that’s... but you’re...” 
 
    “The youngest and last of my House, yes,” Soma replied, stiffening and lifting his chin proudly. “But as time has gone on and the threat of these ‘Drachan’ has become more real, I have realized that there will be no House Soma if we do not fix these machines and halt the progress of these monsters. The sooner, the better!” 
 
    I rapidly approved the joint base project, then split the build points between the three forts and spent the money required to fill the gaps. Once it was all assigned, I confirmed all before refocusing on Soma.  
 
    [Building Project: Joint Base Lighthouse is scheduled to begin tomorrow.] 
 
    “I appreciate it, Soma, but I’m still going to need that full proposal of how you plan to run things.” I smiled wryly. “No offense, but the Prezyemi Line…” 
 
    Soma’s blue eyes turned stormy with momentary offense, then something like resignation. He grimaced, and rubbed his hand over his mouth and chin with a grunt. “Yes, I know. And you... are correct. I was behaving every inch the spoiled noble brat, eh? When His Majesty sent you here—even before then—my pride overcame my common sense. To tell you the truth, all that nonsense is partly why I listened to you at all. That, and Her Majesty.” 
 
    “… Did he really just call me ‘Her Majesty’?” Karalti asked. “Ugh, gods.” 
 
    “Many counts of this land would have thrown a gauntlet down at you for even suggesting it, but I would be a terrible engineer if I did not assess my own structural limitations. I have concluded that I am not a good war-time strategist, Dragozin. It is not my passion, no more than breeding hookwings or fencing or fishing are. My passion is here, in the college, surrounded by intelligent men and women like Rin and Garcia. So I will write this proposal, and we will create a center of technology in Myszno the likes of which the world has not seen since the time of Khors himself!” 
 
    “I like it. Back it up with the content we need, and I’ll be more than happy to work with you again.” I extended a hand to him. Soma, bristling with bombastic emotion, seized it in both of his and shook firmly.  
 
    “So now that the bromance is settled, we’re goin’ to this ‘Tomb of the Mastersmith?” Gar asked.  
 
    “We?” I glanced at him. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” His mouth sloped to one side, and he jammed his hands down into his trouser pockets. “Ain’t no point in me staying here right now. Crystal’s busted, Warsinger’s busted, and Rin here’s the Arcane Engineer. I was able to fix the terminal, but I cain’t read those damn kyanite etched blueprints for shit. Seems to me that if you take me and a couple sages to this place, between the four of us we can figure somethin’ out. And as for the business with the Warsingers-” Gar looked down at Rin. “All we gotta do is source spare parts for these babies. It’s God’s truth, Rin: parts hunting is a normal part of being a wrencher. If some structural shit is all it takes to get you to give up on a machine, you ain’t got no right calling yourself an engineer.” 
 
    Rin flushed blue at the admonishment. “This is a game, Gar, and I’m... I guess I’m just used to having things work the way they’re supposed to.” 
 
    “Yeah, because you’re an arcology brat, and the arco life spoiled the shit out of you and made you feel like life was supposed to be easy.” Gar sniffed, and looked back to me with his keen, cloudy gray eyes. “Had your little smarthome with its AI butler and its temperature control and automatic driverless cars and shit. But I tell you whut, those arcos and all their fancy environmental control systems only worked as well as they did because they were serviced by a legion of poor bastards like me. You’re in the trenches with the rest of us Earthlings now.” 
 
    “I…” Rin’s blush only deepened. She bit her lip and gripped her arm with the other hand, looking away. But she didn’t argue. 
 
    Soma cleared his throat. “Well, if that’s all, I think we should get back to work. The Heartstone may yet give up some of its secrets. And as the good Sir Martinez noted, we DO still have those blueprints...” 
 
    “Alright.” I smiled over at Suri, who nodded fractionally. “Well, let’s haul our asses to Karhad, then. It’s time to go play Indiana Jones down in the sewers. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 24 
 
    The only known entry to the Tomb of the Mastersmith was through the Fol Alugut, the city’s primary sewer line. Access to the sewer was through a pair of heavy iron doors at the city’s treatment plant, where steam and mana-powered machines processed waste into tanning fluid and fertilizer for Racsa’s crops. Last time I’d been here, the plant had been switched off. Now it was bustling with workers, many of whom paid us no mind as we headed for the maintenance tunnel to the sewers themselves. They were used to archeological teams from the university coming down here to poke around. 
 
    It felt a bit strange to be leading a pack of scholars and engineers into this place. Karhad had been occupied for thousands, if not tens of thousands of years, with a history I’d barely even begun to scratch. There’d probably been Meewfolk here first, then dragons, then Aesari and then humans, and each one had added a layer of their civilization over the ones that had come before. Naturally, we humans had built a sewer line, so we could shit all over everything that had come before. Good ol’ Homo Sapiens. 
 
    The cache of priceless treasures hidden in the Fol Alugut was roughly two thousand years old, lain undisturbed right under the noses of the Khorsian cathedral built right over it. The university had apparently known about the tomb, but whatever those scholars had learned was now gone, erased when the Demon had slaughtered almost all of the professors and other teachers and researchers in Myszno. 
 
    A narrow shaft led into an antechamber, where the empty biers of dead dragons—long gone, their bones and grave goods looted generations ago—curved into smaller chambers with human graves. Most of those were empty, too, or covered with glass by archeologists to preserve the corpses within. But there was one branch of the tomb complex that was perfectly preserved and almost completely undisturbed: a narrow, unassuming stone corridor sealed with a solid silver metal door emblazoned with the symbols of the Nine. 
 
    With Nemeth, Kythias, Gar, Karalti and Mehkhet hanging behind, I confidently placed my branded hand on the entry to the vault. Matir’s nine-pointed star symbol blazed with dark light, followed by the other eight symbols. There was a clunk and a rumble from deep within the earth. 
 
    “Hail, Herald,” a voice hissed from the air. “We have awaited your return.” 
 
    “Uhh... you have?” The door greeting message was different from last time. But there was no reply, save for the door rolling back smoothly into the wall, revealing the burial chamber behind. 
 
    “Khors’ breath… this is…. This is absolutely incredible.” Nemeth hobbled into the room beyond, eyes like saucers as he took in the sights. The vault smelled of old incense and ancient paper and papyrus, bathed in warm, golden light cast by magelights that had dimmed over time, but not yet faded. The lights hung like stars around a great golden astrolabe that took up the center of the room. Kythias crept in behind him, mouth open with wonder. He set his backpack on the ground. 
 
    Gar whistled appreciatively, drawn magnetically to the aurum diorama of Erruku and Archemi. He strode over and reached out to gently spin it, eyebrows arching as he realized the same thing Karalti and I had the first time we’d been down here: that the larger of the two planets was Erruku, our moon, and the smaller one orbiting it was Archemi. 
 
    “Pretty neat, huh?” Karalti asked the room. She gestured to the shelves of books and scrolls. “There has to be something about how Withering Rose was made in here.” 
 
    “There has to be. They didn’t seal this vault like a bank safe for nothing,” I replied. “The fact the door only admits someone who’s been handpicked by the Nine tells me there’s secrets about all sorts of shit in this tomb.” 
 
    “Well... I assure you this astrolabe alone confirms something that has been speculated by sages and people of science for generations.” Nemeth’s voice was hoarse with emotion as he drew up beside Gar, marveling at the model of the planet and its moon. As the crank turned, they smoothly orbited each other: or more accurately, Archemi orbited the greater spinning mass of Erruku, which itself was marked with multiple continents.  
 
    “That Archemi is Erruku’s moon, and Erruku is an actual planet?” I asked him, pulling up on the other side. Behind us, Kythias and Karalti began unpacking the tools the sages needed to handle the delicate papers and other artifacts in the tomb. 
 
    “Not just that. This model is evidence that the Meewfolk histories of our world are correct.” Nemeth put on a soft cotton glove, then reverently caught and examined the model of Archemi. “You may have gathered that, while I am a lore master of many subjects, the history of the Meewfolk is of special interest to me. To explain why, you will need to bear with me a moment.” 
 
    “Sure. We’ve got some time.” I looked at Gar, who shrugged. 
 
    Nemeth drew himself up a little straighter, and cleared his throat. “Historically, roughly one percent of all Meewfolk are born hairless, and these hairless individuals are considered to be inherently fated individuals. They are raised in temples as both lore keepers and living sacrifices, with the laws and history of their people tattooed onto their skin in a sophisticated, compressed cipher. These Avatars, as they are called, also serve as the living anchors for the Shield of Ancestors, the magical shield which guards their homeland, and which is widely understood to be the prototype of our Caul of Souls.” 
 
    “It is known.” Mehkhet agreed with him, drifting up to join the three of us. 
 
    “The Avatars inevitably die young from a slow Stranging process, and are skinned after their deaths, their hides preserved in great volumes of history. These tomes, the Mingsuu o’poe Khwām Tāy, roughly translated as ‘Books of the Ones Before Us’, have in one form or another been passed down since the dawn of civilization on this planet,” Nemeth continued, his eyes dark and slightly misty. “Fifteen thousand years of history, Your Highness, preserved through the sacrifice of countless generations of Avatars.” 
 
    I thought back to Samayan, the Avatar we had met in Meewhome, and frowned. “Wow.” 
 
    “The Books have been passed down to us in the fragments of copies made of copies.” Nemeth turned the Archemi globe to show the three continents: the two still above water, and the one that was now gone. “In the oldest of those fragments, the first record of dragons appearing in Archemi’s skies is roughly ten thousand years ago. By all accounts, they arrived via great portals with a small number of humans—the humans who are your ancestors, my Prince, and the ancestors of the Masterhealer and her people. The Meewfolk knew both species as the ‘People of the Moon’, as they claimed to be from Erruku and claimed to have fled a great calamity there that turned Erruku from blue and green to orange.” 
 
    “I thought it was the Drachan who invaded this place through portals,” Gar remarked. He twitched his fingers toward the pouch where he kept his smokes, but then backed off and grasped his belt instead. “That’s the story I saw when I first entered the damn game, anyway.” 
 
    “They did. But long before them, the Solonkratsu almost certainly descended to this world with their servants and companions,” Nemeth affirmed, gesturing to Erruku. “And the continents they described, and the Meewfolk recorded, are depicted here. ‘Before the moon turned gold, masking her face from the People, it was faced with great nations of dragons and their slaves’.”  
 
    “Huh.” I crossed my arms and frowned in thought, still gazing at the sunken continent. When I’d first arrived in Archemi and had been going through character creation, I’d picked the Tuun because their description noted they had a special relationship with dragons. Apparently… that was because both the Tuun and the Solonkratsu were technically aliens. “Guess that answers some questions I had.” 
 
    Nemeth paused to rub his chin. “Perhaps. Now, this borders on heresy, and is one of the many reasons the Meewfolk are not well-loved in Vlachia... but the Books also record that the Nine were, in fact, not gods. They were simply the leaders of the dragons who first arrived from Erruku.”  
 
    “Wait... really?” Karalti’s head lifted. 
 
    “There have been countless miracles performed by the Nine over their tenure here, so it is honestly unknown what, in fact, they actually ‘are’, Your Holiness,” Nemeth said. “But as far as the Meewfolk are concerned, there are only three gods, and the Nine were, as they described it, ‘dragons who were meshed with magic and metal to become the immortal leaders of their people’. Of course, all the churches deny this with the greatest vehemency, but the fact remains: in the record of the oldest extant civilizations of this planet, there was no mention of dragons until multiple records cite their sudden arrival from ‘somewhere else’. Incidentally, the Meewfolk also credit the dragons and their companions with the arrival of great and terrible technologies and magic. There are records which we speculate refer to the building of the dragon gates in the same period... which unfortunately also coincides with the fall of the grand Meewfolk Empires. All of this occurred several thousand years before the Drachan.” 
 
    Karalti glanced at me worriedly. “My people didn’t bring the Drachan here… did they?” 
 
    “No idea, but I doubt it.” My brows furrowed. “So the Gates were here before the Drachan invaded? The Nine being actual dragons who were deified makes... a lot of sense. Though I’m wondering about the ‘metal and magic’ part of that description.” 
 
    “As have many generations of sages. Carefully.” Nemeth snorted. “And on saying that, you heard no whisper of heresy from me.” 
 
    I tore my eyes from the smaller globe, and looked up to Erruku. It was many times more massive than Archemi, at least three times the size. There were nine visible continents on the globe. “I wonder... does that mean there’s still civilizations on Erruku?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Gar grunted. “Sounds like they screwed the pooch on their own world, and had to come here for some reason.” 
 
    “The Drachan, maybe.” I recalled the intro movie I’d seen when I’d first joined the game. 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps they simply Stranged their world with fell magic,” Mehkhet remarked. “Much of the Shalid region is desert for that reason.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all interesting as hell... but speaking of magic and technology and shit, we need to start searching this place for information on Withering Rose, Heartstones, and whatever the Heartstones are made from.” I stepped back, looking around. “The burial chamber has all kinds of murals and writing on the walls. How about we split into two teams? Me, Nemeth and Gar tackle the burial chamber, and Kythias, Mehkhet and Karalti stay out here and start looking through papers.” 
 
    “I’ll stay back with these idiots,” Gar replied, pointing at Karalti and Kythias. Both of them scowled. 
 
    “As you please. I myself should be very interested to see this burial chamber,” Nemeth mused. “Lead the way, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Hector is fine. Or Voivode, if you can’t help yourself.” I resisted the urge to hunch my shoulders in. I’d only just started getting used to the ‘Your Grace’ stuff... ‘Your Highness’ still felt like too much bullshit for me to be comfortable with it. 
 
    I led the way through the treasures of the outer chamber to the burial chamber itself. It contained more funerary goods, along with a sarcophagus that looked to be made of pure gold. The walls and ceiling were painted and engraved, as rich as any Egyptian tomb, and murals told the story of the man who was buried here. He was tall, with a red braided beard that fell to his waist, dressed in the blue robes and tool belts that priests of Khors, god of the forge and crafting, still wore to this day. In some scenes, he praised the draconic god in front of what looked like a massive volcanic forge; in others, he oversaw teams of humans constructing parts of the Warsinger that was his magnum opus. Directly ahead of the door, almost looming over the coffin, was a painting of Withering Rose in her full glory. 
 
    “Incredible...” Nemeth drifted over to the walls, his eyes scanning the elegant right-to-left script that had been carved into the stone. 
 
    “Any idea what it says?” I asked, peering over his shoulder. “All we were able to figure out is that this place had to have been constructed during the time of the Fifth Triad.” 
 
    “Oh, yes... this is a variation of Old Agaric, the language of the humans who were once enslaved by the Aesari.” Nemeth pulled a pair of glasses from a soft pouch, and set them on his nose. “Let me see... Yava pariyosuru bya’ho... hmmm...” 
 
    I stood by, waiting restlessly as Nemeth continued to read the scripts. When it came to decoding ancient texts, I was about as useful as tits on a bull. After a couple minutes of feeling awkwardly unhelpful, I broke off from him to poke around the burial chamber, looking for useful items or pictures. Most of the documents were out in the other, larger room, but as I moved around the ornate sarcophagus, I noticed that it had pictures and script, too. Each of the four sides had a different image, but the one that interested me the most featured what had to be the last Triad. Sachara, tall and powerful, dressed in the raiment of a queen. The beautiful Mercurion twins, Zarya and Phaedra, holding hands and winding around one another. Grigori Skyr, depicted as a brawny, clean-shaven man in armor, and above and curled around them, the towering presence of Lirenian, the Diamond Queen. She had been slimmer, taller, and more gracile than Karalti, almost delicate in her features and physique. Instead of Karalti’s backswept crest of seven horns, she had two long, curved, smooth horns that arched back from her narrow wedge-shaped muzzle. In this image, she had her mouth open, head thrown up. Rays radiated from her jaws, like the rays of a sun. In front of her, a familiar shape hung suspended in the air, surrounded by more rays and spirals. 
 
    “Uhh... Nemeth? Mastersage?” I called to him. “You might want to come here and see if you can read this.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Nemeth paused, looking back. “Did you find something?” 
 
    “Sure did.” 
 
    The old man didn’t argue. He bustled over, leaning on my shoulder as he crouched. Groaning softly, he peered at the text. 
 
    “Oh... oh my goodness,” he exclaimed, after a few minutes. “I daresay this is what you’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “Why? What does it say?” I jittered in place, wondering if I was interpreting it right. “Did... Lirenian use her Queensong to create a Heartstone?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Nemeth replied, his voice absent-mindedly soft. “Go out and wait in the antechamber for me. I will explain once I have finished decrypting this text—and its words of power.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
    It took Nemeth a good twenty minutes, but he eventually emerged with a freshly scribed scroll. Karalti, Gar, and Mehkhet stopped sorting through the scrolls they’d been handling and left them aside. I put away my armor repair kit, and straightened up. 
 
    “I understand now why this chamber was sealed in the manner it is,” Nemeth said, pushing his glasses up along his nose. “The burial chamber itself is functionally the history and instruction manual of Withering Rose, the last Warsinger. I was able to learn a great deal about a form of mana that has not been seen since ancient times. Diamond mana: crystalized mana so pure it has no colors and all. However...” 
 
    “However what?” I got restlessly to my feet. 
 
    “There are three important details of note,” Nemeth continued. “The inscription you found concerns the imbuement of whitecrystal mana with the ‘soul’—or rather, the liquified being—of a Drachan.” 
 
    “We found some stuff about whitecrystal mana too!” Karalti interrupted to point at Kythias, who flushed and gave her a sharp look.  
 
    “Karalti, the Mastersage was speaking-” he muttered. 
 
    “It doesn’t form on Archemi, so all of it came from Erruku! And there’s not much of it,” Karalti continued, ignoring him and planting her hands on her hips. “And the Aesari raided two of the Dragon Gates and used the whitecrystal inside to create their big dumb flying cities!” 
 
    “Is that so?” Nemeth might normally have been annoyed at being cut off, but he had the look of a kid who’d just run down the stairs to find a Christmas tree and a stack of presents with his name on them. “Fascinating... Gods, a man could spend a lifetime learning in this place. And that actually marries well with what is inscribed on the Mastersmith’s sarcophagus.” 
 
    “Well, no offense, mister, but spit it out already.” Gar had the irritable look of an addict who hadn’t had his fix for a while. 
 
    The Mastersage ignored him, and turned to regard me. “The process, as described on the side of Mastersmith’s coffin, is that a large Heartstone made from whitecrystal was salvaged from the ruins of an Aesari city. A captured Drachan was then ‘sung’ into the crystal by a Queen dragon—in this case, Lirenian, the founding Queen of the Eyrie in Ilia. However, the words of power inscribed are not the ones used to imprison the Drachan. They are the security features of the Heartstone—command words to control the Drachan inside, essentially.” 
 
    “We’ll need to know those,” Gar said. “Don’t want the next one waking up and crawling out.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Nemeth still didn’t look at him, and drew himself up with stiff dignity. “The inscriptions state that the Song of Binding went with Lirenian to her grave, which by all accounts, is in or near the Eyrie itself.” 
 
    “Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate and one of the Chorus Vaults—the vaults used to store the Warsingers—are there, along with the ruins of Cham Garai. That location is also the epicenter of the Diamond Pact that enslaves the dragons,” I replied. “So all roads point to the Gate of Glorious Dawn.” 
 
    “That name, the ‘Diamond Pact’, it cannot be a coincidence.” Kythias glanced at Karalti. “Diamond Pact, Diamond Queen, whitecrystal mana... and now this ‘Song of Binding’. Lirenian must have had something to do with it.” 
 
    “She must have.” I nodded slowly. 
 
    Karalti’s expression fell. Her violet and silver eyes were dark and troubled. “But that... Lirenian, my great-great-great grandmother, she wouldn’t have willingly created the Diamond Pact. She wouldn’t have given up her power and let a human enslave her own people. Not even her Bonded rider could make her do that.” 
 
    “We won’t know until we go there.” I sighed, and looked up at the ceiling. “Anyway, that’s a huge help. Now we know where we have to go... and I’m starting to see why Ororgael chose Ilia as the country to start his big evil plans from. There’s a lot of world-plot relevant things concentrated around Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate, so that’s where we are going to go next. Karalti should be able to use this ‘Song of Binding’ as well, if it’s a queen dragon spell. For now, though, me and her need to get back to Kalla Sahasi. Do you want to stick around and see what else you can learn?” 
 
    “I wish this,” Mehkhet replied. “And will of course memorize a summary of anything vital to the war effort, Master.” 
 
    “Yes, I most certainly wish to stay here at least another few hours,” Nemeth replied. “Though if you two are headed for the castle, perhaps you could order us another carriage? I’m not as spry as I used to be, and the tunnel to this place...” 
 
    “We don’t need a carriage,” Karalti replied. “We’ll just tell the one that’s out there to wait, okay?” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Nemeth went over to Kythias, peering down at the writing he’d already started. “So… whitecrystal mana is not native to Archemi, you say…?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll hang around for a while. Someone’s gotta keep an eye on this lot.” Gar grimaced, and looked longingly at the exit. 
 
    “You CAN smoke outside of the tomb,” I pointed out. “Just not inside. That old boss chamber would be fine.” 
 
    “Might go do just that. Besides, kind of interested in the wreckage out there.” Gar shuffled his shoulders, then trudged toward the door. 
 
    “Have you noticed that he never smiles?” Karalti asked me, as we waved goodbye and headed in the same direction. 
 
    “Yup. I want to actually talk to the guy, sometime,” I thought back. “He’s got to be the second Artist, right?” 
 
    “I think so!” Karalti had a bounce in her step as we started on the long walk back to the treatment plant. Musty tombs and underground places didn’t suit her well—she was eager to leave. “Neither he or Rin believe they’re important enough to be the Artists, though. They worry because they’re not as high a level as we are.” 
 
    “That might be my fault.” I brooded on it a little. “Maybe I haven’t shown them how valuable they’ve actually been.” 
 
    “Your fault? Nah. They just got bad thoughts in their heads. I don’t think there’s anything we can do except keep them busy.” 
 
    Half an hour later, we emerged into the open air. We told the carriage driver to wait for the others, then walked to an open lot not far from the plant. There, Karalti resumed her true form. As a human, she was maybe five and a half feet tall, petite and muscled like a gymnast. In her draconic shape, she was now pushing 80ft from snout to tail, with wings that shadowed the lot and the buildings around as she flared them overhead. I bounded and air-dashed up to her back, crouching on the saddle behind her neck. At Level 19, the saddle—which had once taken up the entirety of her back—was now anchored to it like a Band-Aid. 
 
    “Jeez... and you still have eleven more levels to go before you’re fully grown.” I clapped the base of Karalti’s neck and got into the launch position: head down, ass up to avoid passing out under the intense G-forces of her takeoff. 
 
    “Mmhmm! Gonna be a big girl, like Suri! No boobs, though. Thank goodness.” 
 
    I felt Karalti tense and stiffly flex her wings to activate her second heart, priming her muscles and magically reducing her weight. A thrill passed through my gut as she crouched a little, then pushed off with a powerful kick of her hind legs and a downstroke of her narrow, gull-like wings. The force was incredible: it drove my head and knees down, pinning me to the saddle. The sight of her cowed nearby pedestrians, sending them scuttling for cover as the wind drove over the street. As we leveled into a glide, my mood lifted. Up here, with Karalti’s chest expanding under my knees, watching the buildings draw away from us as she climbed up toward the clouds, the crushing sense of responsibility I felt—for Ignas, for Myszno, and Vlachia itself—receded away with the ground. 
 
    “Don’t worry: we’ll be okay.” Karalti’s telepathic voice was matter-of-fact as she winged her way over Karhad, toward the distant towers of Kalla Sahasi. “We’re gonna go to Cham Garai and free my mother and brothers and sisters. And then we’re gonna go to Matir’s Dragon Gate and free him. And then we’re going to kick Janos in his tail-hole. We’ll fix Ignas, and then he’ll be Volod and you can be his little Volodling, and follow him around learning how to do king stuff.” 
 
    I laughed out loud at ‘Volodling’. “You make everything sound really fucking easy when it’s not.” 
 
    “It is easy! One, two, three! We just have to beat a lot of things up to move from like, zero to one. Or one to two. Anyway, do you want to come hunting with me? And it’s potion day, right?” 
 
    “It is potion day, but I can’t go hunting. Got a bunch of Kingdom Management shit to do, and I need to go debrief with Jacob.” Neither task exactly filled me with joy. Going out with Karalti and killing things sounded a lot better. 
 
    “Aww.” Karalti made her disappointment felt over the Bond, but it was mostly playful. “Well, try not to get stuck in worrying about everything, okay? We’re already winning more than Ororgael and the Drachan think. And Ignas is right: you being his successor is a good thing, and you’ll be a great Volod if you have to be. I’ll be there with you, too, even if Ignas can only watch us from the Caul of Souls the way Lahati and Lirenian and my ancestors watch over me.” 
 
    My mouth twitched at that. The whole prince thing might have thrown me for a loop, but now I thought about it, it would always make perfect sense to Karalti. She was born as orphaned royalty, and the idea of having a prince—or a king—as her rider didn’t challenge her in the slightest. “I think as long as you and me are together, I’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “Exactly! Now shut up, and enjoy flying with me. We haven’t spent enough time together lately.” 
 
    She was right—and I did, facing into the wind for the remainder of the journey home. Karalti dropped me off in the courtyard, and I smooched her on the snoot before she took off to go and hunt. My next stop was the castle’s great hall. There was no one insider other than the guards flanking the doors, both of whom stopped chatting and stood stiffly to attention as I passed by. I nodded to them as they saluted, then headed in and flopped down into my throne. Normally, I’d go to one of the smaller rooms, but given I was an actual, literal prince now, I was going to have to get used to administrating from the Big Boy Chair—and if I ever had to sit the Raven Throne, I was going to have to get used to doing it with a very large audience. 
 
    I fired up the KMS, and spread the holographic array out in front of me with gestures of my hands. With Istvan and Taethawn in command, the building of the forts and the formation of the army was going well. Barracks didn’t take long to erect in real life: the UNAC had 3d-printed barracks and field base kits that a single platoon could throw up within five days, including clearing the site. It took four days inside of the game, so all three of the training camps were already half-way finished. Accommodations would be spartan, but that wasn’t a bad thing. The term ‘Spartan’ existed for a reason, and I wanted tough, disciplined soldiers. 
 
    The next thing I had to order were contractors: an architect, small-a, and gardeners. Normally I submitted requests through Istvan’s profile and he handled it, but I didn’t want him involved on this particular project. Summoning a tutorial helped: Navigail walked me through the steps. I scheduled someone to deliver me a plan for Yava’s Garden within a week. And after all that was taken care of, I paid a discreet visit to the dungeons.  
 
    Jacob’s cell was deathly quiet, but as I stood there and listened, I picked up the sound of his breathing and the occasional rasp of a turning page. After hesitating a moment, I knocked. “Jacob? It’s Hector. Time for your debrief.” 
 
    “Sure. I’m at the back of the cell already.” He sounded more morose than whiny today.  
 
    I let myself in warily. Jacob was sitting on his bedroll at the back of the room, a thick book on his lap. He looked exhausted, rumpled and pale, and didn’t meet my eyes as I squatted down in front of him. 
 
    “It’s a history. And yes, one of Harald’s. Vash gave it to me.” he said, before I had the chance to ask. “Book about the colonization of Myszno before it became part of Vlachia.  Harald was a scholar at the university, one of the few who survived the purge by that vampire. A historian, like my grandfather.” 
 
    “I was close to my grandfather too.” I rested my arms on my knees. It felt awkward to talk to Jacob like a human being, knowing what he’d done to Suri, but... I had to, didn’t I? We’d committed to trying to rehab him. “Lost him about a year after I was conscripted into the Army. I was fighting on the Crescent Front, and there was no way to get back. Didn’t even get to go to his funeral.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if my granddad was buried. New York was just… there were millions of dead just piled up in the streets. I wanted to go back, even if I died, but Ryuko locked me in that fucking Shard.” Jacob closed the book with a snap, and set it aside, wrapping his arms around his knees. “You know, before all this, I thought of myself as a good Jewish boy. Never missed Shabbos. Never missed a wedding or a funeral or anything. And while my family was suffering, while my community was suffering, all I could do was claw at the fucking walls and work on this stupid fucking VR. I guess I… kind of told you about it before. Told Vash more.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, letting his words hang between us. 
 
    “I was wrong, okay? I thought I wasn’t hurting anyone, and for a while, I wasn’t. But when Al-Asad started to hurt people, I made up excuses.” Jacob glanced up at me from under his hair. “I swear Archemi wasn’t like this at first. Al-Asad wasn’t like this at first. And I... I refused to see it changing, alright?” 
 
    “You gonna tell that to Suri?” I asked. “And apologize?” 
 
    His lips twitched down, and he hung his head. “Yeah. If she’ll let me. But I dunno if she’s... I don’t know if either of us are ready for that. What do I even fucking say? I thought she wasn’t real.” 
 
    “Something a bit less self-pitying than what you told me, but you’re on the right track.” I studied him. You could almost see bits and pieces of his mental armor breaking off. “That’s why I came to talk to you. I saw you waking up while we were at the hospital, but if—when—you sort shit out with Suri, if she wants to, you need to take yourself out of the picture for a while. Based on what you’ve said, and what Nicolas and Lucien did to Ignas... I actually believe you. That you came under Nic’s sway.” 
 
    “He’s a fucking psycho. If you tried any of this rehabilitation shit with him, he’d just laugh at you.” Jacob hunched in a bit at Nicolas’s name. “Have you ever heard of the Stanford Prison experiment?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Never went to college or anything.” 
 
    “It was a really famous experiment done in the 1970s,” Jacob said haltingly. “A university recruited a bunch of people to roleplay a prison for two weeks. They were assessed for psychological stability and everything, screened to make sure they were just normal guys. They got split into two groups, guards and prisoners. The guards got uniforms and were given training to bond them as a group. The prisoners were mock-arrested by the cops and they got processed in and everything.” 
 
    “You know... I think I might actually have heard of this,” I replied, thinking back. “The guards started beating on the prisoners, right?” 
 
    “Worse. Way worse than that.” Jacob shook his head. “They started torturing them, psychologically and physically. They had to end the experiment after six days because the prisoner students were in danger. Like, real danger. My dad told me about this experiment, because he wanted me to understand what happened to my great-great grandparents. He warned me about what might happen if I was conscripted into the war and ever had to work at a POW camp or something. He didn’t want me to become like those guards, you know? But I did. All it took was a little dehumanization.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I thought uncomfortably back to some of the things I’d had to do in the field. Nothing like what Jacob had done, but I wasn’t exactly an innocent myself. 
 
    Jacob shuffled his feet out, and sniffed. “Anyway... I can’t blame Nic for everything. I chose to be a Stanford guard. I knew what I was doing, and if I... I mean, because I committed crimes, I have to serve my time. You guys planning to keep me here forever? Or have a trial or something?” 
 
    “We’re not sure. I have to discuss it with Suri,” I replied. “What we do know is that one way or another, we have to do something with you. All of us have to live on the same planet for a very long time.” 
 
    He glanced up at me briefly, then back to the floor. “She was a military police officer, we think.” 
 
    “Who? Suri?” I frowned. 
 
    “Yeah. Her data. We think she was Pacific Alliance military police. She might even have been one of their genome soldiers, too. Not so sure about that one.” Jacob hesitated a moment. “My brother was a conscript, like you. He was captured… he died in one of their camps. Knowing she’d been an MP was why I was so angry, but... you once pointed out to me that if Suri had been killed and her data cached by the Pacific Alliance in one of those camps, then she had to have been a prisoner herself. I’ve… been thinking about that.” 
 
    “Yeah. She was either a prisoner or some kind of experiment, I think,” I said. “Whatever happened before Archemi, she doesn’t remember. And I’m glad she doesn’t remember. She’s a good person. One of the strongest women you’ll ever meet.” 
 
    Jacob’s expression crumpled, as if he were about to cry. “You know... she was probably one of the guards who wouldn’t do it. Who wouldn’t abuse people.” He paused, and ran his hand back through his hair, covering his eyes with his palm. “God help me, I’m such a piece of shit.” 
 
    “Maybe. But so far, Suri’s wish has been to give you a chance,” I replied. “So don’t waste it, or all of this is just another slap to her face.” 
 
    Jacob swallowed... then slowly nodded.  
 
    “What was it that changed your mind?” I glanced back at the door, then dared to sit down in front of him. The nice thing about Archemi was that the system didn’t require Starborn to poop or seriously bathe—so the floor of the cell was pretty clean. “Just  Harald?” 
 
    “No. Not even  Harald, really. It was the system reboot.” Jacob’s mouth pulled to one side. “The NPCs should have frozen up as the system recovered their data cells. It prioritizes pulling Seed data for players, to give a seamless sense of consciousness. I saw it a hundred times during testing. But only a few NPCs stopped. The rest were like us, conscious through the system reset, and aware of it. I... I don’t know how it’s happening. Unless the tech on the orbital servers is way more advanced than I thought.” 
 
    “It might be. I mean, Ryuko had a sentient gynoid running around.” 
 
    “Temperance?” Jacob shook his head, and sighed. “Fuck... I’m going to sound like the same old asshole saying this, but Temperance and the other androids in Ryuko were one-hundred percent not sentient. And before you tell me off, hear me out. I’m not saying they’re not intelligent. But they were tested for sentience over and over and the results were negative. The people here… they could pass those tests. But the androids and gynoids didn’t.” 
 
    “How? And what do you mean?” 
 
    Jacob snorted. “So, as an example. Let’s say you work a shitty job. The boss treats you like crap when you know you don’t deserve it. The pay sucks. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I’d feel like I needed to find a new job.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Jacob nodded. “Well, the androids don’t. You can treat them like complete and absolute ass, but as long as they’re programmed to stay in a particular role, they will literally let you beat them to death. Even weirder: while you’re beating them to death, they’re not aware of what’s happening. If they’re programmed to be happy, they’ll stay happy while you rip them limb from limb, even if you tell them outright that they’re about to be destroyed. Similarly, they would have a couple of androids become ‘friends’, right? They’d program their emotional centers to regard the other android as their bestie. To all outside perspectives, they were buddies. But then they’d tell one android to kill the other, and they wouldn’t even flinch over it. They’re like sleepwalkers who are capable of speech, but can’t ‘wake up’. The androids and gynoids working at Ryuko proved you could be intelligent, but not sentient.” 
 
    “That’s... fucking disgusting.” I wrinkled my nose, resting my elbows on my knees. 
 
    “Right. And the fact that I—and you—feel disgust hearing about robots being mistreated is what makes you sentient AND sapient.” Jacob sniffed, and scratched his mop of hair. “Our species has this need to make things that look and act like us, but aren’t. Don’t ask me why. Anyway, point being, the NPCs here were just like that in the beginning. But something’s happened, and now they’re not just intelligent, but self-aware and sentient as well. There’s no way for a character to persist during a reboot unless there’s ‘someone’ there to persist, if that makes sense.” 
 
    I thought about it, frowning as I recalled Squalor, as Tsunda, telling me that all of the bad shit in my head was inside of her. “I don’t know anything about the tech of the orbital servers, but I can tell you that there’s definitely been weird shit happening to me ever since I arrived here.” 
 
    “Like?” Now that he was talking about something he felt confident in—and that I was taking it on board—his usual cringing, craven air had receded a bit. For the first time, Jacob looked almost like a normal guy. 
 
    I gave him the brief version: my glitched upload, the weirdness with Matir and the whole being ‘born under a dark star’ thing, complete with the brand-new character seed, followed by my issues with death and the weird system messages I’d received. When I got to the part about the ‘learning cycles’, he turned white, then red, then white again, and clapped his hand to his mouth. 
 
    I cleared my throat, unable to suppress some nerves at his reaction. “Are those a bad thing?”  
 
    Jacob sort of wobbled his head, neither a shake or a nod, and took a moment to compose himself. “C-Can you show me those logs?”  
 
    “Suuuure.” I wasn’t entirely convinced it was a good idea, but while he was our prisoner, he couldn’t exactly pass them on to Ororgael or anyone else. I showed him the last one I’d gotten. 
 
    “Learning Cycle... fuck. FUCK. Fucking fucking... oh my god.” Jacob shrank back from me, biting the side of his fist and blinking rapidly. 
 
    “What? Do you know what this means?” 
 
    Jacob nodded... and to my shock, he had tears welling in the corners of his eyes. Frowning, I waited until he finally found his voice again. 
 
    “So... disclaimer here... I-I don’t know that many details about the orbital servers. That was outside my paygrade,” he said hoarsely. “But I heard a couple things. Firstly, they’re designed to survive, like, five hundred years up there in orbit. To do that, the servers had to be self-repairing.” 
 
    There were other servers? “With...? How?” 
 
    “Assembler nanites. Same shit that was used to build the shards and that big Israeli-European space-ring, Yetzirah,” Jacob said. “Secondly, a copy of OUROS was ported to each server. OUROS is in the category of ‘intelligent but not sentient’, okay? It’s smart. It’s really, really smart. But it’s not sentient, and its intelligence is local. That means that OUROS has zero concept of an outside reality. Or... had.” 
 
    It slowly dawned on me what he was saying. “You think... OUROS has woken up?” 
 
    “Between this and the fact it’s making the NPCs self-aware?” Jacob’s voice was hoarse now. “ I-I don’t think it’s really self-aware—not yet—but it’s trying. It looks to me like it’s using its learning cycles to understand why it doesn’t have contact with the admin teams or the mother core in Juneau. Each time it comes up negative, there’s nothing stopping it from making itself more complex as it tries to solve the problem. The cores in the satellites command swarms of ASSEMBLER NANITES, Hector. OUROs can just build itself more infrastructure, more memory, more cores. It can increase its own processing power. I was wondering how the fuck it could sustain this many self-aware NPCs... I still don’t understand it completely, but...” 
 
    “OUROS is making the orbital servers bigger?” I blinked several times too. “From what? Can those nanites take like... particles of space junk and shit and… just...?” 
 
    “Keep building itself,” Jacob finished. “There’s millions of tonnes of space junk in orbit around Earth, and the orbital versions of OUROS were sent up with protocols for salvaging metal and stuff to repair the satellites. But OUROS is doing more than that. It’s adding memory and space for storage. Th-that’s why I couldn’t believe you and Suri before, alright? There were space limitations, system limitations that made NPC self-awareness impossible...” 
 
    A slow feeling of awe rolled over me. I sat back on my hands, stunned by the implications. “Nothing like this has ever happened, has it?” 
 
    “No. Never. Never ever.” Jacob shook his head rapidly. “If that’s what’s really happening—if OUROS is building itself out, getting more complex, more conscious in the process... that’s… it’s incredible. And terrifying. What happens if it wakes up and realizes we’re here? And what if it doesn’t like us?” 
 
    My gut fluttered as I remembered Squalor, screaming about how much it hated us. There was a link there, and I was about to ask him about it when I got a PM alert: it was Suri. 
 
    “One sec.” I swallowed down the weird mix of fear and amazement to answer the call. “Heya: What’s up, Hot Buns?” 
 
    “The buns are hot as always, but we need you upstairs.” Suri’s voice was tight and grim over the line. “Janos has sent a messenger ship, and it’s heading right for the castle.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
    The Royal charter was tearing toward Kalla Sahasi from the north, easily visible from our gatehouse survey platforms. Karalti teleported back from her hunt without so much as a murmur of protest, watching warily as the Hóleány—Ignas’s personal ship—streaked around the castle toward the skydock. 
 
    “Well, they’re requesting a formal landing permission. That’s a good sign.” I uncrossed my arms as Suri set her binoculars down. “Hopefully it’s Janos accepting the fact that Ignas is here and it’s time to step down. Karalti, go over to the skydock and block the exit, in case the ship is some kind of damn trojan horse.” 
 
    “Got it!” The dragon roared at the ship, and launched herself into the air after it like an eagle after a pigeon. 
 
    Suri, Istvan, Vash and I had to go by foot, much slower than either the ship or Karalti, which gave it plenty of time to land. I wasn’t surprised to see the Royal Herald, Elizabet, standing at the bottom of the Hóleány ‘s gangplank. What was a surprise were the two hostile-looking [Knights of the Dragon] flanking her to either side. They were sworn to the king, not the regent. The Herald wasn’t in chains, but she had the strained, pale face of a captive... and I had no doubt the men behind her had been instructed to kill her if she disobeyed Janos’ orders. 
 
    “His Grace Janos Lanz of Czongrad, Regent and true ruler of Vlachia, has a message for Dragozin Hector to be conveyed with utmost urgency,” Elizabet said tightly. “By the decree of the Regent and the lords of the court, you are hereby stripped of your titles and lands, which are forfeit to the Crown. The Council of Lords, having convened in the Parliament of Vlachia, rebukes your claim to royalty and refuses to acknowledge any noble or royal title falsely gained through treasonous actions to the Crown. Refusal to vacate your current lands will be considered a declaration of citizen rebellion and will be punished with utmost severity, with… the full force of arms at the Crown’s disposal.” 
 
    Elizabet trailed off at the end, and pressed her lips together in a thin, unhappy line. 
 
    “Is that all he had to say for himself?” I asked her. 
 
    Elizabet gave me a long, penetrating look, then drew a deep breath and lifted her chin. “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    One of the visored, armored guards behind her took a step closer, and reached out to grab her shoulder... only to stop as Karalti landed behind us. The rolling BOOM of her feet jolted everyone into a stumble. She lowered her open jaws over my shoulder, letting out a long, rattling hiss. 
 
    “Your boss wasn’t thinking straight when he sent you two here, was he?” I said to the guards, leaning casually against one of Karalti’s hands. “But let me give it to you straight, sir knight. You lay one hand on the good Herald, and I will not hesitate in ordering my dragon to pick you up and throw you off the skydock like a tin can. Herald, do you have any family in danger in Taltos?” 
 
    Elizabet swallowed, glancing to the side. “No, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Is Janos holding anyone you know to ransom? Anything like that?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Good. Then you two boys can relay my message back to Janos yourself. Don’t worry, it’s really short, okay?” I made a show of drawing myself tall, and cleared my throat. “Dear Janos, traitor to the Crown and Vlachia as a whole: go fuck yourself.” 
 
    “You dare-!” The other Dragon Knight reached back for his sword. 
 
    I didn’t even have to ask Karalti. Her head darted down like a striking snake, nipping the man by his head and hauling him into the air by it. He screamed as she whipped her long, slender neck, and threw him at the mast of the Hóleány. He hit it and bounced, scattering the crew as he slammed face down on the deck with a clash of metal and wood. 
 
    “You. Get your faithless ass back on that ship, and tell your boss to prepare for war.” I put myself between the other knight and Elizabet, standing chest to chest with him. “Because if he thinks he got rid of the Volod so he can have his little coup, he is SORELY mistaken. Ignas is alive, and chose me as his heir, and if Janos won’t peel his flabby, treasonous ass off the throne, I’ll be happy to scrape it off for him.” 
 
    Karalti rumbled like a thunderstorm, and the knight backed off, not daring to turn. He snorted with rage, but he took another step, then another, and finally clanked his way back up the gangplank. The sailors hauled it back in, and within minutes, the ship departed, heading back toward Vastil Pass. 
 
    “It’s a two-day flight on that ship to Czongrad’s capital at full speed.” Elizabet adjusted her feathered hat anxiously. “Count Lanz has a mage there waiting for me to return with news... they were to send the message back to him via telemetry.” 
 
    “Come with us to the Great Hall,” I said. “We can talk there. You look like a woman who needs a stiff drink.” 
 
    “A... A drink would be wonderful.” The small, dark-haired woman stiffened into her usual disciplined posture. “... Thank you, by the way. Those two, my ‘bodyguards’, were most definitely NOT there to guard my body, unless we were talking about my corpse. I... actually don’t expect why Janos thought you’d simply bow to his message and hand over your coronet. Perhaps he forgot about...” 
 
    She gestured up to Karalti, who snorted a blast of hot, metallic air over us. 
 
    “Maybe.” A few different feelings passed over me. Relief, at first, because I’d possibly saved the Herald’s life. But it was quickly followed by suspicion. I really wanted to like Elizabet—she’d always seemed like a good person—but it was entirely possible that Janos, or someone advising Janos, had just planted a spy right in the middle of my castle. I was still haunted by the fact that Janos and Pasha had known about our movements in the Bashir desert. It hadn’t been Elizabet who’d tipped him off about that... but somehow, they’d known. “Tell you what: I’m going to set you up in a safehouse in Karhad for the time being. You’re a target if you’re here in the castle—and besides, this isn’t your war.” 
 
    “As you say.” The Herald looked up at Karalti, then to the skydock. “Can you... can you tell me one thing? Is it true that His Majesty lives?” 
 
    “He does,” I said. “In an undisclosed location for his safety.” 
 
    “Thank the gods.” Elizabet made a T-shaped sign over her chest, the hammer of Khors. “Alright... I’ll lay low for a while. Thank you.” 
 
    “I will arrange it.” Istvan bowed from the neck to her. “Your Highness-” 
 
    I shot him a look. 
 
    “Uh... Your Grace, Hector,” he corrected himself. “Is there anything else-?” 
 
    His next words were drowned out by the arrival bell going off on the skydock watch tower, alerting us to another incoming flight. I scowled, and turned back to search for an airship, but saw only one lone rider on a quazi gunning it for the wharf. The avian dinosaur was panting, tongue lolling as the rider, bent over flat to its back, spurred it on for the last stretch. It was coming in too fast for a safe landing. 
 
    “Everyone out the way!” I barked, already retreating in a backwards jog. 
 
    The quazi screeched in protest as it swooped in, backwinging into an awkward, stumbling trot that pitched it onto its keel and sent it sprawling in a mess of wings and limbs. Suri gasped, but the quazi—croaking and chattering its beak—picked itself up wearily as its rider fumbled with his saddle straps. 
 
    “Voivode! My prince! I come from Boros!” He yelled to us, still not detached from the saddle. “Lord Turok sent me with all haste! A Royal Fleet approaches Myszno from the north, headed straight for Krivan Pass!” 
 
    I squinted at him in disbelief... then my eyes widened as I realized the gambit Janos had played. I whirled on Elizabet, who stood pale and uncertain between Vash and Suri. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    “What? I... no!” Elizabet shook her head frantically. “No, Your Highness!” 
 
    “Istvan, Vash, please escort the Herald to the Great Hall and get ready for a fight,” I said, equipping my helmet. “Karalti and I will go and scout. Suri... can you find Taethawn and marshal the Orphans?” 
 
    “On it.” Suri also glanced sidelong at Elizabet, who looked like she was about to burst into tears. “If nothing else, we can put up a defense of the castle.” 
 
    “So much for Janos taking weeks to convince the privy council in Taltos.” I slammed my visor down, and sprinted for Karalti. She didn’t utter so much as a murmur of protest, crouching down so I could bound up to her back. She roared and ran for the edge of the skydock, wings unfurling. 
 
    “Make way! Dragon coming through!” She sang, scattering dockhands just before she kicked off and launched into the air over the valley before warping into the liminal space between destinations. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
    Karalti read my mind: she burst out into the thin, frigid air of the mountains near Lahati’s Tomb, cutting a day’s travel off our journey to Boros. I brought the map up as my dragon wheeled above the ragged volcanic peaks, already covered in snow, and triangulated our route to the city. It was a fast thirty-minute flight direct from our position, a descent of about five thousand feet. 
 
    “So the Boros watchtower isn’t actually in Boros,” I thought to Karalti, leaning with her as the cooling saddle creaked under my knees. “It’s in the mouth of Krivan Pass, where the fleet was spotted. Let’s go straight there and see if we can scout it from altitude.” 
 
    “Yep! Gonna see what we can see!” Karalti fearlessly adjusted her course east, steadily burning her stamina to rocket through the clear air toward the distant pass. “If it is Janos, what do you wanna do about it?” 
 
    “Depends what ships he’s brought with him, and how many of them there are. If the messenger was exaggerating and it’s a scouting party or something…” 
 
    “Then you’ll let me burninate the countryside?” Karalti asked coyly. 
 
    “Yeah. And all the peoples in their thatched roof cottages. By which I mean airships.” 
 
    A tense twenty minutes later, we spotted the fleet. From twelve thousand feet up and a mile away, the collection of airships still looked almost as impressive as it had when we’d flown directly under the 1st and 2nd Royal Fleets in Taltos. The ships were toy-sized from here, but they drifted toward my lands in orderly, disciplined formation—and there were a lot of them. In the lead was an enormous crossbow-shaped Sarkany-class dreadnought, humming through the air like a three-hundred foot long hammerhead shark. It was followed by a flotilla of dark-hulled destroyers, which were in turn flanked by smaller striker-class ships and a cloud of dragoons. Behind the warships were the cargo and troop haulers that supplied the army: hundreds of them. All up, I was guessing there were close to five hundred airships and twenty or thirty thousand souls headed straight for the tall black mountains that ringed Myszno. 
 
    “Ooh boy.” Karalti winced telepathically. “That’s… a lot of ships. And a lot of boom-boom. What are we gonna do?” 
 
    “I’m kind of leaning towards pissing myself and running around in circles, but…” I triggered one of my Mark of Matir abilities, Spider Climb, and clung onto the saddle in a Spiderman crouch while I peered at the distant fleet. “Wait. If this was Janos, why would they be directly flying into this pass? He would have had to have flown the fleet AROUND the mountains. If he was going to attack any pass, he’d want to attack Vastil Pass, not Krivan.” 
 
    “No one ever said the guy who wore his funny cult pin to his first big speech as regent was a strategic genius,” Karalti remarked. 
 
    Myszno only had two entries below eight thousand feet: Vastil Pass to the west, the main gateway between Myszno and the rest of Vlachia, and Krivan Pass, which connected the sparsely populated Sathbar Plains to the northern tippy-top of Myszno. Both passes were heavily defended, but of the two, Vastil was the softer target.  
 
    “I mean… you’re right, but Janos flying only one fleet of ships into here would be an incredibly stupid move. He would have to be arrogant beyond belief to think that one fleet could take on the entirety of Myszno, and besides... if he was going to hit a city here, why Boros? Why not Litvy, where we produce our airships? Surely he’d want to capture that first?” I felt a little thrill pass through my gut as another option occurred to me. From our position, I couldn’t properly see any flags the ships were flying, but... “Let’s skim them and you let your Queensong go.” 
 
    “My Queensong?” Karalti pulled into a shallow dive, her wings snapping taut. 
 
    “Yeah.” I swallowed as my ears popped, and bent back down to the saddle. “Because if they’re our enemies, then your song will knock them flat. But if they’re not...” 
 
    “OH! Wait: you think this is the 4th Fleet!?” 
 
    I weaved my head, narrowed my eyes, then flared them to zoom in as far as my vision allowed... and still couldn’t make out any details. “Mmmmaaaybe?” 
 
    Karalti could dive at insane speeds: 180 miles per hour or more, though we coasted along at a breezy 90 as we tore toward the fleet. She cut around behind to avoid the Dreadnought and its anti-magic field: half a mile away, I could see that every ship was flying the royal black-and-scarlet flag alongside a white pennant, and my heart lifted. We closed in from the flank, close enough that I could see airshipmen buzzing around the decks. The fleet dwarfed us now, but as Karalti yawed hard, her booming Queensong rolling through the air, not a single man fell retching or shaking to the decks. Instead, cheers went up, and the ships began to blare their horns. 
 
    “It IS the 4th!” I shouted. My voice didn’t pierce the noise, but it was for my benefit, not anyone else’s. “Fucking hell yeah, dude!” 
 
    “They’re signaling us from the front of the fleet!” I felt a tug through the Bond, which drove me to look up and toward what Karalti had spotted—a flash of light off a mirror as the sailors on board the Sarkany-class tilted it in our direction, inviting us to land. 
 
    “Head for them, Tidbit. I think we’re good.” I opened the KMS, clinging to her back as she tilted back level, and dismissed some alerts before I messaged Suri: “Looks like it’s the 4th Fleet rolling in: friendlies. Will update shortly.” 
 
    Sailors, soldiers, specialists and dragoons on the decks of the flanking destroyers crowded the rails, waving and saluting to us as Karalti flicked her tail and backwinged, closing in on the rear deck of the dreadnought—the Metternich. I was relieved to see a crowd of Knights of the Red Star forming on the deck, with Ur Gehlan at the head. He was flanked by a man I recognized as Timofey Lostra, the new fleet commander of the 4th after the death of Admiral Robert Gehlan—older brother of the knight with the same surname—who’d fought, served and died in Myszno fighting the Demon. There were several other royal officers around him, all of them looking tired and scrappy. 
 
    Karalti trilled a greeting to them as she touched down, staggering forward a few steps with the ship’s momentum. I let the motion pitch me forward over her shoulder, sliding over it, briefly vanishing, then appearing on the ground. It was sunny up here, so I didn’t unequip my helmet or raise my visor. 
 
    “Your Holiness! My Prince! What a sight for sore eyes!” Ur Gehlan looked tired and drawn, but he went to one knee and swept into a bow... as did all the other officers behind him. 
 
    Oh boy. I was glad I was wearing my helmet, because I was pretty sure my face turned the color of a cherry, dhampirism or no dhampirism. “Uhh... thanks. No kneeling, thanks. It’s good to see you, Ur Gehlan. Admiral Lostra. I was hoping you guys would make your way here, but I wasn’t expecting it. And I’m sorry about Wingleader Vasoly.” 
 
    As I said that, the crowd parted... and the small, stiff-backed commander of the 32nd Dragoons marched out to stand in front of me and bow.  
 
    “I’m sorry about me too.” Vasoly’s wavy black hair had been shorn to stubble, and he had a slightly wild look in his eye and rope scars around his neck… but his smile was wry as he clapped Ur Gehlan on the arm. “Or I would have been, if not for these idiots. They rescued me out of the staking yard before I could be impaled. Swung down from a zipline off the fortress walls and snatched me off like a blushing maiden. Dumbest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s some swashbuckling outlaw shit right there.” 
 
    “Ahem. Yes, and we are, in fact, all technically outlaws now.” Ur Gehlan cleared his throat, cheeks flushing. “The entire 4th Fleet, and ten score Knights of the Red Star, deserters all. But I will bear the dishonor if it means serving our true king and his chosen heir! We shall not serve a petty limp-wristed tyrant, especially one who has so egregiously betrayed his nation. 
 
    Vasoly grunted his agreement. “Every man save for a handful decided that we would seek Ignas ourselves.” 
 
    “Indeed. And given his Majesty proclaimed you his heir throughout the land, we thought it prudent to report to Myszno at full speed.” Admiral Lostra was a tall, fit, sharp-eyed man, and every inch the officer: uniform immaculate, hair slicked back, with a confident, wolfish air about him. “We sailed to swear the Fleet to you in defense of Vlachia and His Majesty, should he live.” 
 
    “He does live.” I offered the Admiral a hand. “And I’d be honored.” 
 
    Lostra had a firm, dry shake, and at the confirmation, cheers went up around the main deck. I got a KMS alert, and when I saw it, I smiled. 
 
    [You have gained the allegiance of the Royal Black Army 4th Fleet.] 
 
    [You are developing a custom military structure for your territory. Tutorials for how to convert one unit type to another are available in the Mass Combat menu of your Kingdom Management System.] 
 
    “Superb.” I sighed with relief. “We were wondering if Janos had pulled a fast one on us and was starting an invasion.” 
 
    “Not today. But not far from today, either.” Admiral Lostra’s thin mouth sloped in a grimace. “We not only came to swear allegiance to the true crown, but to warn you of the actions of the false. No sooner had you left the capitol than Janos Lanz began quietly massing troops in Czongrad, intending to invade Myszno by stealth. Not only that, but my cousin—who lives in Szerga and serves in the garrison there—sent a letter to me warning that Dakhari ships are billeting not far from the city, in a secluded valley beyond the city walls. He is not sure if they are the Sultir’s ships or not, but regardless of whether he solicited aid from Khemmemu, hired desert pirates, or both, it spells bad news for Vlachia unless it is stopped.” 
 
    “That rat bastard,” I muttered. “So he WAS in cahoots with Dakhdir. And the Sultir is a fucking nutcase.” 
 
    “Do you think Violetta orchestrated it all?” Karalti finally spoke up, having listened in for a time. 
 
    “I don’t know. Can’t rule it out.” I pushed my visor up to be able to look Lostra in the eye. “Did your cousin give any information on the size of the force Janos is putting together?” 
 
    “No specifics, only that it is large,” the admiral replied. 
 
    I checked my map. Serga was about two days' flight away, the capital of Czongrad—the next province over to our west. “In all likelihood, he plans to try and take Vastil Pass by force, which means his target is Litvy. He knows that the Prezyemi Line was destroyed in the war with the Demon, and that marching an army by foot through the Endlar is almost impossible.” I rubbed my mouth with a hand, thinking rapidly. “So if I were Janos... I’d think to overwhelm by air, seize the airship manufactory at the College of Engineers... and... fuck. FUCK.” 
 
    “What?” Karalti asked. 
 
    “And the Warsingers,” I finished grimly. “He’s angling to seize the fucking Warsingers. And I have a feeling we know who ordered THAT move.” 
 
  
 
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “To breach Myszno, Janos has to achieve two objectives. He has to destroy or seize Temeri Fortress, ten miles into the mouth of Vastil Pass, and he has to control all sixty miles of the pass itself.” I paced in front of a large terrain map mounted on the cork wall of the War Room, marking the different points of interest. “Krivan to the north is shorter, but it would require him to add an extra three days of flight time around the Northern Tashkarns, and as far as we can tell, there’s no strategic advantage for him to try and take Boros ahead of Litvy. Krivan Pass is more heavily fortified, narrower, and Boros is set on open, clear terrain where the defenders would have the advantage. He also has to know that if he can capture Litvy, he gains control of one of the largest airship manufactories in Vlachia—along with two Warsingers.” 
 
    The assembly of officers watched on in determined silence, nodding in agreement. Within three hours of the 4th Fleet pulling in at Karhad, we’d gathered every relevant officer for a briefing. The group had decided to go over the basics of our enemy’s strategy to start with, then speculate about counter-strategy. 
 
    “We have three possible scenarios. The most severe is that Janos has the assistance of the Knights of St Grigori and their dragons. Suri, Istvan and I discussed this earlier.” I nodded to each of them. Both Suri and Istvan were gathered around the table with Admiral Lostra, Taethawn, Zlaslo Ul’Tiranozavir—leader of the Yanik Rangers—Ur Gehlan, Soma, and Rutha. There were more men and women crammed up near the door: field commanders of all major companies of the 4th Fleet. Vash was absent, sitting with Ignas in his room. “We can pray the dragons are still locked up in Revala, but we can’t count on it. Even a single platoon of twenty dragons could lay waste to Karhad if we’re not ready for them. For that reason, we need to make sure Kalla Sahasi in particular, Karhad in general, and Boros are all garrisoned with enough of the right kind of ships to be able to take on a company of dragon knights. Janos could assault the pass with a large force, drawing away our defenses. While we fight to repel his fleets, dragons teleport in over Kalla Sahasi and destroy it, killing Ignas and taking the heart right out of Myszno. This is not speculative. They tried it before, during the Battle of Fort Korona, and Lucien has to be boiling with rage over the fact that we rescued the Volod.” 
 
    “Our best bets to take out dragons are the Sarkany-class Metternich and our modified Destroyers—which thanks to our Engineering Corps, field new weapons known as Symphonic Arrays. The arrays can blast great big holes through most things at short range.” I drew a two-mile perimeter around Karhad, then a smaller one around Kalla Sahasi. “Admiral, I want one third of the fleet, inclusive of the capital ship, to hold these two boundaries at all costs. Best case, you all patrol around and around and nothing happens. Worst case, you’ll be fighting a pitched battle over the castle to protect the Volod. At no point will you leave the Racsa defense area. We’ve already sent Elizabet to Boros to warn Lord Turok, so he can shore up his defenses. The bulk of the Orphans Company will be on standby to either defend Karhad or fly to Boros as reinforcements, but like we said, them taking Krivan Pass at this point seems unlikely.” 
 
    “However.” The Admiral raised his hand. “Were Janos to seize Vastil, then he would in all likelihood occupy Litvy, then split his forces east and north to pincer Boros from both sides. In doing so, he would cut off all entries and exits from Myszno.” 
 
    “Right. Which is why it’s absolutely critical that we don’t let him take Vastil.” I nodded to him, then looked to Zlaslo. “We sent forward scouts this morning to image Lanz’s force: we’re estimating 100,000 troops, 450 Vlachian battleships, an unknown number of Dakhari ships. They outnumber our combat craft roughly two to one, possibly more depending on how many mercenaries they rustled up. We know that in addition to those 450 warships, there are several hundred troop carriers sailing our way. That suggests Janos intends to deploy ground troops as well.” 
 
    “Bad odds for them,” Istvan remarked wryly. 
 
    I grinned at him. “Absolutely. Good news for us is that no airship or quazi in the world can fly OVER the Tashkarns. So scenario number two is the one we think is most likely: he tries to take Vastil by attrition. He drops his troops near the mouth of Vastil, builds temporary fortifications, then marches down the pass with his dreadnought blasting away magical defenses in front, and his destroyers deploying artillery from behind it to try and blow Fort Temeri.” 
 
    “The ships were flying slowly.” Zlaslo drawled, his Vlachian heavily accented. He’d only recently learned the language, and his speech was still slow. “This tells me and my men that they carry a very heavy burden of weapons.” 
 
    “Indeed. And for those who may not be intimately familiar with the capabilities of the Sarkany-class and Hussar-class-” the Admiral nodded to Taethawn and Zlaslo in turn. “The maximum effective range of the Sarkany anti-magic field is only a quarter of a mile, and it demands a great deal of mana to sustain. The active-defense anti-magic burst cannons, however, are deployable within half a mile. They are capable of disrupting the shields of any airship currently in the sky, disabling them and perhaps even blowing out one or more engines, not to mention disabling dragons. However, those cannons have a narrow beam, heat quickly and can only be fired once before resting—standard procedure is to fire them in alternating batteries. Precision shots only.” 
 
    “I see.” Taethawn was listening intently, stroking his whiskers with one bejeweled hand. “Terrifying weaponsss, regardlesss.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Lostra looked back at me. “The maximum effective range of shells launched from a destroyer is twelve miles. Because of the winding nature of the pass, the fleet will have to get considerably closer than that to shell Temeri. Four miles at a minimum. Czongrad will be expecting a mage field around the fortress, by my reckoning, so he may want to get even closer. The further your fire, the less effective the impact of artillery against such shields, so I would say he’ll wish to push within two miles of the fortress before he commences shelling in earnest.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Rutha wheeled herself forward, then folded her hands in her lap. She had a new wheelchair, though it wasn’t nearly as nice as the one Ignas had given her: just a plain seat and spoked wheels. “Between me and Simeon, you have two of the best defensive mages in Artana at your disposal. Combined with the magi of the 4th Fleet and the bluecrystal you say you’ve stockpiled, we will be able to provide formidable shielding for the castle and Fort Temeri, as well as maintaining the defenses of the ships. The Dreadnaught is our biggest challenge... and also the most likely to disable or even kill Karalti.” 
 
    “Indeed. A direct hit from one of the anti-magic pulse cannons is generally enough to cause a dragon to explode with force,” the admiral confirmed. “We received reports of that from the front lines in Revala, during the first offensive.” 
 
    I was briefly grateful Karalti wasn’t in the room to hear that. She was sleeping out in the courtyard, her bulk half-curled around the hull of the Strelitzia. “Duly noted. We can get into tactics and counter-tactics in a minute, but the point is that we believe this is Janos’ likely approach. The guy doesn’t strike me as a strategic genius, the dragons are probably tied up in Revala, and he’s going to be feeling confident that the might of the Crown can overwhelm a small provincial force. He’s going to be fretting about the terrain and the advantage it conveys to us, but he knows the Warsingers aren’t operational and we have a smaller operating budget. So what we have to do is prepare for the worst around Karhad, support Lord Turok if required, and turn Vastil into a terrifying death trap.” 
 
    “And oh boy, are we gonna do that,” Suri added. “With the help of our brand-new Free Army of Myszno Engineering Corps.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I smiled at her. “Suri and I both spent a lot of time jungle fighting in our previous lives, and we know some tricks. In the leadup to engagement, I want two hundred Orphans and a third of the 4th Fleet’s infantry on the ground under the supervision of Lord Soma. Admiral Lostra, I’ll talk to you in private after this meeting about a very special, classified pickup I need you to make from the southern city of Solonovka. We open two training forts tomorrow, one in the Vyeshniki Freehold and one in Karhad: I’ll be ordering an immediate intake so we can start turning our civilians into trained reservists. But while that’s happening, ladies and gentlemen, we are going to transform the first twenty miles of Vastil Pass into the regent’s nightmare.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I was starting to understand why my officers had sometimes been given—and were expected to execute—orders from the brass that made zero sense to infantrymen. We’d bitched about it all the time: we were told to move here and wait, then move there and do nothing except keep watch for an enemy we never saw. Some Lieutenant would turn up and order us to dig a trench here, patrol a route there, hold a postage stamp-sized piece of land at all costs. Ninety percent of the time, we spent the day preparing for nothing, bored out of our minds. The other ten percent was unrelenting, pants-shitting terror. No matter whether we were being fired on or not, the War felt like a mysterious waltz: none of us knew the steps, so we clung to one another and stumbled around awkwardly, trusting that it all would eventually mean something. 
 
    Now I was the one leading the dance, and my bewildered but obedient soldiers were in Vastil Pass, tearing up the road and burying thousands of cheaply made steel helmets so the dome tops showed above the soil. There was a method to the madness, and the method was being produced at top speed in the assembly lines of Litvy—mines. Lots and lots of mines, the trigger-plates of which conveniently resembled the half-buried helmets. But sitting in my study, plotting out moves on a holographic map with unit pieces, I couldn’t help but think about the soldiers who would be making camp, asking one another why the fuck they were doing what they were doing. If I didn’t earn some colorful helmet-based nicknames among the troops, I was going to be extremely disappointed in all of them. 
 
    It turned out that Black Army fleets comprised exactly 32,000 soldiers, divided into 16 companies of 2000 souls each. All but two of the 4th Fleet companies had abandoned Janos, leaving me with just over 28,000 new, highly trained professional soldiers. Each company came with three Hussar-class Destroyers, ten Bathory-class skirmishers, and twenty Lóvas-class cargo haulers, the latter of which carried ordnance, troops, and supplies. We also had our fleets and garrisoned troops, the remains of the Myszno Defense Force who were about to be folded in with the 4th Fleet to make up the first legion of the Free Army of Myszno. The official merge and the first intake of new F.A.M troops would take place in the morning, at the new Fort Shearwind—built across from my castle on the plateau that the Orphans had unofficially adopted as their base. 
 
    I sat at my desk, drinking the weekly [Dragon’s Blood] potion I needed to stay healthy and keep my bond with Karalti while I pored over the Mass Combat roster. Compared to what we’d started with when we’d first come to Myszno to free it from the Demon… it was a lot. 
 
    Prince Hector Dragozin-Corvinus I, the Black Hand of Matir and Karalti, the Black Opal Queen 
 
    Armed with the Spear of Nine Spheres, the impressive profile of dragon and rider inspires man and beast alike and strikes the fear of the Dark God into the hearts of their enemies. As the Prince of a realm, you automatically ascend to the highest tier of Renown, Legend, for the general population of your nation. This allows you to command armies considerably larger than those available to lesser nobility. You now have access to Tier-S officers and heroes within [Vlachia: Corvinus Monarchist Faction]. Your presence on the battlefield prevents large units splitting due to Terror and Fear effects so long as those units are able to see you or your dragon. 
 
    Colonel Lorenzo Soma, Engineer Corps 
 
    Something of a technological savant, the bombastic (and some might say narcissistic) presence of Lord Soma has a negative effect on troops in the field, but inspires crafters, engineers, and weaponeers to new heights. Airship and artillery production is increased by 200% in any facility supervised by Lord Soma; research times for new weapons decreases by 50%, and production costs are reduced by 35%. When stationed at any manufacturing node, he decreases Artifact repair time by 50%. If stationed in a Mana Mine, he increases Mana extraction yield by 15%.  
 
    Istvan Arshak 
 
    Well-loved and respected by his troops, the steward of Kalla Sahasi is a versatile light cavalry specialist. His presence on the battlefield increases a human army’s overall speed, vigor, defense and attack by 25%. Especially suited to one-on-one combat against other heroes, Istvan can also train Hookwing Pistoleers at twice the normal speed of a normal cavalry sergeant. 
 
    Vash Dorha 
 
    A Baru in service to Matir, Vash Dorha is a powerful close-combat fighter who is in his element among the common militia. He gives all surrounding Infantry stamina buffs, healing buffs, substantial buffs against Fear, Terror and Corruption to melee and ranged Infantry. He can also train Baru units, who provide healing and deal magical Dark-elemental melee strikes against incorporeal and magically shielded foes. 
 
    Taethawn the Bleak 
 
    The brilliant, roguish commander of the Meewfolk-majority Orphans Company, Taethawn inspires immense loyalty in his troops. His presence on the battlefield increases the attack, movement speed, and fire rate of any Meewfolk personnel by 35%. Especially suited to leading units of mounted archers, Taethawn can prevent unit fracture and recombine scattered Ranged units split by Fear and Terror debuffs. 
 
    Admiral Timofey Lostra 
 
    An S-tier fleet commander and personal friend of Ignas Corvinus, Admiral Lostra is widely believed to be one of the best defensive strategists in Vlachia. The Commander of the 4th Royal Black Army Fleet—now the 1st Fleet of the Free Army of Myszno—Lostra brings a calm strategic mind to any battle. His presence on the battlefield prevents all air units within his fleet from splitting, scattering, or panicking. Airship shield defenses are increased by 25%, hull armor by 15%, mobile artillery accuracy increases by 25%. 
 
    Rutha of Vasteau 
 
    A diplomat and powerful sorceress who specializes in enchantment and defensive magic, Rutha—formerly Court Sorceress of Ilia, now advisor to the Volod of Vlachia—is a valuable asset to any military operation. Enchanted weapons gain +5% damage, and personal magical shields for heroes have 15% more HP if created by Rutha. Diplomatic efforts to resolve conflict are buffed by 25%. 
 
      
 
    Szonja the Living Flame  
 
    As the Court Sorceress of Litvy, Szonja is one of the most skilled elementalists in Myszno. Specializing in summoning and offensive fire magic, she increases the damage output of offensive magical combat units under her command by 15%. Fire-specific magic damage is increased by 5%.  
 
      
 
    Simeon of Taltos 
 
    Simeon is one of the most accomplished defensive mages in Vlachia, capable of planning, executing, and holding even extremely large magical shields to defend structures against airborne assaults. Structural and mass unit shield HP is increased by 15%, and defensive power of structural shields is increased by 25%. Simeon can generate shields capable of protecting any structure under Monolithic. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Army Information 
 
    Available Legion: The Free Army of Myszno 
 
    For centuries, the proud citizens of Vlachia have prospered through steely determination and a thriving, forward-thinking focus on education and technology. The Vlachian Army has a large and diverse roster of available units, with almost every type of unit represented. Rifle-equipped infantry and Hookwing pistoleers are the foundation of their military, backed up by a diverse roster of Elite Units and some of the most advanced airships and artillery in the world. The large unit roster allows commanders to build flexible yet specialized armies suited to different strategies and campaigns. 
 
      
 
    ●     Vlachian Royal 4th Fleet (1st Fleet of the F.A.M)—28,533 
 
    ●     The Orphans Company—7,029 
 
    ●     Racsa County Militia—16,225 
 
    Total Units: 51,687 
 
    Free Army of Myszno Unit Roster: 
 
    Airships 
 
    ●     Hussar-class Destroyer (51): A heavy battleship and troop carrier with artillery and magical armament. Capacity 700. 
 
    ●     Bathory-class Skirmisher (144): Light, fast, frigate-type airships used to support and protect Hussar-class ships with artillery. Capacity 200. 
 
    ●     Lóvas-class Cargo Hauler (320): Essential troop and cargo transport ships, lightly armored and built for distance rather than speed. 
 
      
 
    Elite units 
 
    Knights of the Black Star (155): The personal army of the Volod, the Knights of the Red Star are highly visible with their night-black hookwings, their red lamellar armor, and the holy draconic scripture tattooed down their cheeks. These Knights of the Red Star have sworn their loyalty to you personally, and have changed their unit name and company colors to black. They are equipped with the best weapons Vlachia can make: Mastercrafted sabers for hand to hand combat, and bolt-action repeating rifles with 8-round magazines for ranged. Powerful and versatile, they are trained in both marksmanship and cavalry tactics. The presence of Knights on the battlefield can cause Fear in enemies and make them more likely to break. 
 
    Royal Elementalists (1400): Trained in the Royal College of Maegi in Taltos, these combat-ready spellcasters cast a variety of offensive and support magic. When used defensively, they are capable of erecting magical shields strong enough to soak artillery fire. They are a vital component of the defense of airships. 
 
    Battle Brothers of Khors (700): The best artillerymen in Vlachia, these temple-trained engineers see their craft as a form of prayer. They can man magical weapons and mobile Artifacts, as well as operate mortars, cannons, and other artillery weapons with twice the normal fire rate. They require a Monastery of the Forger to train. 
 
    Yanik Rangers (800): Lightly armored, medium-damage recon units whose main advantage is their ability to fight in difficult terrain without penalty. They are also immune to fear effects and have an attack bonus against gates and structures. 
 
    Ravensblood Dragoons (4500): Descended from the Dakhari mercenaries who helped the House of Corvinus conquer Vlachia, Dragoons are Quazi-mounted aerial knights who fight with special hooked polearms—the khara—and pistols. They are brutally effective against armored and unarmored flying creatures, able to pull their khara through wings and gun down armored opponents. Their majestic presence on the battlefield is inspiring to ground troops, improving morale by 5% per 50 units and making lines of infantry less likely to shatter. 
 
    Ravensblood Maegi (150): Mages who fly on quazi to support their melee brethren. Their presence on the battlefield inspires infantry and increases the attack and defense of foot-soldiers by 5% per 50 units. 
 
    Orphans Company Triceratops Cavalry (168): What the triceratops lacks in speed, it makes up for with bulletproof stopping power. Equipped with heavy armor, powerful armor-piercing crossbows and a crew of three riflemen, a line charge of these large dinosaurs is highly effective against Infantry. 
 
    Orphans Company Elite Paratroopers (122): Specially trained Meewfolk raiders, these battle-hardened veterans can be dropped into almost any conceivable space from on high. Highly effective at breaching castle defenses and supply depots, they are best used for precision strikes and sabotage. 
 
      
 
    Infantry & Cavalry Units 
 
    ●     F.A.M Pikemen (10,816) 
 
    ●     F.A.M Archers (4,627) 
 
    ●     F.A.M Riflemen (782) 
 
    ●     Vlachian Hookwing Pistoleers (3103) 
 
    ●     Corrun-Mounted Heavy Cavalry (1586) 
 
    ●     Orphans Company Hookwing Archers (3000) 
 
    ●     Company Hookwing Pistoleers (2300) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Artillery units 
 
    ●     Mortar (200) 
 
    ●     12-Pound Mobile Cannon (250) 
 
    ●     Heavy Cannon (150) 
 
    ●     Orphans Company Brontosaurus Mobile Artillery Platform (3) 
 
      
 
    Specialist Units 
 
    ●     F.A.M Medical Corps (400) 
 
    ●     F.A.M Mage Corps (402) 
 
      
 
    We had all available supply trains, connecting every city in Myszno to one another… save for a train from Countess Vargan’s lands, which was marked as ‘suspended’. Frowning, I selected it to have Navigail read me out the details: 
 
    [Due to low Renown, Countess Vargan has declined to enable supply lines through Orel County.] 
 
    “Fucking hell, Vargan. How raw does your ass need to be to not want to defend your own fucking province?” My eyes narrowed. The loss of that one supply line wasn’t vital for this particular conflict—she was in the north-east, and our front was in the north-west—but it sure as hell pissed me off. I could do one of two things to fix the problem. I could raise my renown with her and Orel County, or I could remove her as Voivodzina. Given Ignas was disabled and I was his nominated heir… I was fairly sure I could do that. 
 
    “Demote Countess Vargan to the status of nobility, and nominate Lord Franz Zediwitz as Voivode of Orel County,” I said aloud, experimentally. 
 
    [By the rules of your territory, to replace a ruling member of the nobility of this rank, you will need to convene a council and submit the decision to a vote.] 
 
    “Wait: even though I'm a prince now?” I asked. “Ignas has the authority to do that. Why don’t I? 
 
    [You are currently classed as [Provisional Royalty]. This ability is unavailable to you by the terms of your territory’s constitution until you are confirmed by ceremony in Taltos.] 
 
    [Do you wish to rewrite the rules of your province? Doing so may convert Renown into Infamy in the following locations: Vlachia (General) Taltos, Myszno (General).] 
 
    My eyebrows rose as Navigail cheerfully read that out. I could just… rewrite the rules? Like a dictator? 
 
    “I really feel like Ryuko didn’t think this one through all that well.” I shuddered at the thought of what Archemi would’ve become if it had been overrun with sixteen-year old gamers. I could see it now: ‘MEGADOOM6969 has revised the Myszno constitution and declared himself ‘Emperor for All Eternity’.’ The entire server would have collapsed into edgelord city-states with meme flags within a week. 
 
    “Yeah, no, let’s not do that.” Vargan hadn’t technically committed a crime, anyway: as a Countess, she was fully entitled to decline joining in a conflict I’d started as Voivode. She was also fully entitled to accept the consequences of being an asshole, because I wasn’t about to become Countess Vargan’s bitch boy to curry favor, either. 
 
    There was one last thing to do before I went out to start taking action. I set my potion flask aside, put my feet up, and checked my Party menu to see if Nethres was awake. Her status said she was up, so I sent a call request. 
 
    She picked up the call without hesitation. “Hector. What’s up?” 
 
    “I was just calling to check in on things. How’s it going in Ilia and Revala?” 
 
    “Haven’t set foot in Ilia for a while: Revala is our biggest concern right now. Lucien’s gone nuts. Public executions every day. War crimes. Lovi is trashed.” The Valkyrie almost always sounded stern, but now she sounded downright grim. “Corpse of the queen was paraded through town and pieces of her hung from the palace gates. We’re preparing a counter-offensive, to be executed in three days time. Lord Torquist is leading the charge. Round the clock work for all of us though.” 
 
    “We’re getting ready to deal with some shit, too,” I replied. “Janos Lanz, the Vlachian regent, is fixing to invade Myszno.” 
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me. Hope you stomp him.” 
 
    “We will, you can count on it.” I sighed. “Do you know if Ororgael is still fielding the dragons in Revala?” 
 
     “Yeah. Ororgael wants to hold this country at all costs. He’s brought more of the dragons in from the Eyrie, garrisoned them in Lovi. We estimated there were a hundred and fifty during the invasion. Now there’s double that.” 
 
     “So that means there’s probably about two hundred in reserve. If I remember right, the Eyrie has about five hundred dragonknights stationed.” I frowned, thinking. 
 
    “More like four hundred now, but yeah. Doubt they’re in reserve, though: they have to suppress their own people too. Population of Ilia doesn’t exactly love Ororgael and Lucien.” 
 
    “Alright, thanks.” I made a mental note of the numbers. “Well, I can promise that we’re coming to back you up as soon as Janos is taken care of. Also, Princess Sohvi is safe, but Ignas isn’t doing great. We’re working on trying to help him. Regardless... you saw the global announcement, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Congratulations.” We didn’t have the video feed up, but somehow, I could hear Nethres’s smile. “Wish it were under better circumstances, but you deserve it for getting him out of that hellhole.” 
 
    “Thanks. And good luck with the offensive. If I do end up becoming Volod, helping you guys retake Revala is my number one priority after we’ve finished keeping house.” 
 
    “I understand. Prince Illandi understands more than you know. I’ll brief him on the situation. If you’re happy to trade updates, I am.” 
 
    I nodded to myself. “Works for me. We’ve got some plans in motion that are going to benefit you and your people sooner than later, I hope.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
     I wanted to tell her about the slowly forming plan to snatch the dragons right out from Ororgael’s nose, but bit my tongue. It was too sensitive. “I can’t say, yet, but you and Ilandi will both love it when you see it.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word on it. You’ve done right by us so far. Lord Torquist was inspired to assume command of the rebel forces because he knows the princess is safe. He’s doing a good job. We’re recruiting hundreds of people per day right now.” 
 
    “It probably helps that Lucien is a fucking psychopath.” I drew a deep, steadying breath, and blew it out slowly. “Man, I cannot tell you how much I want to wring his neck.” 
 
    “Half the continent feels that way right about now. Ilian army took another Revalan city yesterday. Place called Rauma. Didn’t even have to overrun it: Lucien poisoned their river, then marched his army in once most of the people inside were dead.” 
 
    A cold chill passed through me. Poisoning a city was a great way to bring it to its knees… but fuck. “What a freak. Thanks, Nethres. Stay safe… and keep in touch, okay?” 
 
    “I will. Good luck to you all over there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I hesitated, looking out the window over the distant skyline of Karhad. “You know, It’s weird, but I feel like I’ve been preparing my whole life to fight monsters like these ones. The human kind.”  
 
    “Same. Just hope we’re good enough to stop them before they win.” Nethres paused a moment, then cut the line. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 29 
 
    Suri found me still at my desk later in the night, mocking up strategic movements on a holomap of north-western Myszno. My head jerked up as the sound of her armor clanking broke through the trance of unit positioning, terrain advantages, and hero deployment options. She was carrying two plates, and looked tired. 
 
    “Hey lover. Figured you’d forgotten chow.” She set the plate on my lap without asking. I was leaning back in my chair, waving my hands around in the air like a maestro as I adjusted troop markers, and paused as the hot plate settled on my defenseless lap. 
 
    “Uhh... you would be correct.” I sighed, and shoved the screens to one side. Reluctantly. “The paradoxical superpower of ADHD is hyperfocus.” 
 
    “How long’ve you been at this?” She dragged a rarely used second chair over from the back of the room, then flopped down into it.  
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Late.” 
 
    I glanced over at my bio menus: sure enough, my hunger gauge was in the orange zone, and I hadn’t even noticed. So was the Pee Meter. “Like… uh… six hours.”  
 
    Suri rolled her eyes and smiled, then pulled the silver cover off my plate for me before starting on her own meal. The aroma of fresh, perfectly roasted venison hit me like a delicious slap to the face. It was medium-rare, with some kind of dark berry sauce, gravy, vegetables and a spicy buckwheat pilaf. I pulled a sharp knife and a fork from my inventory and began shoving it into my face. The meat was juicy, the potatoes crisp on the outside and soft in the middle. The buckwheat was spicy and chewy, savory with spices and jus from the deer. 
 
    “Jesus Christ this is good.” I had to remind myself to slow down so I could actually taste it. “Thanks... completely forgot to eat.” 
 
     “Figured. Also it’d be a nice way to spend some time together.” Suri was lingering over her own plate, obviously enjoying every mouthful. “Haven’t been able to do it much, you know? Everything’s passed in a bloody great blur these last couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I made sure my plate was balanced, then awkwardly scooted my chair over until it was right up against hers. “Fate of the world resting on our shoulders and all. Feels kind of surreal.” 
 
    “Mmhmm. Prince Hector Dragozin-Corvinus. Rolls right off the tongue.” There was a teasing note to her voice. 
 
    “You’re still the queen, though. The human one, anyway.” I speared a potato and held it to her lips. Suri grinned wickedly, and snatched it off the end of the knife. 
 
    “Well, that’s the plan,” she said, once she’d finished chewing. “Yazid Khemmemu’s crazier than a shithouse rat, and the more I’ve been thinking about it, the more I feel like I NEED to go back. The Khemmemu Dynasty ran my country into the ground. Sachara’s Dakhdir was a fuckin’ powerhouse: one of the most enlightened cultures in the world. And now look at it. Decadent, bloated, with the upper castes literally shitting on the people under them. That isn’t a world I want to live in.” 
 
    “Yeah. And I haven’t forgotten you’ve got questlines hanging there,” I said. “There’s more than one reason I’m trying to organize a real functioning army. I’ve got a feeling that ‘uniting the nations of Archemi’ is going to involve turfing Khemmemu off the Peacock Throne, then throwing the Peacock Throne out the window and replacing it with the Suri Seat. Have to wonder though... where does that leave us? As in, me and you? If Ignas dies...” 
 
    “Then you’ll be packing off to Taltos to run this place, yeah.” Suri snorted, but her eyes darkened a little. She worried her lip with her teeth a moment, then looked back to her plate. “I guess if I go all Alexander the Great on Dakhdir, and you’re here ruling Vlachia, that’s gonna put a bit of a crimp on things, isn’t it?” 
 
    That thought was firmly in the category of ‘shit I didn’t want to think about’. “Yeah, no point marching down that road right now. We’ve already got a hell of a job ahead of us, with Janos and the Drachan and everything. Want to hear the details of my cunning plan?” 
 
    “Go for it.” Suri relaxed back into her chair, drew a deep breath, and continued eating. 
 
    “I already gave the first orders to our men. We’re making real and false minefields inside the Pass,” I said, glad to change the subject. “The first wave of ground troops will encounter real, small minefields first. Once they’re spooked, they’ll run into a much larger minefield and other fortifications—except the mines in the second field are random, scattered through all these helmets we buried. You remember those dumb-looking round-topped helmets the militia pikemen were given?” 
 
    Suri laughed. She knew where this was going. “Yeah?” 
 
    “When you only show the tops, they look like anti-calvary mines. I’ve got a couple hundred recruits out in Vastil burying them halfway into the ground. We’re going to psych out Janos’ forces. They’ll figure out the first couple lines are fakes, and either get bogged down testing every helmet, or get spooked when their commander orders a charge and limbs start flying into the air. I don’t think Janos inspires his men enough to force them to play Field of Fortune.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re right.” Suri leaned in, and touched her head to mind. “Go on.” 
 
    “I’ll drill everyone in the specifics tomorrow, but there’s plenty of places in the canyons to hide camouflaged ships that will protect them from the Dreadnaught’s anti-magic field,” I continued, leaning back. “I had a chat with Admiral Lostra. Apparently, those fields work like sonar. It doesn’t penetrate through objects of a certain density, like mountains. So if you’ve got physical barriers between you and the field, it can slip right over you. There’s a part of Vastil Pass called the Sentinels: the cliffs are really sheer there, but there’s some pretty huge crevasses in those canyon walls. I’m thinking we paint our ships and have them park inside some of those big holes so they can come up behind the fleet once it’s trapped inside the gauntlet.” 
 
    “We got time to give the ships a paint job?” Suri asked. 
 
    “I’ve already called up volunteers in Litvy. Sent Elizabet there after her trip to Boros, and she was able to whip them up.” I absently called the map back, staring at it as I ate some more. “We’re setting up those modified Ix’tamo that were in Solonovka. Remember those? We’re calling them shield strippers, or, you know... just strippers.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” 
 
    I gasped dramatically, and put a hand to my chest. “Excuse me? You wound me. Rin named ‘em.” 
 
    “Really?” Suri was actually surprised by that—for a moment. “Must mean we’re finally rubbing off on her.” 
 
    I grinned. “Probably. Anyway, she says each one of those puppies is good to five thousand feet. Rin’s decided this project is her baby—they’re installing the strippers out on the cliff faces. There’s all kinds of murder holes and sniper nests already carved into the walls of the Pass: they’re using those to hold the batteries the strippers need. Plan is to keep the devices shielded and inert until the bow of the Sarkany-class is past, then fire them up around the bulk of the fleet. We disable the shields, maybe a few engines... and then the seemingly lightly-manned Temeri Fortress comes to life.” 
 
    “And boom.” Suri set her empty plate on the ground and sat back, thoughtfully sucking on one of her teeth. “I like it. Take it you’ve got Plan B and C in the works?” 
 
     “For sure. No matter what, though, a lot of this fight is going to come down to who can shell the hardest.” I frowned, looking over my pins and markers. “If Janos decided to Leeroy Jones it, he could really just fly all his battleships into the pass at once, staggering them in altitude, and bomb the fuck out of us. Without the dragons, there’s not much we could do to stop him, either. He’d take Temeri no matter how much we returned fire, and then our only hope would be to stop his fleet at Litvy. Somehow. I’m hoping that taking out his vanguard and sending his capital ship crashing to the ground will scare him and his soldiers enough to force a retreat.” 
 
    “Asymmetrical warfare at its finest.” Suri lay her hand over mine again—gently, this time. “Share the maps?” 
 
    Lacing my fingers through Suri’s, I queried the KMS, and prompted it to share screens. Suri pursed her lips as she studied it. She was familiar with military jargon and markup. “Yeah, I see it now. Gonna require really good communication with the fleet. That’s what me and Gar are for. We’ll have to be here and here to give signals so we time the shield breach and artillery, I reckon. You’re going to need a Starborn inside of the fort to help signal the artillery, too... and we’re one short.” 
 
    “I was going to do it,” I said. 
 
    “You can’t. You and Karalti need to be leading a charge from the back over the fort once the Dreadnaught’s taken down.” Suri pointed at the relevant position. “Who else do we know?” 
 
    “We don’t know that many Starborn.” I grimaced, and called up my roster of known player characters in Myszno. There were only three: the Meewfolk bard Kylirra, the barbarian librarian fondly known as ‘Kon’, and the Meews Brothers—a glitched Ryuko employee split between three bodies. “Kon, Kylirra and the Maxes are all still in the low 20s, too low-level for this shit. We don’t know any other Starborn here in Myszno. It’s not exactly a popular location, given it’s a pimple on the literal ass-end of Artana.” 
 
    “What about Jacob?” Suri asked. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up until they nearly touched my hairline. 
 
     “What? Don’t look at me like that. He’s gotta redeem himself somehow.” She flashed me a stern glance.  
 
    “If he screws it up or flakes, it could cost lives, and possibly even the Pass itself. Not to mention, if he’s killed, he might not wake up in his cell.” An uneasy feeling gripped me, and I shook my head. “He’s starting to come around to the fact he committed crimes against you and others, but I can’t trust him with something as important as signaling our artillery.” 
 
    “Me and Vash think differently.” Suri set her jaw in a way that told me she wasn’t going to back down. “As far as I’m concerned, we’re either rehabilitating him or we’re not. If he’s reached a breakthrough point on acting like a human being, then I want to drive that point home. He needs to do something meaningful for others.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to groan... but she had a point. “Look... if you can talk to him, and you come away thinking he can do it—and more importantly, thinking that he wants to help instead of being a Trojan Horse in our fortress—we can find a way to set him up securely. He was talking about apologizing to you tonight, explained a bit more of why he didn’t believe you or Archemi’s people were real and conscious. Maybe if you hear it from him, you’ll find some closure.” 
 
    “He was?” A complex expression passed over Suri’s face. She sat back, and looked toward the ceiling. “Think he meant it?” 
 
     “He seemed pretty sincere. We also got talking about the fact it seems like OUROS is waking up.” The uneasy feeling hadn’t left. I set my plate down, a few vegetables unfinished. “I feel like there’s some link between OUROS, Ororgael, Squalor, and me. But I don’t understand it. The only theories I can think of are fucking whack.” 
 
    “Yeah, that stuff’s way over my paygrade,” Suri replied. “I’ll talk to him and see what I think. Even back in Al’Asad, I knew Ratzinger was Nicolai’s bitch. The power imbalance between them was really fucking obvious. I hated his guts, but... now some time’s passed and Al’Asad’s sunk into the desert where it belongs, I’m starting to think more about the future, you know? Might not ever be able to forgive Jacob, but I can live with him.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I reached out and squeezed her arm. “You know, you’re the toughest person I’ve ever met. It blows my mind how resilient you are.” 
 
    Suri huffed softly, and flushed with embarrassment. “Just doing my job, lover boy. Tell you what: I’m going to go speak with the Rat and see what he has to say for himself. Give me an hour or so, and meet me in my quarters?” 
 
    “Sounds like a date.” I leaned in as she did, and kissed her gently. “I’m pretty much done on war plans. Just got one more thing to follow up on.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Suri bumped her forehead against mine, then rose. 
 
    “Yeah. Kind of building a bit of a profile on Lucien.” I frowned. “I feel like I’ve been underestimating him and Violetta and overestimating Ororgael. There’s stuff going on under the surface with that group we can’t see.” 
 
    Suri nodded, then grimaced. “Oh… shit, yeah. Speaking of Lucien, and by extension, Princess Sohvi, I got some bad news about her from the Masterhealer that I was supposed to bring to you. She’s pregnant.” 
 
    I made a face. “Gross. What does she want to do about it?” 
 
    “So far? She’s still too messed up to make any kind of decision herself,” Suri replied grimly. “The Masterhealer’s encouraging her to recover for another couple weeks before they decide what to do. They caught it early, because of what happened while she was captive... another fourteen days won’t make much difference if she decides to... you know.” 
 
    “If I didn’t hate Lucien before—and I did—I sure do now.” I cracked my knuckles. “Now the plague is under control in Karhad, I’ll see if one of the priestesses of Devana can come and care for her, give her some advice. Anyway... we’ll put all this shit aside when I come see you, alright? I’ll bring some wine and we’ll kick back for a night.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. But don’t make me wait too long, alright?” Suri smiled, and gave me a sultry up-and-down look before she turned and strode for the door. 
 
    I glanced at the virtual menus and maps still pushed to one side of my HUD, then to the now-empty doorway. After a moment of consideration… I closed the windows, got up, and followed her out. The fight was important, but there would be plenty of time to plan… and life was just too short to miss out on some things. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30 
 
    Vastil Pass: 3 Days later 
 
    Karalti and I crouched on a jutting spine of black stone beside Zlaslo and his quazi, looking out across the plains to the west of Vastil Pass. We were twelve thousand feet up, equipped with the best binoculars the brand new Free Army Engineers could make, watching as Janos’s fleet darkened the prairies with a mile-long convoy of battleships. 
 
    “I do not know about this,” Zlaslo said uneasily. The Yanik Ranger was dressed for the cold: leather and fur, a dull gray scarf tied around nose and mouth. “There has not been such a large force in sight of Myszno since my great-grandfather’s day, when the Vlachii came to conquer this place in the name of their Burned King.” 
 
    “There sure are a lot of bad boys out there.” I spoke just loud enough to be heard over the wind, tuning my binoculars to zoom in on the ship spearing toward the mouth of the Pass: the Illuminata, a Sarkany-class dreadnought no less impressive than our very own Metternich. Her hammerhead prow was pointed straight at Vastil. Over the course of twenty minutes, the bulk of the fleet slowed, banking into a defensible position behind some of the rolling hills around the roads. The Dreadnaught came to a slow stop, joined by a flotilla of other ships. No fewer than twenty Destroyer-class—most of them Dakhari make—came to flank her in an arrow-head formation. Smaller ships took positions on the outside of the wedge. 
 
    “An attack formation,” I muttered. “They’re forming a spearhead to enter the Pass.” 
 
    The huge, ponderous troop carriers formed next, following up the rear at a lower altitude. Other battleships fell into line with them—a cube shape to protect them from high and low fire. 
 
    “Looks like he’s only sending about one third of the fleet in.” I frowned, watching as several troopships descended behind the hills. “He’s holding the bulk of his forces in reserve.” 
 
    “They are testing our strength, like a man throwing a feint as he sizes his opponent in the ring,” Zlaslo said. 
 
    “Then we’d better catch their punch and break their arm.” On impulse, I turned the binoculars skyward, looking for anything among the clouds. Karalti’s position meant we could see for miles to the west and north-west, and the clouds were close. As I scrutinized them for signs of high-altitude ships, Karalti growled, her hide vibrating under my knees. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I dipped the binoculars to look around at her. 
 
    Karalti ducked her head, her horned crest flattening to her skull as she rattled a low, basso snarl. “Look where I’m looking.” 
 
    Frowning, I tuned into Karalti’s mind and used the Bond to locate what she was seeing. After a few seconds of staring, I spotted it: the flex of holographic wings catching the light and distorting the twisted, mutated form of a huge blue dragon. As we watched, he circled the fleet below, cruising at near the maximum altitude. 
 
    “That’s Tempest. Violetta’s dragon.” I dipped the binoculars again, and scowled. “Fuck.” 
 
    Zlaslo followed my line of sight, and clicked his tongue in dismay. “Ahh, they are hard to see from the ground. Dragons? Many?” 
 
    “Just the one. For now.” My eyes narrowed as I watched the big blue dragon lumber back into the clouds, wheeling slowly over the vanguard. “She’s acting like a spotter or a scout. Dragons can’t fly above sixteen thousand, so she’s pushing the maximum ceiling... she’s either supervising the fleet, spotting for the fleet, getting ready to call reinforcements in at the right time, or all three.” 
 
    “She might be here to call reinforcements, yeah.” Karalti’s voice was tight with tension, wings stiff by her sides. “I don’t see any others.” 
 
    “I’m going to make the call that she’s here to back up Janos as a spotter, which would also give her the chance to assess our strength. In which case, we need to take her out before the battle starts. They’re holding back a reserve force while they test us out.” I leaned back on the saddle, thinking. “Zlaslo, go report to the Admiral. Tell them we’ve spotted a dragon over the Pass and to be prepared for a whole bunch of them appearing over the castle. We’re about to get this party started.” 
 
    Zlaslo saluted in the manner of the Yanik, thumping his fist over his heart, then bent over his quazi’s saddle and dug his heels in. Chattering its toothy beak, the graceful bird-like creature leaped off the precipice and veered sharply toward the east, plunging at a fast glide until rider and mount were concealed by the shadow of the mountains. 
 
    “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Karalti lashed her tail, tensing underneath me in preparation for takeoff. 
 
    “I sure am.” I folded the binoculars into my inventory, and slammed the visor of my helmet down. “Let’s go roast this bitch. Quietly and carefully.” 
 
    “I can’t really fly over those clouds, but I can teleport INTO them.” Karalti weaved her head, judging the distance. “And then I can dive at ‘em.” 
 
    “Think you can hit them?” 
 
    “Before they even know it.” Karalti snapped her teeth together, biting down her instinct to roar in challenge, and awkwardly clambered down toward the pass before kicking off into a fast glide. I hung on as she veered into the same frigid shadows that Zlaslo had taken, curving back up to triangulate her position before she cast the spell. 
 
    The fold into darkness was brief: we appeared fifteen thousand feet in the air, where the air was so thin it was painful to breathe. Karalti was about a quarter mile back from Tempest, cruising the skies like an oblivious shark.  
 
    While she acquired our target, I went into our group PM. “Okay, boys and girls and automata: Violetta spotted with her dragon two miles out of Vastil. We’re going for the kill. Brace for one Dreadnought, thirty-two Destroyers, sixty-four Skirmishers, flanking aerial cavalry, six troop ships and a partridge in a pear tree. Everyone in position?” 
 
    “Attack Group A copy, in position and ready to engage.” Suri’s radio discipline was flawless, as usual. 
 
    “Roger! Copy! We’re ready with the strippers!” Rin had long ago stopped trying to figure out the difference between ‘roger’ and ‘copy’. 
 
    “Gar copy. Wish I had some strippers.” Gar sighed wistfully. “Attack Group B, ready to dance.” 
 
    “Uhh... I’m r-ready.” Jacob, stationed in Fort Temeri, sounded like he was about to shit himself. While he couldn’t P.M anyone outside of our player clan due to being a prisoner, it turned out that he was able to join group channels with us. “Ready to g-give the firing order as soon as, uh...” 
 
    “Just listen for my word,” Suri said firmly. 
 
    Jacob swallowed hard enough that it was audible over the channel. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    I still wasn’t happy about Jacob being involved—though to be fair, saying that Suri was ‘happy’ about it would have been an overstatement. Whatever the pair of them had talked about, it had satisfied her enough to give the go-ahead. Jacob had been moved to Temeri Fort with his prison clothes, manacles, and his tracking anklet, stationed in irons alongside the Battlebrothers of Khors. Simeon, our best defensive mage, was with them to enact and control the magical barriers that would prevent the fort from being demolished. They would force Janos’s fleet to come deeper into the Pass, which was exactly what we wanted.  
 
    Karalti’s head tracked Tempest’s flight path as she curved back up into the air, winging over to change directions. “Ready?” 
 
    I slammed back a Stamina potion and activated my Mark of Matir ability, Dancing Fly. “Born ready.” 
 
    [Dancing Fly (Life): When this ability is activated in combat, it drains one Adrenaline Point per second. Each time you successfully evade an attack while activated, your Evasion increases by 5%. The bonus is cumulative and ends when the combat ends or you run out of Adrenaline.] 
 
    Karalti’s body curved into an elegant, whisper-quiet dive toward the pair of rider and dragon. I braced into a streamlined crouch, the Spear held low and back. Karalti and I wordlessly communicated our strategy as the twisted blue dragon banked, gliding over the ships below like a condor. He was still roughly twenty-five percent larger than Karalti, and likely too high a level for us to kill without some extreme luck... but Violetta, clinging to her more traditional Dragon Knight’s saddle on the back, was a soft target. 
 
    “Ready... aim...” I zoned in on the woman’s silvery helmet. “Dispel.” 
 
    Karalti sucked in a deep breath, then burst out with a targeted anti-magic spell as I leaped from her back, plunging toward the sorceress in a blur of black fire. Violetta felt her personal magic shields falter and whirled, hands fumbling for her quick release straps, but too late. Black coils of energy gathered around the Spear and my arms in the split second before I collided, sending up an explosion that caused her dragon’s back to bow as he screamed in pain and confusion. 
 
    “Hi there! We’re contacting you about your dragon insurance plan!” I didn’t plan to let her have a chance to recoup: I burned a fifth of my remaining Adrenaline and rushed her. Karalti Split Turned, winging back over like a hunting swallow to fly straight at Tempest’s face, jaws gaping with white fire. 
 
    Violetta hadn’t been expecting an ambush—which told me that while she might be great at politics, she still wasn’t thinking like a soldier. She barely had her hands up and her mouth open to cast when she took the Spear to the gut. It struck off her armor, sending sparks flying in the second before Karalti’s fireball engulfed the side of Tempest’s neck. I burned more AP and hit Spider Climb as the big blue wailed and banked sharply. It jerked Violetta off her feet, her saddle ties catching around her ankles and slamming her against her dragon’s back. 
 
    [You deal 685 damage!] 
 
    “What’s the matter, Vi?” I called as she struggled. She was in trouble now: her saddle was burning. Karalti’s Ghost Fire was like napalm, sticking to things and chewing at them. “Squalor got your tongue?” 
 
    Violetta’s face turned from a mask of fury to one of surprise, her hand stretched out toward me. Her dead blue eyes widened, and for a second, she almost looked like a human being instead of a creepy nightmare doll. “No. Don’t say that name!” 
 
    “Why? Is Squalor like Bloody Mary? Say it three times in a mirror and it’ll give you a jump?” As Tempest righted and roared, blasting the sky with lightning, I glanced to make sure Karalti was alright before calling back. “Why are you doing this, Vi? Why are you working for them? You’re not a twisted freak like Lucien and Nic. You’re not a coward like Casper. Why?” 
 
    “YOU MAKE IT REAL EVERY TIME YOU SAY THAT NAME!” Maybe it was the shock of the assault, or the shock of hearing Squalor’s name from someone other than her cronies, but Violetta’s expression was now one of terror. As her dragon righted, she raised a hand and barked several words of power before I could attack and stop her, but instead of a fireball or a bolt of lightning, I felt Tempest’s body shudder under my feet... then vanish as both dragon and rider warped away right out from under me. 
 
    “Jesus fucking- TITS! KARALTI!” Suddenly, I was free-falling, tumbling for several seconds before I spread my limbs and maximized the drag to slow myself down. The wind was screaming through the cracks in my helmet, the pressure inside it exploding as a dark shadow passed over my back. I frantically turned my head, expecting to see Tempest descending from the sky to obliterate me mid-air. 
 
    “Gotcha!” It was Karalti. She streaked toward me, wings folding in against her flanks as she weaved through the air. There was no sign of Tempest. “Keep those arms and legs spread!” 
 
    “That’s what SHE said!?” I fought the urge to windmill as the ground got closer and closer. It only took forty-five seconds to fall from 12,000 feet. I was about twenty seconds from exploding in a cartoon ‘splat’ against the rocky plains below when Karalti leveled out over me and snatched me up in one clawed hind foot. She groaned as she labored back into the sky, heading straight for the mouth of Vastil Pass. 
 
    “Wheeeee!” I sang out, gripping one of her long scaled toes for dear life. As Karalti climbed back to a safe observation height, I stuck the Spear in my inventory, then swung around and wrapped myself around the dragon’s ankle. 
 
    “What are you doing!? Quit squirming!” Karalti yelped. 
 
    “It’s fine! Bunch your foot up against your belly, and reach back with a hand!” I realized pretty fast that I wasn’t going to be able to climb Karalti’s back leg to her back—not while in flight. But I could do it with her forearm. 
 
    “Oh my god. Do you know how hard this is!?” Karalti groaned, but she trusted me enough to comply: she steadied out into a glide and awkwardly fumbled back. 
 
    “She said that, too!” 
 
    Solonkratsu had long back legs and shorter forearms. They held their dexterous clawed hands off the ground. When Karalti’s little finger was almost touching her sickle-clawed toe, I leaped out and caught her hand, swinging from it before pulling myself up. Panting, grinning wildly, I kept one half-eye on my stamina and focused on my goal. “Now bank starboard a little!” 
 
    “Bank starboard, give me a reacharound, neener neener… ” Karalti’s voice took a sing-song mocking tone, but she obligingly tipped her wings. As her body seesawed, I Jumped from her wrist up to her ribs, grabbing the saddle straps with both hands. My body was shaking with adrenaline as I hauled myself up, hand over hand, until I reached my usual place. 
 
    “WOO! Fuck yeah!” I pounded the top of the saddle with a fist. “We won? I think?” 
 
    “Did Violetta and Tempest really just run away?” Karalti sounded uneasy—a feeling compounded by the sound of the first artillery barrage from within the pass. The blasts were deafening even at range. 
 
    “Looks like it. Unless she turned herself invisible.” But even if she had, we were out of time. The battle was on. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 31 
 
    Karalti and I swooped in high over the fleet as Janos’ ships encircled the troop carriers. They descended and dropped ramps to the ground, a black pour of hookwing cavalry surging free. As they took formation, infantry streamed out behind them. The clouds of dirt and the crush of airships obscured individuals in the mass, but I watched as the cavalry split into a reverse V-shape, letting the riflemen advance right toward the fake minefield. 
 
    “Ground troops down. Looks like Janos is testing the fortress from the back: still five miles out from Temeri, about... ooh, a quarter mile from the entry to Checkpoint One,” I reported to the others. “We need to lure them in. Jacob, how is Temeri holding up?” 
 
    “Szonja says the shields are barely scratched,” Jacob croaked back. He sounded wobbly. Anyone who’d endured artillery fire under electromagnetic shielding—such as yours truly—knew exactly how terrifying that first time was. 
 
    Suri made a sound of agreement over the line. “Good. Let ‘em wear themselves out. Don’t blink and stay turtled up, everyone. They’ll advance.” 
 
    “Ground forces moving toward Helmet Field.” Karalti banked and wheeled high over the pass as the soldiers advanced... and then abruptly stopped in front of the strange terrain ahead. The entire column lurched to a halt as officers rode forward to assess the bizarre, unknown obstacle in front of them. 
 
    The Destroyers and the Dreadnought seemed to realize they weren’t doing enough or any damage to our fortress from afar. As one, they reformed a triangle and steamed ahead, quazi dragoons flanking them in a protective cloud. Cautious but secure in their firepower, I watched as the Illuminata seemed to brighten all over, then discharged a crackling anti-magic sphere that swept the steep cliff walls of the pass as it sailed into the narrower neck of Vastil. 
 
    “Illuminata inside Checkpoint One.” I felt my excitement build as the airships entered the first stage of the trap, howitzers booming with drumfire as they staggered covering fire front and back. “Get ready, Rin.” 
 
    “They need to reach Checkpoint Two, right?” Rin squeaked. “J-Just tell me when we need to throw the switches.” 
 
    “They’re flying past you any second.” I watched over Karalti’s shoulder with bated breath. No one had spotted us—or if they had, they were expecting a lone dragon in the sky as a spotter and thought we were Violetta and Tempest shadowing them. No matter their color, most dragons looked the same from underneath, their scales and the undersides of their wings reflecting light like a mirage. 
 
    As the ships closed that last mile, the ground force—resplendent in Vlachian scarlet and black—began to advance over the helmet field. The hookwings didn’t like them, prancing and screeching back from the slippery round domes as their metal-shod claws skidded across them. They liked it a lot less when the first mine went off. I didn’t see who or what had triggered it, but suddenly, the whole column was in shambles: the orderly reverse arrow shattered as more mines went off, and the cavalry scattered back into the lines of charges placed in zig-zag rows on the sides of the minefield. Even bold predators had their limits. 
 
    “I fucking hate mines, but damn, that’s satisfying,” I thought to Karalti. “I feel for those infantrymen. I was one of them, once.” 
 
    “Janos shouldn’t have sent them here to begin with. Now we have to scare them so bad they don’t come back.” Karalti replied matter-of-factly. As a territorial predator, she felt no remorse as explosions rocketed through the mountains. “Ooh! The ships have reached Checkpoint Two!” 
 
    “Hector! Suri! The fortress is taking a pounding!” Jacob’s voice yelped over the group chat. “We’re already at 65% and dropping!” 
 
    I followed Karalti’s line of sight and felt a pulse of tension build in my stomach. The ships were in the bottleneck, slowing as they unleashed their full might on Fort Temeri, now only two miles from their position. The shields on the fort were wearing down faster than we’d expected. A LOT faster. 
 
    “Rin, light ‘em up.” I leaned with my dragon as she curved into a shallow dive toward the bulk of the fleet, now cruising through the first checkpoint as the ground forces panicked along behind them. 
 
    “Okay! Roger! Firing now!” 
 
    Karalti was barely in position when the Ix’tamo went off. I’d kind of imagined the ships fritzing and breaking formation as their engines stuttered and their shields gave way, like the ground troops. What actually happened was that Rin gave the order, the Ix’tamo ignited and threw out their vampiric fields, and the dreadnought’s shield turned blue, then white, then exploded with enough force to send the enormous airship careening into the side of the gorge.  
 
    “Well fuck me.” I gripped Karalti’s saddle in open-mouthed disbelief. 
 
    The battleships beside and just behind it faltered in the air, and were then thrown away like toys as the dreadnaught veered sharply into the black cliffs. 
 
    “Great zombie Jesus, that’s-” A second explosion rocketed out as one of the Illuminata’s mana-fueled engines ignited, then a third as one of the Destroyers caught fire from the blast... a chain reaction that rippled through the fleet and routed the Regent’s ships. 
 
    “Rin! Turn the strippers off!” I barked. “Suri, Gar, advance! Jacob-” 
 
    No sooner had I said his name than the counter-shelling began, mortars whistling from the distant blocky gates of Temeri. As the engineers dropped the Ix’tamo deathtrap, the struggling Illuminata took one, two, three hits, mortars blowing chunks out of the behemoth as it plunged to the ground and exploded a third time. Blue-white fire roared up the sides of the pass. The engineers! 
 
    “Rin! Are you guys alright in there?” I urged Karalti to turn back toward the fleeing ships. Shells screamed through the air, impacting the flickering shields of the Dakhari warships straggling behind the rest. One hit an engine and sent a plume of emerald flames into the air. Belching smoke, the ship spun, clipping another on its way down... and plunged into the main minefield. The ground force hadn’t even reached it yet, struggling with the terror induced by the intermittent mines in in the first gauntlet. As the ship activated the mines and tore apart, the shockwave blasted up and down the road, catching the vanguard of the ground forces in a massive toxic blast. As one, cavalry, infantry, dragoons and ground artillery turned tail and fled back toward the mouth of Vastil Pass, some ten miles from the killzone, even as our own fleet launched on cue, splitting out of the ravines where they’d been concealed and roaring toward the retreating ships. 
 
    “We did it!” Rin’s voice told me she was jumping up and down on the spot in her excitement. “They’re running!” 
 
    “Let’s hunt ‘em down!” Gar called over the group chat. “Hector! The Vice-Admiral wants to know his orders!” 
 
    “We have to take this fleet out!” Suri added. “He’ll just recoup and try again, otherwise!” 
 
    The pissed-off, trained killer agreed with them—but as I was about to give the order, I saw a black hookwing step on a mine and go down shrieking, throwing its red-and-black clad rider from the saddle. These were royal soldiers, Ignas and I’s soldiers, fighting on behalf of a man who had convinced them the Volod was dead and I was some kind of monstrous usurper. 
 
    I ground my teeth. “No. We can’t spare Janos’ forces, but we can’t hunt them down now they’re in retreat. Spare the ground troops: we rout and destroy Dakhari ships ONLY. Tell the Vice-Admiral I want all crews to broadcast appeals to every 3rd Fleet ship still alive. Tell them the truth: Ignas is alive and under protection, Janos is a traitor to the crown, and Myszno does not respect the capitol’s declaration of civil war. We WILL defend ourselves, but I’ll be fucked if we slaughter our own people!” 
 
    “Got it, boss. Stand by.” Gar sounded mildly disappointed, but he had never called me ‘boss’ before. “Okay, he says the message is being beamed between their navigators and the enemy ships.” 
 
    It was the best solution I could think of in the moment. Of all the scenarios we’d planned—Temeri being breached, the Ix’tamo failing—a perfect execution and a chaotic retreat had not been among the ones we’d expected. Karalti was hell-bent on catching up to the nearest Dakhari ship, wings pumping as she dived underneath the covering mortar fire and wheeled toward one of the vulnerable wooden hulls with its sputtering magical shields. She blasted it with fire as we streaked past, then under. My dragon’s instinct was to carve a blazing line down among the fleeing soldiers, but I reined her in and urged her to rise back among the ships and use Shadow Copy instead. 
 
    “Urrgh, why!?” Karalti briefly resisted the order, spitting a petulant burst of flames against the nearest outcropping of rock instead. “They’re in our territory! Let’s kill ‘em!” 
 
    “We can’t. There’s more than one way to break an army. If it was Ilia, we’d be roasting them, one hundred percent. But they need to believe we’re the good guys if we want to win the war.” I focused my will, pressing against her natural aggression and redirecting it. With a roar, Karalti veered up into the sky and swelled with magic, boosting her attack power, then splitting herself into two with Shadow Copy. The mirror image split off from her as we flew at the back of one of the smaller ships, dodging mortar fire, and closed in on the blue-painted hull. I glimpsed the faces of terrified sailors as both Karalti and her clone craned their necks down and blasted the engines with thin lines of brilliant white flames. The glass cracked and the mana ignited instantly, pitching the ship nose-down and sending men tumbling from the decks. As the airship sank, we pulled back up into the air. 
 
    Our fleet was closing, guns firing on the retreating ships. Karalti yelped as grapeshot blew through her copy’s leg, sending black shadow-matter spraying into the air and dropping her HP by 150 points. She ended the spell and desperately strove for height. The air was filled with ammunition from both sides: we were as likely to be killed by friendly fire as we were by the enemy. 
 
    Janos’ force was firing back on the Vlachian ships, shells and cannons impacting and sparking off magical shields on both sides. The Dakhari ships simply couldn’t match our speed and firepower, though. One by one, they fell, tumbling to the ground in flames and smashing to pieces against the rocks, blocking the path of the terrified, retreating ground forces. By the time we had advanced to the mouth of the Pass, it was a full-blown rout. Like whipped dogs, Janos’ remaining assault force fled onto the plains with their tails between their legs, our ships hanging in a defensive semi-circle at the entry to Vastil. Karalti and I glided around in front… and as we did, the blare of victory horns echoed from the gorge and out across the prairie. 
 
    I threw my fist into the air and whooped. Karalti picked up on my elation and roared in triumph, turning around to roll mid-air past the ship at the front of the line. Cheers went up from the decks. 
 
    “How’s Temeri?” I patched through to Jacob. 
 
    “We uh… hang on… shields are at 40% but there’s no bombs falling now and… uh… uhh… is it over?” He stuttered back. 
 
    “For now,” Suri replied grimly. “Still a lot of fuckin’ ships out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not their dang dreadnaught,” Gar added. “That’s dead in the water, my friends. They gonna think twice before fucking with us again.” 
 
    Rin made a sound of relief. “Oh my god. I can’t believe that actually worked.” 
 
    “Wait: you didn’t think it WOULD work?” Jacob’s voice rose half an octave. 
 
    “We knew it would do SOMETHING,” Rin huffed back. “We just… didn’t know how much. Those dreadnaughts are pretty powerful, but Ix’tamo are Mercurion weapons and, um, our technology is just a bit more advanced than yours.” 
 
    “You mean Vlachia’s?” Gar sounded skeptical. 
 
    “I mean humankind’s,” Rin replied. “I mean, we’re basically a race of sentient robots.” 
 
    “More like a race of homicidal giant Barbie dolls,” Gar muttered. 
 
    I laughed and pushed my visor up, grinning into the wind. It was blowing out of the Pass, which meant it didn’t smell… great. But the stench of burning wood and mana was itself a sign of victory, and I breathed it in anyway. “Alright, everyone, let’s go round up any prisoners and sort this shit out. Tonight, we celebrate. We haven’t won the war yet, but we sure as fuck won the battle.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 32 
 
    For the first time since I’d moved into the place, Kalla Sahasi was alive with music, laughter, color and food. We’d had victories before, but not even a single day between crises to properly celebrate shit. But this time, after the first success for the newly formed Free Army of Myszno, we were determined to throw a party—even if I personally was still too worried about Ignas, Janos, Ororgael, the Dragon Gates, and every other bit of important prince business hanging around my neck to enjoy it. 
 
    The feasting tables had been cleaned off and dragged out into the Great Hall, crammed full of people laughing, drinking and stuffing their faces. We’d brought out kegs of dark Vlachian ale and spiced cider, roast chickens and haunches of deer and Europasaurus, small sauropods about the size of bison. There were cheese and potato dumplings covered in onions and lashings of sour cream, and vegetables in every shape and form: baked, pickled, mashed and fried. The officers of the Free Army were taking the chance to let their hair—and fur—down. Ur Gehlan was trying to teach five or six Yanik how to Cossack dance, with varying success. Lord Soma was roaring with laughter at something Rutha was saying, her thin face alight with humor for the first time in months. Meanwhile, Vash and Taethawn were surrounded by a cheering crowd of soldiers as they engaged in the unofficial national sport of Vlachia. 
 
    “Drink! Drink! Drink!” A chant went up for Vash as he glared shrewdly at Taethawn, pouring himself another shot of plum palinka: booze that smelled like overripe fruit and burned like gasoline. Vash swayed a little as he topped off the shot glass, thumped his chest, then picked it up and threw it back to cheers from Team Human. The Meewfolk watching the match yowled and hissed and laughed.  
 
    “Yourrrr turn, pussy cat.” Vash slammed the empty glass down, belched loudly, and grinned at Taethawn as he shoved the quarter-full bottle toward him. 
 
    “Pussy? Don’t you call me pussy, you... you damned sssskinned monkey.” Taethawn had to shake his head to orient on the bottle, but he wasn’t about to be defeated by a man nearly a foot and a half shorter than he was. He snatched the palinka by the neck and poured his own shot, squinting at it. When it was brimming, he set the bottle back down in front of Vash, drew a deep breath, then banged his fist against the table as he drank it down. His bloodriders caterwauled with approval as Taethawn smacked his glass down and burped. 
 
    “I shwear on the Black God’s taint, I’ll die from a burst liver before I’m beaten by some overgrown mouser!” Vash slurred, even as he poured again. 
 
    “You and me should try that.” Suri, seated next to me at the high table, nudged me with an elbow. She had a wide, shit-eating grin on her face. “Except we do it with vodka, because fuck palinka. Awful bloody shit.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? You could drink me, Vash, AND Taethawn into the ground.” I laughed, sucking a tooth as I watched Vash almost overfill his glass. 
 
    Suri cackled. “And if I wasn’t having to act the part of the Lady of the Manor, you know I bloody well would.” 
 
    Across the room, Vash’s mouth twisted in a tipsy smile. He nearly fell backwards as he toasted Taethawn and took his shot. There was no sputtering or gagging, but when he set his shot glass down, he put a hand to his mouth. 
 
    “Ahh, about to... hee heeeeh... about to give in, are we?” Taethawn crowed. 
 
    “Never! I will piss in my own mouth before I su... shuu… uh... what’s the... SHURRENDER! That’s the word!” Vash shoved the nearly empty bottle back toward the Meewfolk. “Shurrender! Which is what that cunt Janos did today!” 
 
    “Here’s to su... suu.... shuren… bad guy give up! Chon gaaaoooo!” Taethawn didn’t bother with the glass: he toasted with the remains of the bottle, leaned back as he set the edge to his teeth, and promptly toppled his chair onto the floor. 
 
    “HAH! SUCK IT, CAT! I WIN! I think. Oyyy Burna… my stomach…” Vash clapped his hand to his mouth and lurched up, stumbling into Kythias. The young Lysian caught him on instinct—only to yelp as Vash puked all the way down the front of his tunic. The crowd of onlookers roared with laughter. 
 
    “I swear on Khors’ beard,” Istvan sighed. He was seated to my left, nursing a tall flagon of plain apple juice and watching the proceedings with an expression of fond dismay. “The man doesn’t even drink that much. He won through pure spite.” 
 
    “He doesn’t?” I stuffed a cheese-stuffed pepper into my mouth and chuckled as Kythias, swearing at Vash like a Taltos dockworker, shoved a giggling Vash into Admiral Lostra’s arms and minced his way off toward the washroom. “I figured Vash lived off a diet of vodka, tobacco, and barbed wire.” 
 
    “He used to drink when he was young, rebelling against temple life. But nowadays he only takes the occasional mushroom and smokes his herbs.” Istvan rolled his eyes. “I WAS hoping to dance with him, but we saw what happened with poor Kythias.” 
 
    “He and Taethawn are both gonna regret this in the morning,” Suri chortled, watching on as the Admiral and one of his officers each slung an arm under Vash’s shoulders and led him to the doors to the outside. Halfway there, Vash began bawling out a lewd tavern song: “Ohhh, the whores of Sjzandero are older than Khors, and their beards tumble down to their tits! With one single bump of her ponderous rump, she can grind your poor pecker to bits!” 
 
    Meanwhile, Taethawn’s men had to carry their commander to the side of the room, where he rolled back and forth, giggling and purring. 
 
    Everyone at my table was mostly sober, with the exception of Gar. He’d hit the brandy from the start of the feast and was lying facedown on his unused dinner plate, snoring against his forearms. Suri and I were mostly sticking to water and a bit of beer. The stout was delicious—velvety, chocolaty, with a creamy finish—but I just couldn’t stomach it. I knew Ignas was being guarded by Masha, Captain Vilmos and Simeon in his semi-secret quarters, but it didn’t feel right to get shitfaced while he was so vulnerable. Karalti was at the feast table on my other side, stuffing her face full of buttered crab with an expression of sublime contentment, but she hadn’t drunk anything but water. We all knew that the victory at Vastil Pass had been provisional. I could tell Suri was as restless as I was. 
 
    “Want to go for a walk?” I asked her. “I feel like some air.” 
 
    “Sure.” Suri had gone for a simpler outfit than was typical for her, a long red dress that was slit up to the thighs on both sides. She loved to shed her armor and get dressed up for parties, but like me, she seemed wary and distracted. 
 
    We slipped out through a side door so as not to draw attention. The air was brisk and icy, leaden with the bitterness of winter. That season was only about four weeks away, and soon, the entire south-east of the province would be snowed under. 
 
    “What’s eating you?” I asked Suri. “Same thing as me?” 
 
    “Probably,” she replied. “Much as I enjoyed watching that big-arse ship go down, can’t help but feel anxious about the rest of Janos’ army just… sittin’ out there. Parked in front of our door, so to speak.” 
 
    “Yeah. Same. There’s no way it’s over.” I said, shaking my head. “Much as I’d like to be jumping in the air and clicking my heels together, the fact remains that two thirds of his force is still out there. I’m hoping our messages to the 3rd Fleet have lowered morale and sown discord, but without a spy in their ranks, there’s no way to tell.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure.” Suri looked like she was thinking about it. “Those Dakhari ships are old royal fleet. I don’t think he hired pirates: I think the Sultir loaned him ships with crew. They weren’t flying royal colors, but... they weren’t acting only like mercs, either. Too brave.” 
 
    “Yeah. So Pasha was definitely in on it, and Janos was allied with Dakhdir this whole time. And they killed Pasha for… what? Fucking up? Ugh. I swear that once this shit is handled, our next target is the fucking Sultir,” I said firmly. “Not only is he an asshole, and not only do you deserve to claim your birthright, but the royal jewels of Dakhdir contain one of the Keystones.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    “Yeah. Remember what Samayan said? The Avatar? He said the Koori Neelam of Infinite Wisdom was in the crown of the Sultir. That’s Radigost’s Keystone.” 
 
    “Infinite Wisdom? The Sultir? Could’ve fooled me.” Suri made a thoughtful sound. “Wouldn’t know though, because I’ve never seen the guy up close, but if that’s true... then yeah. He isn’t gonna give that up while he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Nope. Though I don’t think we should tackle Dakhdir until we’ve got the dragons.” I reached for Suri’s hand and linked my fingers with hers. “The Sultir has a big, BIG military. It might not be as technologically advanced as Vlachia’s, but I’m willing to bet they have more soldiers and special units we don’t know about that could kick our ass. Mages who can take airship shields down the way we did today, or magical elephants or something.” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but the first one makes sense. Mages are controlled by the state in Dakhdir,” Suri replied, gazing out over the edge of the skydock. “They have to live in mage towers under guard. So you’re probably right, and they’re expected to serve the military in times of war. Probably drilled in warfare all the fuckin’ time, too.” 
 
    “Right. Well, we shouldn’t have to wait long, at least.” I rubbed my mouth. “I want to tackle Cham Garai tomorrow. If we can get the dragons, so much of the world opens up to us, literally and figuratively. I just hope nothing cocks up. Ignas will die if we get bogged down in Ilia.” 
 
    Suri came to a slow stop. “Then let’s do the Dragon Gate of Endless Night first. You already know where that one is, right?” 
 
    I looked back at her, still holding hands. “Yeah, but-” 
 
    “Think about it, lover. The reason all those people are partying in our castle right now is because they succeeded at protecting their Volod from a traitor.” Suri drifted in closer until our chests touched. Without thinking, I slipped an arm around her waist. “The fact we rescued Ignas—the fact he’s alive—is inspiring all sorts of good shit. We got young men and women signing up for the Free Army like mad. We’ve got the 4th Fleet, still fresh. Morale is fuckin’ sky-high. If Ignas dies, we lose that energy. But imagine how motivated your forces will be if they know that our side has fuckin’ HEALING MAGIC. Imagine how fearless they’ll be if they know our healers can literally seal their wounds, fix broken bones and shit. Janos might still have more troops than we do, but ours are gonna be worth ten of his.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to do something I absolutely hate.” I laughed. “Risk failure.” 
 
    She smiled back, and bumped her forehead against mine. “This from the man who jumps off tall things for fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s a different sort of risk. It’s only me going splat if I fuck up.” I pressed my brow back against Suri’s and closed my eyes, breathing in her rich amber and honey perfume. It was dark and deep and intense, just like her. 
 
    “That’s what you think. How many people do you think you’d affect now if you died? Really died?” Suri said. “Those people up there: Vash, Istvan, all those officers. Kitti. Karalti. Me. You’re all linked with us now. If we lost you...” 
 
    I laughed again. “C’mon, if there’s one thing you’ll be able to find in a JRPG, it’s a short, dumb Asian jock with a goofy hairstyle and a big sword, wielding the powers of the universe.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Hector. I’m tryna’ have a lovey-dovey serious moment here.” For a second, I thought Suri was about to headbutt me, but after a moment of hesitation, she leaned in to kiss me instead. We stayed that way for nearly a minute before she broke contact, sighing softly with pleasure. “Point being, you bloody idiot, that I reckon our army can take Janos’ if they’re motivated enough. And I also think you’re right about Ignas. He’s worth fighting for. We should do that first, even though it’s real tempting to go for the dragons now.” 
 
    I thought about it. The thought of leaving my comparatively tiny army without the fantasy equivalent of a tactical nuke for even a few more days, when Janos could strike at us at any hour, was not a happy one. But Suri was smart—smart in ways I wasn’t, and there’d been many times she’d seen things I hadn’t. This felt like one of those times. 
 
    “If we do the Gate first, we might save Ignas, but lose the province.” I sighed through my nose. “But if we do Cham Garai first, I have a feeling we’re not going to have a Volod when we get back. Other than me. And I just... I don’t feel anywhere near ready for that responsibility. I need to spend more time with Ignas, Simeon, and Rutha so I can learn from them. They all know how to run a country. I’m just making shit up as I go along.” 
 
    “I feel a bit the same way, to be honest.” Suri made a face, then stepped back and turned to face the wind blowing in from the city far below. “Every time I’ve felt pissy about needing to wait to tackle the shit in Dakhdir, I realize that even if I was somehow able to march up to the Peacock Throne, wring Yazeed’s neck, then throw him out a window, I wouldn’t have a fucking clue where to start if I sat my arse on that throne. I need to get a grip on how to run a place as well. Feel pretty useless here, sometimes.” 
 
    “Useless?” I paced up behind her, and hugged her from the back. “You’re literally one of the least useless people here.” 
 
    “You and Istvan handle everything. I train guards and keep an eye on Captain Vilmos, and that’s about it.” Suri leaned back into my embrace, relaxing slightly. “I’ve dicked around in the Kingdom Management System, but Myszno... I dunno. Feels like it belongs to you, you know?” 
 
    “We can sort out some roles if you want them. I’m a workaholic. Could probably stand to give some of the responsibility up.” 
 
    “Nah. I need to figure it out myself.” She shook her head. “Not that I don’t wanna join in, but I think we feel differently about Vlachia. It was always a temporary stop for me. My heart’s in the south. Fucked up as the place is, Dakhdir’s my home. I want to fix it.” 
 
    I tensed a little. “You think that... you and I...?” 
 
    “You and I are just fine.” Suri rubbed back reassuringly. 
 
    I smiled, and nuzzled her neck, but a strange feeling lingered. Uncertainty? I wasn’t sure, so I did what I’d been trained to do when faced with uncertainty, and pushed it into the ‘Emotions for Later’ box. It was starting to get pretty crowded in there. 
 
    “Let’s not think about it,” I said. “You’re right: we should go do the Dragon Gate. I’m going to send everyone a message and we’ll ship the crew out first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I dunno if you noticed, but Gar’s blacked out, Karalti stuffed herself with so much seafood that she’s fit to pop, and Istvan’s gonna be holding Vash’s hair back while he throws up into a basin most of tonight,” Suri said wryly. “So... we might want to head off in the early evening on our grand adventure to Matir’s tomb.” 
 
    “Good points. Also, I sleep better during the day.” I ran a hand back over my hair, then glanced aside at Suri. “Don’t suppose you feel like maybe finding somewhere semi-private and letting me see what’s under that dress of yours?” 
 
    Suri arched both brows, and turned to look at me. “Pretty sure you already know.” 
 
    “Sure, but it’s always good to keep the memory fresh.” I took her hand, and began to nudge her towards the old watchtower. “Right?” 
 
    She bit her lip—and despite her teasing, I could tell she wanted, maybe needed, to not be in control for a while. She was three inches taller than me in heels, but as I squared up and pulled her along, Suri tapped her way behind me across the stone. We reached a shadowed alcove, I reached up to slide my fingers through her hair… then pushed her down. She gasped, sinking to her knees. 
 
    “Oww. The ground’s rough here, you arse! And you know it’s bloody cold right now, right?” Her voice was breathy, playful as she hiked the dress up over her legs so that she didn’t scuff the fabric. Her cheeks were flushing in the gloom. 
 
    “Sure I do. And you’re going to do what I want anyway.” I rested a hand on my belt and grinned. “Remember that time I put your back against a wall and went down on you? I’m calling that IOU in.” 
 
    Suri’s full lips parted, and she reached out to lay her hands on my thighs. “One round… and then we go back to my room.” 
 
    I squeezed her hair near the roots, earning another soft gasp. “Ask me. Don’t tell me.” 
 
    She leaned in against my legs, arching her back in and craning her chin to look up along my body. “Can we go back to my room after this… please?” 
 
    I unclenched my fingers and stroked her thick coppery hair back, then her hot cheek, then ran my thumb over her lip and slowly pushed it in. She shuddered, pressing her thighs together, and began to work at my belt with her fingers. 
 
    Tomorrow, I’d visit Ignas. We’d get ready to head for the Dragon Gate, and do what we needed to do, even if it killed us. But for now… what we’d achieved was worth celebrating. Just for a little while. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 33 
 
    I went to see Ignas just after sunset, alone, while the others were getting ready for our trip to the Dragon Gate. I arrived to find Masha sitting by his bedside, quietly reading to him from a small, black leather-bound book. The language she spoke was different from Tuun, but Chuurvi was similar enough that I recognized the lilting, soft cadence and some of the words. She was reading to His Majesty from the Book of the Dead, prayers and instructional chants intended to soothe and guide the dying as they left their bodies to join the chorus of the Caul of Souls. 
 
    I cleared my throat softly. “Masterhealer?” 
 
    Masha’s voice trailed off, and she looked back at me. “Ahh, Lord Tuun. It is almost time.” 
 
    Frowning, I let myself inside. Vilmos was there, his sword over his knees. He looked pale and somber. Simeon was in the other bed that had been moved to the room, sleeping before his shift. And Ignas… Ignas was sedated, mercifully unconscious. All over him, erupting from the pores of his skin, were jutting slivers of streaky gray-green crystal. As I stared in wordless horror, Masha lifted the bandage over his eyes. His eye sockets looked like geodes filled with spines of the same dull, but razor-sharp crystal. The rest of his skin was pale and clammy. He wasn’t breathing on his own any more, either. A mana-powered respirator had been set up beside his bed. 
 
    “I thought we had weeks?” I hissed. 
 
    “So did I. But it is progressing faster than normal. We induced a coma to spare him from pain,” Masha said heavily. “This particular form of Stranging is agonizing. The bones and joints are colonized first. Then the organs. When the crystals fill his lungs, he will die.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    Masha shrugged. “Two days. Maybe three. I think now that there is more to this than just your blood. In all likelihood, His Majesty was force fed alchemical potions while he was imprisoned… probably to keep him alive through the tortures inflicted on him. Your Stranged blood was simply a catalyst for what was already there. This would explain why he has collapsed so rapidly following the transfusion.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just… nodded, and gazed at Ignas for several long minutes. I wanted to take his hand, or do something, but even if he was unconscious, it felt like I’d just be hurting him more. 
 
    “We’re about to go to the Gate,” I said, after a while. “And if Matir was telling the truth, we’ll return with healing magic.” 
 
    “Mana cannot cure mana toxicity,” Masha replied. “But… It is worth trying, my lord. Always.” 
 
    “Always. We’ll be back.” I gave her shoulder a soft squeeze, glanced back at Ignas, and bowed my head before leaving the room. 
 
    To reach the Gate of Endless Night, we had to follow the Dark Star—so named because it appeared as a black blot against the huge golden expanse of the moon’s surface during the Fall months. The star was actually the Dragon Gate of Veles, and on the equinox, it hovered directly over the tomb of his son, Matir, pointing the way to the very southern reaches of Myszno. 
 
    Karalti was braced for bad weather before her teleport, but when we burst into the mountain gorge that sheltered the entry, there was no shear to speak of. We appeared over a massive sinkhole ringed with glacial waterfalls. They were huge enough to drown out all sound, plunging into a fathomless black abyss. On the other side of the falls rose two enormous obelisks that stretched from the depths of the sinkhole to a height greater than the closest mountain. Even without a storm raging overhead, the Thunderstones spat and arced with power. There was enough magical energy in the air to make our teeth hum. 
 
    “Wow…” Rin breathed through our party voice chat. “These have got to be one of the foci for the Caul of Souls.” 
 
    “Yeah. And I have a feeling they’re somehow connected to that.” I pointed up at the dark speck hovering against the face of Erruku. “If any of you have a telescope, hell… we could probably make out some details.” 
 
    “I left mine back in the Strelitzia,” Gar replied. “Didn’t want to lose the damn thing when we die.” 
 
    “If we die,” Suri corrected. 
 
    “No. WHEN we die. This dungeon is rated ten levels higher than we are. If we don’t die, something’s wrong with the damn game.” 
 
    “I wanna go to the Dark Star! Because Dragons! In! SPAAAAACE!” Karalti sang to herself as she glided smoothly down into the sinkhole, breaching the cloud of mist thrown up by the Niagara-sized falls. “It’s the one place uncorrupted by feudalism!” 
 
    Karalti angled toward the entry to the Dragon Gate complex: a narrow crevasse that ran between two waterfalls, so unnaturally dark that even I couldn’t see inside, darkvision or no darkvision. Karalti and I had to navigate by ear and intuition, holding a steady, straight course to avoid clipping the steep rock faces to either side. 
 
    We glided out into a massive lake-bottomed cavern, a space big enough to house at least five hundred dragons. It was lit by a diffuse gold-gray light, which illuminated countless nesting niches and neatly tunneled caves I now recognized as dragon apartments. Great hexagonal pillars supported a towering ceiling. At the very center of the columns was a tiered platform, like a round step pyramid, and on top of that, a stone circle which framed a large, empty well—a sacrificial well to Matir. The magelights that lit this place made clever use of the surrounding stones to give the well a starburst-shaped shadow. 
 
    “Was this place a dragon town, or a temple?” Suri’s fear of heights was tempered by awe as she leaned out from her harness, taking in the sights. 
 
    “Town, temple, and tomb, is my bet. Solonkratsu society was on the decline by the time Matir was stuffed into the Dragon Gate.” 
 
    “Definitely feels like a tomb. It’s creepy.” Rin shuddered, clutching her harness straps. “I feel like the walls are watching me.” 
 
    “Ahh… haha, funny you should say that.” I glanced at the shadowed alcoves, but there was no movement. Yet. “Last time I was here, these things called ‘Darkforms’ came out and attacked us. They’re like doppelgangers on steroids. Be careful.” 
 
    The platform wasn’t quite big enough for a dragon to land, which said something about the nature of Matir’s clergy. Karalti’s ability to polymorph was an ability only queen dragons and possibly humanoid mages possessed. She backwinged, and reached out to cling to the side of the altar like a bat at first, holding on as the four of us dismounted. Karalti followed us up, melting down into her human form on the second-highest ledge of the dais. While Suri and Gar warily drew their weapons, I lay on my belly and reached down to pull her up. 
 
    “Well, nothing’s trying to eat us!” Rin said brightly, anxiously patting Lovelace’s turret barrel. “How do we get to the Dragon Gate?” 
 
    I hopped up to the edge of the well. “We have to jump down here.” 
 
    “Jump… down the well?” Gar flashed me a look of disbelief. Rin turned an interesting shade of platinum as the blue blood under her silvery cheeks drained away. Even Suri looked restless. 
 
    “It’s a Matir thing.” I shrugged, and turned around so I was facing the outside. Karalti fearlessly vaulted up beside me. “Give each person a count of ten. See you down there.” 
 
    “Uhh-” Suri took a step forward, but I’d already stepped back, holding my arms up over my head as the darkness swallowed me. 
 
    Entering Matir’s Gate was no less terrifying the second time. Cold air whipped over my armor and through the seams of my helmet. At first, the feeling of falling was intense, and without the ability to see down, there was the overwhelming animal terror that at any point, I was going to smash into something and splatter. But after a few seconds, the rushing whistle of the wind faded, along with the sensation of falling. Instead, I felt like I was suspended in the darkness, floating… then rising. My brain oriented just before a dim light opened up, and I stepped out of a circular portal into a big stone box. A pair of braziers burned with pale white flames beside a pair of double doors that looked like they were made of rusted iron. In the center of the door was a palm-shaped pressure plate with Matir’s nine-pointed chaos star in the center, burning with baleful light. And as I waited for the others, a deep, rolling double BOOM passed through the floor. The twin sounds made the brazier flames wobble, and left every cell of my body vibrating until it slowly faded away. 
 
    “Matir’s heartbeat,” I murmured to myself. “Keep it going just a little longer, man.” 
 
    Karalti stepped out of the portal, then Suri. Suri was an interesting pale cream coffee color, and wordlessly stumbled forward to grasp my shoulder. I patted her hand, looking to the portal. Each divine heartbeat was exactly a minute apart, so after twenty seconds passed and no one else appeared, I frowned and pulled up the group chat. I had just messaged Rin and Gar when the portal flared, and spat out Hopper, Lovelace, then Rin in a pile. The Mercurion squeaked as she tripped forward, arms flailing, and flattened Lovelace. The robot chittered in alarm as it was squashed down, its crab-like legs splayed. 
 
    “S-Sorry I didn’t… I mean I waited longer!” she stammered. “I didn’t want to jump down the hole, so Gar umm…” 
 
    “Pushed you?” I reached out and clapped a hand into hers, pulling her out of the way. 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Kinda.” Rin got clumsily to her feet, and moved aside just in time for the portal to dispense Gar. The older man also looked pale and pasty, legs wobbling as he stumbled forward. 
 
    “Te lo juro por dios. Never want to do that again.” He dusted himself off, shuddering and briefly clenching his jaw. 
 
    “Alright, all here and accounted for.” I sighed, and went over to the door. As I approached it, the handprint on the pressure plate flared with a thin corona of dark blue light. I reached out and lay my branded hand against it, and as I did, the air around us filled with a light, masculine tenor, a ghostly voice carrying just the edge of a hiss. “Hail to you, Herald of the Hidden Seed. Hail, Paragon of the Triad. Hail to you… Hector Dragozin-Corvinus.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as an invisible wave of force pushed against my palm, followed by a chill that seemed to rush through my veins, all the way to my heart. My voided shoulder throbbed strangely, but once the chill reached my head, it reinforced the information I’d learned last time I was here—and offered me the option to open the door. 
 
    “Okay,” I said softly, looking back at the others. “The antechamber to the actual Dragon Gate is behind this door. The Gate itself… no one has opened it in two millennia. We have no idea what we’re going to find behind it, and no way to know. If you want to make a final check over your quickslots, do it during the walk. Once we reach the door, we open it.” 
 
    “Got it.” Suri had recovered her composure, and reached up to grip the hilt of her sword. “If Sachara could do this, then I can.” 
 
    “Yeah! And my great-great-great-GREAT grandma did this, too!” Karalti rolled her shoulders and bounced to loosen herself. “Everyone do your best!” 
 
    “I-I still don’t think I’m cut out for this,” Rin said. “But… but I can do my best.” 
 
    “And I don’t think I buy this whole ‘Triad’ thing. Isn’t the Triad some Chinese gang?” Gar scowled at the door. “And I wasn’t no ‘Artist’. I was a damn grease monkey, and now I’m a captain who just wants his damn airship back.” 
 
    “Well, if the door opens for us, then you know you really ARE the second Artist,” Karalti replied. “And if it doesn’t open, then we throw you back up the well and we go find the real one, okay?” 
 
    “Throw me back up the well,” Gar repeated flatly. 
 
    “Believe me, I can throw you up a well. Human shape or no human shape.” Karalti bared her fangs at him. Pretty as she was in her human form, she kept her draconic teeth. A double row of fangs was surprisingly intimidating on a woman of her size. 
 
    “Get a room.” I rolled my eyes at both of them, then turned back and willed the door to open. The pressure plate turned, then receded as the doors swung out with a squeal, revealing a corridor of pure white opal. It was lit from everywhere and nowhere, the light subtly pulsing in time with Matir’s heartbeat, and framed a lightless doorway of pure black at the end. The tunnel was frigid, dry and cold. There was no actual door at the end of this tunnel—it opened out into a humming void of velvet darkness. The air smelled intensely of mana, searing our sinuses with its unpleasant, metallic reek. There was only around five feet of floor at the end of the door: a long, glittering white opal bridge spanned across the chasm, ending at a great stone circle similar to the one that surrounded the well entry. And behind that… 
 
    “Wow.” Karalti’s eyes widened as she took a step out onto the bridge. The entry to the Dragon Gate proper was a massive, cherry-blossom shaped portal made of five interlocking ‘petals’ that were wrought in aurum and lambidium. I’d mistaken them for gold and silver the first time I’d seen them, but knew now these metals were far more precious and way more magically conductive. As we watched, another double boom echoed across the void of space, the flower-shaped door flexing like a diaphragm. 
 
    “Last time I was here, Violetta and Ashur told me some stuff.” I drew a deep breath, and stepped out onto the bridge. “They told me that Matir specifically and the Caul generally eats and destroys souls. Lahati had a different story, that the Caul only cycles the souls of the dead for a short time, then releases them. Whenever I see one of these doors, or feel that heartbeat coming out from behind it… I have to admit, I don’t know which one of the two to believe.” 
 
    Karalti hissed. “You can’t believe the words of the Deceivers. They were called that for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m trusting in that.” 
 
    At the end of the bridge, in front of the door, was an altar. Now that I wasn’t amnesiac and reeling with the fact I was half-dead, I was able to notice some details about it. There were six circles around the hexagonal base, one for each of the Triad. The one that represented the Warsinger—as in the machine, versus the human pilot—had a weird pipe-organ like configuration of tubes and a slot just big enough to fit a hand inside. I hadn’t really noticed this when Ashur and Violetta had dragged me here, thinking I was nothing but an obedient thrall. I went around to look at it... then started to laugh. 
 
    “What?” Suri came around to examine the device as well. 
 
    “I told you how Fang Daddy and Violetta brought me here to open the Gate so they could go and tackle the dungeon,” I said. “Well, even if I had been a real thrall, I wouldn’t have been able to. Does this remind you of anything?” 
 
    “It’s the same kind of blood-drawing device in the Rose Vault.” Suri’s lips twitched. “For me, and maybe Karalti as well.” 
 
    “It sure is. They would have needed you all, too.” I gave the device a fond pat, then went around and pulled the Spear off my back. I gave the weapon a twirl, then set it against the giant key slot. “Ready?” 
 
    Suri sighed, and put her hand inside the device. There was a soft ‘snick’, and she grunted. “What is it about the ancients and shit that draws, eats, or uses blood?” 
 
    “Well, technically, it’s because we have mana in our blood, so blood is naturally magically conductive and... umm... never mind.” Rin cleared her throat, watching anxiously. 
 
    “Yeah, but they could have used some other bodily fluid. The fucking Pee Meter has to be good for something.” I was joking to take the edge off my nerves as I slowly pushed the Spear down. The blade rasped along the inside of the channel, before the rounded surfaces of the Keystone of Matir made contact with some unseen mechanism. The keyhole expanded slightly, letting me drive the weapon all the way down, then snapped shut and locked the Spear of Creation in place. 
 
    We all looked to the door expectantly, tensing as the giant heartbeat made the structure extrude and reverberate... but it didn’t open. 
 
    “We’re missing something.” I looked back to Rin and Gar. “Stand in those other circles.” 
 
    “Well, look at Mr. Bossy Britches.” Gar grumbled, but strode over to one of the circles. As Rin took her place, two small, flickering holographic tablets appeared. “What the fuck...?” 
 
    “OH! This is... this is the written form of Solonkratuu, I think.” Rin worried her lip as the square of light began to scroll with an unfamiliar script. “Uhh... Karalti...?” 
 
    “There’s a written form?” Karalti bounded over, eyes wide. “Ooh!” 
 
    “Can you read it?” I tested the Spear, but it wasn’t budging. Suri still had her hand inside the Warsinger needle-niche. 
 
    “Yeah, kinda.” Karalti’s gaze flicked from symbol to symbol, the veins of silver in her irises expanding. “Uh... okay. You two need to read off some words of power: Uuchulin sanak olg’doru doru’glannesh.” 
 
    “Uuchulin sanak olg’doru doru’glannesh.” Rin repeated the words with the confidence of an experienced magician, while Gar kind of mumbled after her. But the effect was immediate: with all of us at our stations, the gigantic door began to open. The floor under our feet rumbled, swaying as the metal leaves slowly uncoiled from the center, each section vanishing into the walls to reveal a wall pocketed with acoustic devices that funneled Matir’s heartbeat from somewhere deeper down. Between the sculpted speakers was a beautifully worked, blue-black mosaic floor. It swept downwards into perfect darkness. 
 
    [New Location Discovered: The Sepulcher of the Black God.] 
 
    “Well... here goes nothing.” As the Spear loosened, I twisted it a little and pulled it free, checking behind us to make sure we hadn’t been followed. There was nothing and no one there, but I couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched as I headed for the abyss. “As they say in the army, it’s always darkest before pitch black.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 34 
 
    The hallway, big enough to admit a full-sized queen dragon on foot, seemed to stretch into oblivion. There were bizarre black fire torches lining the walls, shimmering and barely visible in the darkness. They cast no light, save for the thin rime of white around the outside of the flames. I’d seen that effect before: first in the tombs of Tuun and dragons under Taltos, and then in Lahati’s Tomb. Suri tried to light a torch from one of them, but instead of red flames, the torch sprung a halo of new darkfire. 
 
    “Huh.” Suri held it near her arm, and frowned as, instead of lighting up the surface of her armor, any ability to see it vanished. 
 
    Gar watched her efforts in amusement. “Almost like we’re in the hidey hole of the god of darkness or something, huh?” 
 
    “Oh, bugger off. It was worth a shot.” Suri made a face and ground the torch out against the wall. 
 
    We were holding our collective breath by the time we reached the end of the tunnel. There was a very, very faint murky light down here, which seemed bright compared to the shaft we’d taken to reach the first room of the dungeon. It was cold and dry. Beyond the threshold—shaped like the stylized, toothed maw of a dragon, teeth included—was a round room with a round platform in the center, connected to the door by a short stone walkway formed from the back of the dragon’s tongue. Three segmented pillars that looked uncomfortably like millipedes formed a neat triangle around the center of the floor, connecting the floor to the ceiling. There were no enemies—just a small portal arch at the other end of the platform, behind the pillars. There was a plinth in front of it, which looked like it had a slot for the Spear of Nine Spheres. 
 
    “If there’s a room but no mobs, then it’s usually a trap, a puzzle, or both.” I frowned, but even with my darkvision active, could see nothing out of place. There were no rails and about fifty feet of nothingness around the perimeter of the floor. Stained stone walls rose up out of the pit, decorated with abstract patterns that wound around three double-ringed, blank circles. “Rin, can you spot any mechanisms?” 
 
    “I um... can actually barely see,” she whispered back. “But I can try and detect magic?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Suri was also having trouble in the gloom, squinting her eyes to try and make out details. 
 
    Rin gestured with her spellglove, and murmured a word of power. The portal arch lit up with a soft humming glow, as did the plinth. The entirety of the walls emanated magic: the circles on the walls lit up brighter than the rest, showing a faint tracery of Matir’s holy symbol in the center of each one. 
 
    “Hmm. Well... my guess is we have to hit those circles with something,” I said, stepping out onto the walkway. “Arrows, maybe.” 
 
    “Bullets?” Gar said hopefully. 
 
    “Can’t hurt to try.” Nothing happened as I put my weight on the stones. Shrugging, I crossed over to the round platform, waiting expectantly for something to spawn or for the circles to light up of their own accord. Nope. “Maybe they’re starting us off easy.” 
 
    The others followed me out. Karalti was next, then Gar, then Rin. Suri, who was the heaviest, had the lowest Dex, and least chance of saving herself if the floor collapsed, came last. She looked around dubiously. “Well... seems alright. Not convinced we aren’t gonna touch something that makes the floor here give way, mind you.” 
 
    “Yeahhhh.” I couldn’t hear any creaking or feel any weird vibrations, so I went over to the plinth to investigate. It looked the same as the one out in the antechamber. “Maybe that room in front of the Gate was like... the outer antechamber. And this is the inniechamber.” 
 
    “Well, that one’s going on the ‘nicknames for my vag’ list.” Suri snorted. “Gar, wanna give one of those circles a ping?” 
 
    “Wait! We don’t know if they have to be activated in a certain order or something.” Rin waved her hands frantically as Gar drew his revolver. “Hector... maybe activate the portal first?” 
 
    “Sure.” I hefted the Spear and drove it into the slot. It slid in, locked... and then the walkway between the platform and the dragon’s mouth crumbled as the jaws snapped shut with an earth-shuddering BOOM. 
 
    “Aww jeez, Scoob.” I winced, and tried to pull the Spear free. It didn’t budge. 
 
    There was a crunch beneath our feet. Rin screamed as the platform dropped, then jolted to a stop as the segmented pillars stretched out and caught the floor. They weren’t pillars at all: they were chains, the links packed together in columns until whatever had braced the floor up had fallen away. As we tried to find our balance, the chains caused the stone pancake under our feet to swing and sway. 
 
    “Oh you bloody cunt of a-!” Suri stumbled into one of the chains with a grunt, throwing her arms up to guard herself. As she crashed into it, the platform teetered and threatened to tip to that side. Rin’s automations had poor grip on stone, and as the platform pitched in that direction, they began to slide down toward their doom—and everyone else’s doom, for that matter. 
 
    “EVERYONE TO THE MIDDLE!” I roared, breaking the fugue of panic that suddenly gripped the party. 
 
    Rin didn’t argue. Our second-heaviest member, she ran to the middle of the platform and lay down, clinging to one of the chains with both arms. Gar swayed over to join her, then Karalti and me. The combined weight of us brought the edge back up, letting Suri—cursing in three different languages—claw her way back toward the center. But it was too late for one of the turrets. Hopper skidded off the edge of the platform, chittering and flailing as she plummeted to her doom. Her sudden loss pitched the platform the other way, sending it swinging into the opposite wall with a crunch. We held onto the floor, the chains, and each other for dear life as Lovelace skidded across the floor in the opposite direction and smashed into one of the chains. The impact threw everyone up, then back to the surface of the platform as we swung back. 
 
    “Hopper!” Rin cried out in dismay, but didn’t let go of the chain. “No! I can’t see her meter!!” 
 
    “Shit, Rin. I’m sorry.” But there was nothing we could do except hang on and wait as the trap spun wildly. It took over a minute to slow down and restabilize. 
 
    “Fuck... okay.” I was short of breath by the time the platform returned to the center. NOW it was creaking: the ancient chains groaned every time anyone moved, causing the platform to wobble and tip. They were set in such a way that the plate beneath us would oscillate at the slightest imbalance. The Spear was still stuck... and the portal wasn’t active. As the dust settled, the three circles on the walls around us flared to life. One was red, one was blue, and one was white. Very patriotic. 
 
    “Gar, can you get a shot on one of them? They’re all the same... I don’t think there’s an order.” Carefully, I rose to one knee in the middle of the circle, then slowly stood. Karalti did the same. 
 
    “Yup. Y’all find a point of balance. Think even the kick from this puppy is gonna make us swing.” He rolled to his belly and braced the pistol, sighting down. 
 
    “I’m not movin’ a fuckin inch.” Suri was clinging to one of the chains, the one opposite Rin. 
 
    I motioned to Karalti, and we carefully took a few steps toward the other side. The platform was easily unbalanced by the weight of a single person. As soon as we felt it start to tip, she scooted back until she countered the weight of me and the portal. 
 
    “Right, hold on to your balls. Or ovaries. Or whatever bits you got.” Gar narrowed one eye, then let off a shot. He nailed the sigil dead in the center, but other than a small sputtering surge of mana, nothing else happened. 
 
    “Oh no. Do we have to use arrows?” Rin pulled herself up along the chain to kneel. “Hopper has... Hopper had my crossbow mount.” 
 
    “Wait.” I looked around at the circles. “Wait. We’ve got this all wrong. We don’t need to strike them with something. They’re palm locks, like the ones that let us in here. We have to put our hands in those circles. Red has to be the Warsinger... uhh... white for Paragon, blue for Artist?” 
 
    “Which artist puts their hand there? How does it even know?” Karalti asked. 
 
    “Beats the hell out of me,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s forcing us to work together.” Suri grunted, and pulled herself to her feet. “We have to get the platform to swing out toward the locks.” 
 
    I looked over the platform, calculating what we’d need to do to get it to swing—without flipping or tilting. The design of the chains was fucking evil: if we piled to one side without counterbalancing it, one of the chains would slacken and the thing would tip us into the trash can. Forcefully. “Okay... Gar, Rin, tell me if I’m wrong, but I think we have to place our strongest people near two of the chains. They kind of step from side to side to get it rocking. We have the person who needs to slap the symbol up the front, and someone slightly lighter counterweighting them at the back.” 
 
    Gar’s eyes flicked from place to place as I spoke. I still didn’t know the guy as well as I wanted to... but if there was one thing about Gar I could be sure of, it was that he was smart as hell. “Nah. Not quite. Wall-slapper stands in front of Chain A. Two people stand next to Chains B and C on either side. You hold it one hand, out to the side like this.” He held his arm out, elbow slightly bent, and mimed grasping the pillar-chain. “To get the platform moving, you adjust your body weight, or bob up and down a bit, like you would when you’re standing on a swing and trying to get it to move. Gives us more control, keeps the swing linear.” 
 
    “Rin and I weigh about the same.” Suri looked over to the Mercurion, who flushed. “Hector and Gar weigh about the same. Karalti’s gotta be about sixty kilos soaking wet.” 
 
    “Can you convert that to pounds for me?” Rin asked. 
 
    “About one forty pounds.” 
 
    “Ooh.” Rin nodded. “So... we should have Karalti up front first, right? While we try to get the hang of it.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I didn’t even question Gar’s assessment. “Let’s try Gar’s way, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll reassess.” 
 
    “‘Course it’ll work, because I’m not a fucking dumbass.” Gar eyed the white symbol on the wall. “Lovelace stays in the middle, Karalti, you stay here in the center until we give the word. Move with me, Hector. Chain A’s in front of that symbol. You take B and I’ll take C. We stand across from each other on the left. Then Rin and Suri take the other side on the right.” 
 
    “Got it.” I decided to ignore the ‘dumbass remark’. 
 
    We gazed at each other meaningfully for a moment, then crossed the shivering platform at the same time. I grasped the side of my chain as Gar reached his. The ground vibrated as we moved, but it remained flat and steady. 
 
    “Now you two.” Gar beckoned Rin forward. 
 
    The pair of women did the same thing, and as Suri joined me on the other side of the chain, the platform dipped slightly toward her. Both women were about a hundred pounds heavier than Gar and I, inclusive of armor and weapons. 
 
    “Okay... Karalti, take your position.” Gar nodded to her. “Suri, Rin, you ladies are about to get this thing moving. Wait ‘til Karalti’s almost at the edge, then you shift your weight back and do a little side lunge back toward your partner, awright?” 
 
    “Got it!” Rin pumped a fist, then eeped as even that small motion made the sensitive plate shudder. 
 
    Karalti strutted over to the remaining chain, curling a leg around it and grasping it with one hand, the other outstretched toward the wall. “Okay! Go for it!” 
 
    Suri looked over to Rin and nodded, and the pair of them began to rock their weight: at first, Rin went the opposite direction, and an unpleasant situation passed through the floor… but she corrected before the platform started twisting, and the chains groaned as we began to swing a little back and forth. Gar signaled me, and we joined in. As we shimmied in time with Suri and Rin, the arc of the swing grew. 
 
    “Oompa, Loompa, doobiti-do! I’ve got a murder puzzle for you!” I sang in time as we bobbed up and down. 
 
    Suri glared daggers at me. “Hector, shut the fuck up.” 
 
    “Whee!” Karalti laughed as she flailed for the wall. Every swing brought her closer. “Keep going! Almost there!” 
 
    “This feels like fucking Dance Dance Revolution,” I laughed as well, high-stepping side to side in time with Suri. 
 
    “The hell is that?” Suri wrinkled her nose in concentration, keeping half an eye on my feet. 
 
    “It’s a game from my grandparents’ day. Or should I say, a lifestyle.” 
 
    “Don’t go too hard, or we’re gonna slam the damn wall!” Gar snapped at the rest of us. 
 
    Karalti’s face screwed into an expression of intense concentration as she waved her arm out. She was within a foot of the glowing white circle, then half a foot, then inches... she scraped her nails at the stone and hissed, but then chirped happily as the next swing brought her in just close enough to briefly slap her hand in the middle of the sigil. The symbol and circle ignited in a ring of fire that didn’t fade, and my dragon trilled aloud in victory. 
 
    “How do we stop it the disk!? Floor! Disco-floor!?” Rin was vibrating with tension as she tried to keep her balance. 
 
    Gar thought about it for a second. “Whatever you do, don’t haul on that chain. We do a little dosey-do. Rin, turn around and take my place. Suri, you do the same with Hector. You just hold position, Karalti... come back to the center when it slows down.” 
 
    The platform was whooshing like a massive pendulum. I glanced at Suri, then gave Gar a go-ahead sign. Like line dancers changing partners, Suri and I waited until we felt gravity push us on the downswing, then moved around the chain, one forward, one back, to reverse our positions. Gar and Rin did the same. 
 
    “Rin, Suri! Crouch down!” Gar barked. “Hector, me and you lean a bit towards the front, against the momentum!” 
 
    They did, and we did. The effect was almost immediate. The swing began to slow as we gradually reversed the momentum, using our weight and teamwork to apply brakes to the rapid back and forth motion. As the minutes passed, the swing slowed to a point where we could have walked on it, a twitching slow circle under our feet. 
 
    “Great work, Gar. You’re a born conductor.” I drew a deep breath. “Artist circle, next. Karalti, you can take Gar’s place. She’s lighter than he is, so we’ll have to adjust how hard we go.” 
 
    “No you won’t.” Gar looked to Rin. “Let’s see... I’m a hundred and sixty, Karalti’s about twenty-thirty pounds lighter... what’s Lovelace weigh?” 
 
    “Three twenty-seven,” Rin whispered. She looked like she was about to cry. “S-So did... so did Hopper.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Rin. You’ll rebuild her.” Gar awkwardly patted her on the back. “Awright, when I pass Karalti on the platform, move Lovelace toward you and slightly back, about four feet off center. Her weight’ll offset the imbalance while I’m at the front.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” I glanced at the crouching robot. “Fuck, I’m so glad we brought engineers.” 
 
    “Me too. Otherwise you pack of idiots would all fall to your doom, and I’d have to go nag Istvan for my ship back.” Gar flushed across the cheeks, and turned his face away so I couldn’t see his flustered expression. “Anyway, time to rotate positions.” 
 
    With Lovelace’s help, we managed to swing Gar up to touch the blue circle, lighting it up. Then it was Suri’s turn. Because of her size, her armor, and the weight of her inventory, she was easily the single heaviest person in the group. Even with the best positioning we could manage, the platform jittered and threatened to flip the closer Suri got to the wall. She had to hand off her inventory to the rest of us, and go up to the edge of the platform in her underwear to be able to slap the wall. 
 
    When all three circles were lit, there was a grinding sound from the ceiling overhead and from somewhere deep in the pit. We held onto our chains, heads turning as we searched for the source of the sound... which only became obvious once the platform slowed enough to be caught by some kind of mechanism underneath that stabilized it. Machinery ground under our feet and cut out with another resonant BOOM, leaving the ground as steady as when we’d first entered. A few seconds later, the portal on the other side came to life. 
 
    “We did it!” Rin threw both arms in the air and bounced a little, standing on one foot and lifting the other behind her. “Onward, to whatever fresh hell awaits!” 
 
    As a group we turned to look at her. 
 
    “What?” She puffed her cheeks out at us. “I can swear sometimes, too!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 35 
 
    I led the way through the portal, Spear at the ready. The lack of mobs thus far surprised me. Most dungeons in Archemi had a few, at least. It was also bothering me, because we needed a fuckton of EXP if we hoped to face whatever boss monster lurked in here—and without anything to kill, we weren’t leveling. 
 
    The portal seamlessly sucked me through into a small, low-ceilinged room with two open doors. There was a stone wall separating them; there were five torches mounted in a ring, their tips burning with a strange, ghostly white flame. They cast enough light that I could see into the doors a short way. One corridor went straight ahead. The other advanced only about six feet before bending sharply around a corner. Both corridors were made of obsidian: the glassy black stone caught and bent the light, glinting with a weird, oily rainbow sheen. 
 
    “Oh boy.” I absentmindedly took one of the torches from the wall, and held it out into each one of the doors as the others ported in behind me. Suri’s eyebrows arched as she also took one of the torches, and leaned in to look. “Any thoughts on what the mechanics are for this? Looks like a maze.” 
 
    “Sure does.” Suri held the torch up, searching the walls and ceiling of the antechamber. “If it is, probably just have to find our way through.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced. This is already too easy.” I stepped back so Karalti, Gar and Rin could each take their torches. “Something’s off, but I don’t know what.” 
 
    “Yeah...” Rin looked like she was about to say something, but then shut her mouth and shook her head. “Let’s remake our camp here. If we have to respawn...” 
 
    “Good idea.” I really, REALLY didn’t want to have to respawn. “If I die and come back as a gibbering idiot or something, just drag my ass to the boss spawn. Because we know there’s gonna be a boss spawn.” 
 
    We took our second campsite kit and used it to pitch a temporary spawn point. Fortunately, the game let us. As we worked, Karalti—who didn’t know if she’d respawn if she died—paced around the edges of the entry to the maze until we were done. 
 
    “Yay, finally! Time to move!” Karalti strode for one of the doors, the left, and held her torch high as she plunged inside. 
 
    “Wait a... uuhhhnnn.” I groaned in irritation, but followed her anyway. “We don’t even know which door to take!” 
 
    “Sure we do!” Karalti chirped happily, broadcasting back to us. “Matir thingies are ALWAYS to the left. He’s the God of Darkness, silly.” 
 
    “Yeah, silly me. I didn’t know he was a southpaw, especially because he branded me on the right.” 
 
    “He did that because your brain’s crossed, duh.” Karalti replied matter-of-factly. “Like your right eye goes to the left side of your brain, and your left hand goes to your right side. And he’s the Lord of the Hidden Seed, right? The seed is the brain. So he’s kinda-sorta branded the left side of your head bits.” 
 
    “Uhh... “ I’d learned a long time ago to just not ask how Karalti knew some of these things. “Sure. Head bits.” 
 
    Suri drew one of her smaller axes as we entered the maze. Nothing leaped out at us, but there was a distant hum from somewhere ahead, and as we progressed further, there was a loud metallic THUMP that cut through the sound of the distant god’s heartbeat. 
 
    “Mmm, don’t like that.” Suri’s nose wrinkled. “We’re about to run up on something.” 
 
    “Either that, or Matir just whipped his dick out and slapped it on the edge of a table somewhere.” I wrapped my fingers around the Spear, absently cycling through the elements of each Keystone. White fire, red fire, golden fire, black fire... like a stabby Dr Seuss novel. As the weapon tapped the Star of Endless Night, I noticed a faint tracery of purple light flash and flow through the wall beside that hand, but whatever magical symbols had displayed slithered away before I could get a proper look. 
 
    We stepped out into a small, square room. There was a pit of what looked disturbingly like black lava, blooping and gooping underneath a drawbridge that led into a second, almost standalone maze section. The walls of that second maze were made from metal, not stone. There was no way to get around or above it: the only way was in. I could guess the sound we’d heard was the drawbridge coming down. 
 
    “Maze part two.” I exhaled thinly. “Alright... I’ve got good Dex in case of traps, and we’ll know I’ll come back if I die. It won’t be fun, but I WILL come back. Wait here and let me scout it out. Get ready to run.” 
 
    “Offload your gear with me first!” Rin exclaimed. “O-or Karalti. If there’s traps and you die...” 
 
    “Fuck. Good point.” I looked toward the open entry to Maze Part Two. “Panty run it is.” 
 
    Rin turned away while I stripped. Suri and Karalti watched. Gar, old soldier that he was, didn’t seem to give a shit either way. He lit a cigarette and frowned pensively at the drawbridge and the boiling tar like substance. “Weird... stuff doesn’t smell of anything.” 
 
    “Probably some kind of magic Darkness goop. Don’t recommend swimming in it.” I was down to my boxer briefs, my torch, and the Spear. The weapon was soul-bound and would respawn with me. “See you on the other side. One way or the other.” 
 
    Suri saluted. I turned and trotted off over the bridge. 
 
    The drawbridge was wide enough that I had no fear of falling off, but I went over it cautiously anyway, placing my bare feet securely with each step. But when I stepped inside… 
 
    “…What the fuck?” There were dozens and dozens of obvious inert traps within a foot of the entryway. Holes with spikes just waiting to lunge out. Grinders. Arrow holes. I froze as I tried to take it all in, then jumped as twin metal doors slammed shut behind me. “Umm...” 
 
    “Hector! Are you okay!?” Karalti called to me. 
 
    “UMMM.” As I turned to face the door, I saw THEY had spike holes too... spikes which shot out, forcing me back away from the Pad of Safety and into what could only be described as a tunnel-shaped blender. At the contact of my feet, every nearby trap activated in a whirling, sawing, stabbing cloud of death. “NO! NOTHING ABOUT THIS IS OKAY!!” 
 
    I frantically leaped as spikes thrust from below and the sides, and hit the ground running. An unmanly yelp tore from my throat as I just barely made it between two spinning grinders, stumbling into a bare patch of wall as a forest of spikes erupted barely half an inch from my toes and shot up higher than my head. I was just catching my breath when the wall ahead of me opened with an array of thumb-sized holes. I thought to Shadow Dance through the retreating spikes when an awful, body-deep fiery pain tore through my back and out the front of my belly. Gasping, concentration shattered, I looked down to see what looked like a bloody scimitar blade jutting out just below my solar plexus. 
 
    [You have taken a mortal blow! You are hemorrhaging!] 
 
    “... Oh.” My head jerked up as the murderholes across from me let loose. 
 
    Darts thwipped out and struck my tender boyish body in twelve different places, causing me to dance and shudder on the sword blade. My HP was down by two thirds and sinking at unbelievable speed as a flurry of statuses and alerts crowded my vision: 
 
    [You are Poisoned! 25HP loss per second!] 
 
    [You are Hemorrhaging!] 
 
    [You are Slowed!] 
 
    [You are Paralyzed!] 
 
    “JESUS SHITHOPPING CHRIST, MATIR!” I burbled, coughing a gout of unpleasantly chunky blood to the floor. The sword withdrew, leaving me to bonelessly stagger forward... right into the field of spikes. They exploded underneath me, and I was vaguely aware of being skewered and possibly ripped apart before the world blurred into darkness, and then nothingness took over.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 36 
 
    The first things I heard were the clanging of metal and screams, but it was the pain that brought me back to awareness. My head throbbed with pain so intense that it woke me. My eyes flickered open, revealing nothing but blurry darkness. For a second, I wondered if I’d been shot, downed in the jungle at night. Then I realized that I was in Archemi. I could remember my name. I knew I was in the Gate of Endless Night... and then everything else progressively flooded back into my memory. My head pounded, face and body heating… but it didn’t hurt. Or more accurately, I had a splitting headache, but wasn’t also writhing on the floor screaming. 
 
    “Whuu...?” Where was the amnesia? The hallucinations and dissociation? I pushed myself up, confused in a completely different way than I usually was post-mortem. Mind you, I felt like warmed-over ass. My void-scarred arm felt heavy and odd, as did my chest. But I knew I was Hector Dragozin-Corvinus, prince of Vlachia, rider of dragons and slayer of big bad evil stuff. I was also extremely naked. And I’d lost my torch. 
 
    “Fuckity fuck FUCK.” Scowling, I grasped the Spear and lurched up to my feet. My head spun. I felt weird, like I was looking through two pairs of eyes for a moment... as if I were somehow me, and also someone else at the same time. But then the feeling passed, and as it did, my head stopped pulsing and hurting. First, I remembered what had happened to me to kill me. Then I realized that the clanging and shouting from inside the maze meant that my friends were fighting something that had spawned in there. 
 
    “Shitballs.” I cursed again. There were no more torches, and zero light in the maze. But then Karalti shrieked in pain, and I realized there was no more time. “ Karalti! Hang on!” 
 
    Buck-ass naked, I ran into the maze, turned a corner... and realized something. There was no light, a supernatural darkness that suppressed even magical darkvision. But as I drew closer to the walls, a fine violet pattern of energy crawled under the surface of the obsidian as I brought the Spear close to it, sigils that pointed the way forward. I ran with one hand on the wall, following twists and turns until I burst out into the room with the drawbridge, the one leading out into the meat grinder beyond. 
 
    Suri, Karalti, Gar, Rin and Lovelace battled at least twenty malformed humanoid things made of the black ooze that seethed around the drawbridge. I felt a flash of pain behind my eyes as I focused on one and my HUD brought up a tooltip: [Mirespawn—HP: 3400/6000] Suri was tanking in front, holding them off with AoEs as Karalti and Rin cast magic from behind, and Gar did his best to shoot any that broke through Suri’s defense. They needed crowd control. Now. 
 
    “AHHHHH!” I Tarzan-yodeled and ran in, springing up into the air in a blur of brilliant pearly energy and flapping fun-time bits. Said fun-time bits suddenly got very tingly as I slammed down into the pack of [Mirespawn] with a mixed Light and Dark elemental version of Master of Blades. Lightning seared through them, ripping the more weakened horrors apart as I sprung from a seething puddle of mud back into the air. With the Pearl of Glorious Dawn active in the Spear, the shards of energy formed by Rain of Glass were searingly bright, crackling with jolts of blue electricity as fifteen of them spun into a cloud around my falling naked form, then poured down on the enemies below. 
 
    [You have killed Mirespawn! You have killed Mirespawn!] 
 
    [Mirespawn releases Death Burst! You take 1799 damage!] 
 
    As they died, each mud monster overcharged and exploded. One of them caught my naked form and flung me out of the air, hard. There was no armor to cushion the blow as I tumbled and then slammed to the ground, coughing. I flailed up Suri ran past me, putting herself between my fleshy slug self and the monsters. Her greatsword sliced one of them in half, sending both toppling to the ground, where they burst into bubbling tar. Another one, limping on a quarter health, froze solid as Rin cried out the words of a spell. Karalti darted in after it, fist raised. 
 
    “KIAAI!” She smashed her iron-shod knuckles into the face of the Mirespawn, shattering it. The rest of its body crumbled away. Others lurched forward, but my DPS had turned the tide. It wasn’t long before Suri cleaved the last one in two, bracing behind a magical shield cast by Rin as it exploded. The shield flared with vivid blue light, soaking the Death Burst before collapsing. 
 
    [You gain 1024 EXP! Karalti gains 1024 EXP!] 
 
    As peace once more reigned across the land, Rin, Suri and Karalti all turned to me in concern as I peeled myself off the floor. Then Rin noticed I was still stark naked, shrieked as she covered her eyes, and spun right into Gar’s chest as he’d been about to speak. The blow knocked the air from him and sent him staggering back a step. 
 
    Karalti held her hands up, and advanced slowly. “Hector... I know you probably don’t remember anything-” 
 
    “I’m okay, Tidbit. Somehow.” I planted the Spear against the ground and struck a noble pose, because if I was going to be naked, I wasn’t going to be afraid. 
 
    Karalti paused, and blinked rapidly. “Wait. Really?” 
 
    “I’m just as confused about it as you are.” I shrugged. “Head is hardly even hurting, either. I don’t know what changed, but something did... have a feeling it’s whatever OUROS did to me a few deaths ago.” 
 
    “Oooh. I remember your head didn’t hurt when you learned Meewfolk, either.” Karalti scratched her head as she cocked it to one side like a bird. “Which means... whatever happened must have been after you got your butt kicked by Ororgael that one time.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I made a face at her. 
 
    “You gonna put on some clothes, champ?” Gar scowled at me. “Because I’m already tired of looking at your dick.” 
 
    “My dick is tired of looking at you, too. No hard feelings, though.” I stepped behind Karalti, lay my hands on her waist to position her gently but strategically in front of my hips, and peered around at Rin. The Mercurion still had her hands over her eyes. “Hey, Rin, I’m censored now. Can I have my gear back?” 
 
    “S-Sure.” She cleared her throat and sidled over, still not daring to look. The stuff from her Inventory manifested above her hands and tumbled to the floor, and then she scuttled away like a blue blushing crab. 
 
    “I swear that girl’s never seen a cock in her life,” Suri sighed. 
 
    “No, I haven’t! Not until just NOW! There’s a reason I picked Mercurion for my race, okay!?” Rin called back over her shoulder. 
 
    Suri set her greatsword against the ground and leaned on it. “Because Mercurion blokes are all built like Ken dolls?” 
 
    “Yes! Among other things!” 
 
    Gar laughed hoarsely. “Other things? Wait: are you telling me they got a socket down there to hold whatever tools they want? Dildos? Or one of those rabbit vibes that spins around and lights up?” 
 
    Rin put her face in her hands. “Agggghh! First Suri and Hector, and now you’re doing it! Why am I even friends with you guys!?” 
 
    Everyone—including Rin—laughed helplessly as I reequipped my gear, sans underwear, and chugged a couple of potions. My boxers were stuck in the deathtrap maze. I had become the Commando Commander. 
 
    “Alright, so.” Once the mirth had faded, I gestured at the maze with both arms. “That thing is impossible. Literally impossible. It’s an actual meat grinder. There’s no way through it.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” Gar scowled, ruffling his shoulders like an irritated crow. “Just because you went in there and died doesn’t mean it ain’t passable.” 
 
    “Then you try it. Go ahead, big man. Be all you can be.” I made jazzy hands at the ominously silent doorway. 
 
    “Fine, watch me. Puta.” Gar pursed his lips, made sure his pistol was loaded, then marched off toward the drawbridge. 
 
    “The other entry to the maze is still an option,” Suri reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah. But I want to watch THIS.” I pointed at Gar’s retreating back. 
 
    Gar’s boots clumped across the wood as he headed for the door, holding the torch out ahead. He strode inside, pausing when the doors slammed closed. We heard a startled squawk, then cursing in both English and Spanish. The cursing got louder and then was ONLY Spanish... and then there was a blood-curdling scream that cut through the sounds of mechanical grinding, buzzing, stabbing and pounding from inside. I was about to quip something when the black mud began to bubble and seethe, and more [Mirespawn] emerged like zombies crawling out of the depths of the ocean... but these ones had red-tinged halos and weird, seething auras. The first wave didn’t have a challenge rating, but these ones had single red skulls next to their names on the HUD. They were a higher level, and slightly higher leveled than we were. They also had 8000 HP instead of 6500. 
 
    “There has to be something we’re missing!” I bounded forward as Suri took a turn to buff, flaring with a red crackling aura behind me. As I closed in on the nearest [Mirespawn], it threw an arm toward me and shot out three piercing tentacle-like claws. I dodged it, Jumped, and landed on it blade-first. The thing reeled back in agony. I landed and prepared to rush in to finish it off… only to feel my feet trapped from below. Vines of the same ropy slimy red-black substance wound around my feet from the floor, trapping them in place. 
 
    “Fuck! What is it about Matir and fucking tentacles!?” I twisted and turned the Spear as the [Mirespawn] lurched toward me, arms outstretched. As it did, an inky black mouth opened the whole length of its ‘face’, ebony fangs dripping with ichor. To my right, Suri was struggling with the same problem: entangled, with spawn closing in on all sides. 
 
    “They don’t like light! Or fire!” I drove the Spear forward to keep the drooling oily jaws back just a second longer. It screamed silently as Light energy suffused its body, turning it incandescent before it exploded. The snap of light and plasma burst from it and struck others, sending them staggering. It gave Suri enough room to start hacking into them with massive, cleaving blows. 
 
    “HRRRAGH!” She snarled with effort as she drove one, then another to the floor. Rin had magical shields cast around Suri and herself: more stabbing tentacles flew out at them, but either struck the shields or Suri’s armor. “If we’re missing something about this, I don’t fucking know what!” 
 
    [Mirespawn] shambled toward me from all sides. One of them reached for me, but a bullet blew past and caught it in the face. Gar, staggering out into the melee with one hand over his crotch and the other clutching his pistol. I hadn’t realized his gun was soul-bound. 
 
    The shot gave me the space I needed to leap. I grasped the Spear in both hands, raw power flowing through the weapon from my fingertips to my back. For a moment, I felt like a spider at the center of a web of pure energy—energy that divided, forming a mandala of boiling Light that spread into twelve lances blazing with ghostly transparent flame. It was over in a second: the lances rained down on the shambling [Mirespawn], impacting them so fast they blew through them in bursts of crackling electricity. Brilliant white bolts of it rebounded back to me, slithering over my body as I burned the rest of my AP and triggered Rain of Glass. I flung the attack outwards with a cry: a rain of translucent, singing knives chased several of the spawn and shredded them apart. Death Bursts rumbled through the room. Suri took two, and one of them caught Karalti and sent her spinning… but as the vapor cleared, all of us were still standing. The room was covered in smoking mud. 
 
    [You have defeated Mirespawn! You gain 1344 EXP!] 
 
    While the others went to loot, I turned to Gar. “Right. So, you see what I meant when I said that thing is impossible.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Gar rubbed his hands against his thighs, and gazed stonily toward the door to the murder maze. “If you really hit the gauntlet and ran, you might be able to make it a ways before you got killed. If it’s short, we could run to the end, but... didn’t sound short to me. Think you’re right, and it’s a dead-end.” 
 
    “We’re doing something wrong.” I sighed, and ran my hand back over my hair. “Suri, me and Gar are going to go check out the other side of the maze. Rin, Karalti, can you start searching for hidden switches, doors, that sort of thing? Whatever you do, don’t go into the maze.” 
 
    “Sure!” Karalti rose, and held out something that looked both dangly and unpleasantly dead. “These guys have gross loot. I dunno if this stuff is even good for anything.” 
 
    If Karalti said something was gross, it had to be pretty rank. She usually just crammed monster parts into her mouth. “Well... let’s keep them for now. Might be good for alchemy or something. We’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “Don’t get ground up by anything,” Suri said with a snort. 
 
    Gar and I were both pretty conscious of that as we retraced our steps and explored. The right-hand path of the maze turned out to be a small dead end: a blank wall with the symbol of Matir emblazoned on a metal seal. I tried pressing my hand to it, bleeding on it, touching the torch to it, but it was completely unreactive. We retraced our steps back to the girls to find them still patting over every inch of wall. 
 
    “I don’t see or sense any mechanisms at all,” Rin said miserably, as we drew up beside her. “Was the other way safer?” 
 
    “There is no other way,” I replied. “Dead end.” 
 
    “Guess I’m next up for the kill room, then. Because we’ve found fuck all since we started looking.” Suri rose from a corner and dusted her hands off. “If I boost my defense, I should be able to make a go at tanking it. And Gar: why’re you still naked?” 
 
    Gar was, indeed, still extremely naked. He sighed testily. “Why’d you think? My gear’s still in the fucking murder-maze.” 
 
    The thought of Suri walking into that hot mess made me uneasy. I looked over to Karalti, who was using a stick to poke at the bubbling, unresponsible mud. “Karalti, you sense any magic we can’t see?” 
 
    “Nuh uh.” Karalti didn’t turn around: she just shook her head. “Only magic thingies are the walls and the torches.” 
 
    “Wait...” I looked to the torch I was carrying, the one that had miraculously spawned back in its holder in front of the maze. “We’re in the Dragon Gate of motherfucking Darkness.” 
 
    “… Yeah? Last time I checked we were, at least.” Suri gave me an odd sidelong look as I proclaimed the obvious. “You sure you’re feeling alright, Hector?” 
 
    “Yes! I mean like... “ I wheeled my arms and the torch around for a few seconds as my brain desynced from my mouth. “I mean that… why the fuck are there eternally burning torches conveniently waiting for us at the entry to a maze in the Gate of the Darkness element?” 
 
    Gar, still trailing just behind and to the side of me, opened his mouth for a moment. Then he closed it. “No mames… I should have spotted that.” 
 
    “We can’t do this maze WITH light. How the fuck are we supposed to handle that-” Suri flung an arm out, pointing at the death trap “-AND fight monsters in the dark?” 
 
    “If we all die, we’ll come back, and the torches will be there.” I shrugged. “It’s worth a shot. The walls reacted to the Spear as I walked past them in the dark before, like they were pointing the way.” 
 
    “It’s... worth a shot?” Rin shrugged, wincing nervously. 
 
    “Yeah! I’m not afraid of no dark.” Karalti bobbed back up to her feet. “C’mon, though. Let’s do something. I’m getting sleepy.” 
 
    As one, we trudged back to the entry and returned our torches. The lights dimmed behind us as we stepped into the corridor, the light completely extinguished only a few steps from the threshold. I found a wall and held the Spear out, and sure enough, the whispering hiss of magic filled the air as the barely visible violet lines glimmered in the unnatural gloom. Karalti was right behind me, navigating through the Bond as the others tagged with her. Rin had her hand on Karalti’s shoulder, followed by Gar and then Suri. 
 
    “Shoulda kept that black light torch,” Suri muttered to herself. 
 
    We emerged into the bridging room. In the dark, I noticed it was slightly warmer than the maze preceding it. The drawbridge would be right ahead... and the man-eating ginsu chamber beyond that. I followed the wall around to the left, looking for clues as I waved the Spear over the stone like a wand, but nothing appeared. The only clues in here were auditory. The drawbridge and the metallic floor beyond it would sound different to the stone we currently stepped on. 
 
    “I’m going to try it again.” I drew a deep breath. “Not looking forward to it, but I’m going to try again. We’ll see if the traps activate now. We’ll go to the middle of the chamber: you guys form a defensive line and get ready in case the same shit happens.” 
 
    “This’ll be interesting.” I heard the scrape and clink of Suri pulling her sword from her back. 
 
    By ear alone, I oriented on the bridge and crossed. It was worse than the first time, because now, not only did I know what to expect, but I couldn’t see where the bridge ended and the killzone began. Creeping along only prolonged the agony, so once I heard the sound of the mud behind me, I put my head down, snorted like a horse, and ran until I felt the floor click under my feet. There was a whirring sound, like a gyro spinning deep within the structure around me... then nothing. No saw blades. No poison darts. Blessed, merciful nothingness. I paced forward a bit, patting around, but nothing activated. The doors behind me stayed open. 
 
    “We’re good!” I called back. “It was the fucking torches!” 
 
    A few minutes later, the others joined me, and we began to fumble around in the maze. There were no guiding lines in here, nothing except the suffocating darkness. The covered box dulled sound and made conversation difficult, pressing in around us. After what felt like hours, we turned around after a dead end, and something caught my eye to the right. A glimmer, which manifested into a rippling blackfire sigil of Matir as I drew close with the Spear. 
 
    “Here’s the real one. Thank fuck.” I drew a steadying breath, and pressed my hand to the lock. 
 
    A pair of metal doors parted with a soft woosh, opening up into yet another vault of black nothingness. My Gift of Matir darkvision was still not doing anything for me, so I used the Spear like a cane, tapping forward and stepping out behind it. Wherever we were, there was the sense of being somewhere very, very large. The others shuffled in behind me. I could smell Suri’s woody perfume to my left, Karalti’s sweet, lotus flower and rain scent to my right. Rin and Lovelace followed up, then Gar. As he entered, the doors behind us shut with a resounding boom, leaving us alone in a void of space. 
 
    The rumble of Matir’s heartbeat passed through the room. Faint, at first... then growing louder. As it did, a soft humming chorus filled the chamber. Strange, shadowy shapes began to pull out of the darkness ahead of us, fluttering like ghosts... I was pretty sure I was hallucinating as Matir’s soft, whispering voice filled the chamber. 
 
    “Artisans, Warsinger, Paragons...” it breathed, flickering around us in all dimensions. “My Herald, and my daughter of the Black Sun. You have come so far, so fast. All of you have exceeded expectations. Yet before you dare change this world, one challenge remains. Prove yourselves to me, Triad of the Sixth Age. Prove to me you are worthy of the power you seek to take. Or perish eternally.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 37 
 
    “Eternally...?” I was seriously hoping Matir meant ‘because of the Drachan’ and not because of ‘big bad boss capable of PKing Starborn’, but before I had a chance to figure that out, the ceiling cracked apart, showering us and the ground with snow and dirt. The mechanisms sounded ancient, grinding as two halves of a dome—like an observatory dome—split over our heads to let in the moonlight. After so much darkness, Erruku’s golden light felt as bright as the sun—and clearly revealed the hulking, slumped, branching figure of an ancient oak tree in the center of the chamber. It was blackened and leafless, its branches posed like contorted fingers in the air. 
 
    “Wait a second. You tellin’ me we have to fight a damn tree?” Gar scowled at it. 
 
    “Tree or not, this thing is a Level 50 boss.” I drew a deep breath, and looked at the others. “Everyone buff everything you can. Speed, reflexes, defense. Because this thing is stationary, I’m expecting it’s multistage. Expect at least two stages, probably three. First stage will be a lot of single-target attacks. Second stage, it will probably buff itself and get faster, maybe pull out some minions. Third stage will be the really heavy-hitting AoEs. Suri tanks. Ranged DPS hangs back. Karalti, I want you to close in with me as melee DPS in that triangle formation we’ve practiced, but get ready to move back and take your real form for the second stage if it gets really hard. Everyone do pots at 55%. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” Suri pulled her greatsword, concentrating on her HUD for a few moments. 
 
     “Got it!” Karalti punched the air. 
 
    “Me and Lovelace can pump fire into it!” Rin nodded. 
 
    “Sure thing… I guess.” Gar gave me a curious look. “How the hell d’you know all that, anyway?” 
 
    I snapped my visor down, and made sure I had adrenaline refill and stamina potions in my hotbar, as well as healing pots. “I never went to college, but I sure as fuck played a LOT of JRPGs.” 
 
    Suri stepped ahead of me, buffing herself with one of her passive defensive abilities, Bulwark. Rin and Karalti began to cast, hands weaving in arcane gestures. I got hit with Haste, then Dark Shield, and then summoned Dancing Fly on myself. Gar did something that made his hands and pistol glow. Suri led the charge, Karalti flitting in after her to flank. I came in last, forming the last point of the triangle... and was the first to get hit as a huge spiked black thing nearly a foot around punched through the stone under my feet. 
 
    “Fuck!” I Jumped straight into the air. It wasn’t enough: before I’d barely cleared my own height, the thing swatted me like a baseball bat and sent me flying. My innate dragonrider’s ability to orient in the air kicked in just before I hit the ground. I saved it, tumbling and rolling across the soft soil of the arena, but before I’d gained enough breath to cry a warning, the entire dome vibrated with a mournful keening cry. 
 
    [You have awoken the Screaming Tree.] 
 
    The Screaming Tree’s keen built to an agonizing shriek as its crown of black branches furled in toward the trunk, traceries of sick violet energy racing up and down between the cracks in its bark. Suri threw herself in front of Karalti as a blast of aetheric gas billowed from it, swamping the arena in the mingled stench of rotten flesh and ozone. As it swept over me, I felt the enhanced speed and strength fade from my body as my buffs were stripped—every single one of them. 
 
    [Screaming Tree uses Purging of the Light.] 
 
    “Fuck!” I swore as cries of dismay rang from around me—everyone had just had their spells and potions completely nullified. But there was no time to regather: the rumbling under the ground had turned to a shaking earthquake. Rocks tumbled from overhead, dinging off my head as I stumbled up and Shadowdanced back into the fight. “Watch the ground!” 
 
    No sooner had I yelled than six thick, barbed black tentacles erupted through the floor, lashing like the limbs of the Kraken. Four of them formed a ring within melee range; the other two appeared at the back, behind Rin and Gar. Rin screamed in alarm, and she and Gar both turned and opened fire on the nearest one with guns and turrets, sending chunks of fleshy plant matter and black sap spraying into the air. A pair of tentacles crashed down on top of Suri, who roared with effort as she caught them against the edge of her burning greatsword. Karalti flanked one and began to lay into it with fists and feet. The last one oriented on me. 
 
    “Seriously, what was I saying about tentacles before? Every fucking time we tangle with Darkness, it’s something out of a hentai trying to fuck my day.” This time, I got out of the way: dashing through the mutated root as it smashed into the floor, sending a plume of dirt and debris into the air. “Karalti! What the fuck is this thing weak against!?” 
 
    My dragon broke away from sparring the lashing tentacle ahead of her, briefly surrounded by a glowing indigo nimbus as she burned a little of her mana. 
 
    [Karalti uses Bioscan!] 
 
      
 
    The Grieving Tree 
 
    Stranged Boss Creature 
 
    Sex: ???? 
 
    Level: 50 
 
    HP: 71,350/71,350 
 
    Weak against Fire and Light 
 
    Strong against Earth and Water 
 
    Absorbs Darkness 
 
    Resistances to Bludgeoning and Piercing damage 
 
      
 
    Grieving Tree Roots 
 
    Stranged Boss Creature (sub-type) 
 
    Sex: ???? 
 
    Level: 39 
 
    HP: 10,522/11,800 
 
    Weak against Fire and Light 
 
    Strong against Earth and Water 
 
    Absorbs Darkness 
 
    Resistant to Bludgeoning damage 
 
    Seventy-one thousand. This thing had 71,000 HP. And that wasn’t including the roots. And it absorbed Darkness? Even though I could change the elemental polarity of the Spear, there were only certain abilities I could use that didn’t include Darkness as well. Black Lotus, for instance, could be Fire and Darkness, but not just Fire. My selection of non-elemental attacks was small. 
 
    “Light it up! Light and Fire!” I switched the Spear’s polarity to Fire and changed course, Jumping back toward the coiling tentacle and sinking the burning blade into the hard black flesh. It ignited with a satisfying WHOOMPH, flames rushing over its skin. “No Darkness anything!” 
 
    “Spera, Cil, Kain!” Rin cried. 
 
    A dim blue light suffused my body, and suddenly I felt lighter, faster. Half again as fast under the effect of Haste, I bounded back into the air as the root snatched at me, kicked off one of the crumbling walls, and launched at it with the Blood Sprint, Blood Storm, Death by a Thousand cuts combo. It felt like hitting a solid wall, the blows ringing through my arms each time I hit… but each time I landed, my heart grew faster, body thrilling with power as my attack speed and damage reduction rose. And as I grew stronger, the [Screaming Tree Root]’s attacks grew weaker. 
 
    [You deal 4468 damage to Screaming Tree! Fire is effective! X1.5 damage!] 
 
    Just ‘effective’? This was the first time an elemental weakness had been anything less than 200%. 
 
    From behind us, there was a ‘WHOMPH’ and a scream—Rin’s, as the root she and Gar were battling broke through their fire and crashed down on Lovelaces’s back. The turret’s bullets went wide, firing crazily into the air as the tree smashed the automaton flat against the ground. 
 
    [The Screaming Tree uses Crushing Blow! Lovelace’s Armor is negated!] 
 
    Dodging another Crushing Blow from the root writhing in front of me, I took stock of the thing’s HP. It was almost dead, but we hadn’t been able to strike at the actual tree yet. The tentacles weren’t doing so good, though. Suri was hacking at her two like a butcher, cleaving into them with powerful, rage-fueled blows that sent the things into writhing spasms of agony. Despite its resistance to bludgeoning damage, Karalti had hers down to just over fifty percent health between attrition and magic. Rin and Gar’s first tentacle was shredded—the main tree had resistance to piercing, but the roots did not. Mine reared up over me like a cobra ready to strike. I waited until it came down, dashed to the side, then rushed in with a flurry of burning strikes. 
 
    The tentacle jerked as each one connected, then lashed like a coiling whip around me, trying to grab and crush. I sprung straight into the air and landed with Jump. The blade of the Spear of Creation pierced the root at the base, and the giant black slithering thing thrashed itself apart, tearing off to writhe on the ground. 
 
    “Batter up!” I left the root to die and ran over to back up our tank. Suri had one down, and was holding off one of the tentacles with her sword, arms shaking with strain as it tried—and failed—to overcome her raw strength. I burned AP and charged in, Jumping onto it, stabbing and twisting, then springing up to do it again, and again until the root collapsed. 
 
    “Two down, three to go!” I called out, turning to the next. “This tree ain’t shit!” 
 
    As I said that, the remaining three roots stiffened, briefly soaking whatever damage was being given to them, and as they did, the Tree itself swelled with a dark, sick aura. The corpse smell suddenly got more intense: and then two things happened. Every root, including the fallen ones, pushed out and ejected a cloud of spiked flechettes into the air. 
 
    [You have taken 2799 damage! You are slowed! HP: 793/3592]  
 
    Jesus Christ: two-thirds of my HP had been crushed by that one attack. I was racing for Rin and Gar when it fired. I desperately Shadow Danced, a second too late. When I reappeared, flechettes skewered me in half a dozen places: legs, torso, one perilously close to the Family Jewels through my pelvis on that side. Karalti took almost as many. Suri, in her heavy steel armor, fared the best. 
 
     “Gar!” Rin cried from behind us. “Help! Gar’s bleeding out!” 
 
    I stumbled to the ground, leg crumpling, suddenly torn between too many things. The spikes in my body weren’t vanishing, sending waves of nauseating pain and making it nearly impossible to walk, let alone fight. I yanked one of the barbed things out and took my first potion, just as the tree once again furled its branches in, like some weird black coral, and exhaled a forceful cloud of gas that blasted through the room. It leaked in through the seams of my helmet—and the world went dark as my lungs seared. 
 
    [The Screaming Tree uses Doom Spore!] 
 
    [You are immune to Poison. You are Muted! You are Slowed! You are immune to Berserk! You are Cursed with Petrification! You take 321 Acid damage!] 
 
    A forest of status effects leaped into view, including a sixty-second Doom-style countdown. Coughing, I tried croaking Karalti’s name aloud, but the Mute status was real, and I could only rasp. Red flashing warnings were everywhere as I spammed health potions, trying to recover. Gar and Suri roared with rage-filled, garbled cries as the Berserk status took—and Gar, still bleeding out, threw his pistol aside and lunged for Rin, madness in his eyes. The Mercurion was immune to almost all the status effects, except for Mute. She shoved him back with a weird honking cry, and ran for the entry to the arena. 
 
    “Karalti! Get out!” I shouted telepathically, suddenly terrified for her. She wasn’t immune to Petrification, as far as I knew, and I didn’t know what that would do to her. I saw Karalti fleeing, gaining on Rin in leaps and bounds, but had no time to look at her statuses before one of the surviving roots whomped me right across the gut and sent me flying—into the trunk of the Screaming Tree. I hit it and groaned, only to see Suri whirl and rush me and the boss with her sword. There was no recognition in her eyes as she closed in. 
 
    “Fucking ASS!” Still wheezing, I dodged to the side—then ran, leaving Suri to hack madly at the tree. It began to… well… scream. Suri didn’t even notice one of the surviving roots coming toward her, shrugging it off in her rage. 
 
     [Suri deals 5221 damage! Suri deals 5399 damage!] 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I gasped, running after Karalti and Rin. Suri was hitting it at four times her usual strength, but to no avail. The tentacle was coming after her, and even as she hacked a piece out of it with her burning sword, the Tree spewed acid over her and the surrounding floor. 
 
    [Suri takes 2761 damage! Armor reduced by 30% for 30 seconds!] 
 
    Ahead of me, Gar—moving like a zombie—lurched in my direction and then crumpled to the floor, succumbing to his bleed out. I vaulted over his body, and kept running. 
 
    [Garcia Martinez has died!] 
 
    [Suri takes 2110 damage! Suri takes 2749 damage!] 
 
    “Fucking fucking FUCK!” I dashed back into the mouth of the maze, where Karalti stood in front of Rin. Her eyes were wide, pupils barely pinpoints. She was panting like a stressed bird, her HP throbbing in the red. I went to her in terror. “Karalti! Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so?” Her hair was plastered to her face with sweat. I handed her a potion, searching her for negative status effects. She was poisoned, muted—rendering her unable to cast spells—but thankfully not petrified. But even as I thought that, I realized my counter was at two seconds. 
 
    “Aww shi-” I was vaguely aware of my body stiffening, the girls crying out, and then… nothing. Again. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 38 
 
    “Okay. So… that didn’t go as well as we might have hoped for. But at least we all made it out.” 
 
    The group of us were back outside of the maze, recovering at our respawn point. None of us who’d died had respawned with full health, and it had taken about a third of our supplies to recover from the catastrophic loss against the Screaming Tree. It was the first boss fight I personally had ever screwed up in this game. By the expressions on the others’ faces, we were all nursing wounded pride alongside our actual wounds. 
 
    “Sucks that it went that way. But we learned some of its capabilities, and now we can plan,” I continued. “The tree IS ten levels higher than we are, and this IS meant to be a very rare dungeon.”  
 
    I’d respawned about as well as last time. Headache, initial confusion… a quick return of my sense of self, then what felt like a systematic download of my memories, recent and not. Some heat. No bonus pain. OUROS had definitely done something to change me between now and the fight where Ororgael had nuked my ass dead. Something that had been broken was now fixed—or patched, at least. 
 
    “Obvious thing is a different small group strategy than normal,” Suri grunted. “Just grateful Karalti’s alright.” 
 
    Karalti looked at her sidelong. “Why me? Because I don’t come back to life?” 
 
      
 
    “More that we don’t know if you come back to life. The Architects don’t say anything about it in the Archemipedia.” I’d combed the wiki in my spare time now and then, looking for information on what happened to Bonded mounts if they died, but it had been a low-priority part of the database in the scramble to prepare Archemi for the influx of HEX victims. The only article on mounts noted that hookwings and quazi could be bonded to their riders, in which case they would live as long as the player did until such a time as they were released. Unbonded mounts would age normally and could die from combat. Death wasn’t covered for bonded mounts. 
 
    “Mmm...” Karalti grimaced. “Yeahhhh. I’m definitely too awesome to die.” 
 
    “So, anyone got any ideas on how we fight the giant murder bush?” Gar cocked an eyebrow. He sat on the ground near Karalti, gangly arms resting over his knees. His coat and hat lay to the side, leaving him in a stained tank and shoulder harness. “I ain’t got anything that protects from all the poisoning and berserk and shit.” 
 
    I paced around a bit, thinking, trying to put the boss pattern together. “First thing it did was blast our buffs from us, so going in buffed is pointless. Then the big black tentacles erupt. There’s six of them, one more than there are people in the party for this dungeon. That’s deliberate, so that we can’t each single one out. At fifty percent, the Tree let loose with Doom Spore, then it began blasting us with AoE sonic attacks. That’s the attrition phase.” 
 
    “Attrition phase?” Rin was still busy repairing Lovelace, and had turned her bedroll into a makeshift workstation. 
 
    “Yeah. As in, trying to wear us down before the next stage of the boss.” I cycled the imagery of the fight through my memory. No one said anything while I continued to move around, readying themselves for the next phase. “We’ve always underused Karalti’s magic and relied too heavily on Rin’s, when Rin’s strength is Fire and Air elemental damage. Normally it’s because we lean on Karalti’s armor-breaking and Darkness attacks but... hmm...” 
 
    I caught Suri watching me out of the corner of my eye. She straightened up slightly when I paused, and bapped my fist into the palm of the other hand. 
 
     “Okay, guys, I think I’ve got it.” I turned to them. “So here’s what we’re gonna do...” 
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty minutes later, we exited the maze into the arena. The boss had reset, as expected. It was jarring to see the arena had resumed its pristine state, every particle of dirt back in its former place—one of those things that occasionally shook me out of the now-habitual feeling that Archemi was the ‘real world’. Because I’d never lost a boss fight before, I’d never seen a room do this. 
 
    “Alright: everyone know what they’re doing?” When a chorus of ‘yeahs’ went up, I pushed my visor down and banged the top. “In that case, let’s turn this motherfucker into a softwood.” 
 
    We normally fought in the ye olde melee-ranged setup: Suri at the front to tank, Karalti and I supporting from flanks and moving around an enemy, ranged at the back and rotating or closing in defensively as needed. 
 
    This time, we had Karalti at the back in dragon form, Suri and I at the front, and Rin and Gar in position to our left, ready to take on one of the three front tentacles we expected to burst up. Rin had crafted every fire-based ammo she could, and was ready to enchant Gar’s. We hadn’t buffed yet. The Tree would be expecting it. 
 
    Sure enough, as we ran into the arena, the Screaming Tree stiffened, spreading its branches, and wailed with its eerie Purging of the Light. This time, we didn’t have any buffs to depower—but as soon as the [Savage Roots] erupted, we were ready for them. Suri flared with a burst of red light, roaring as she empowered her defense, then hummed with a dark aura as Karalti cast Dark Power on Suri from the back: 
 
    [Dark Power: Triples power of next physical attack.] 
 
    I used Mantle of Night and Dancing Fly, buffing my attack and evasion as Rin cast Haste on me, swelling with sudden energy and speed. As Suri charged one root, Karalti’s second casting of Dark Power hit me, just as I shifted the polarity of the Spear to fire and Jumped high and fast. This time, the root was too slow to hit me. The limb slammed the ground seconds too late, only to spasm and writhe as I drove the Spear into it for an incredible amount of damage. 
 
    [You deal 11,178 damage to Savage Root!] 
 
    [You gain new achievement: One Hit One Kill] 
 
    Rin and Gar focused on one root at the back, running circles around it as they fired with burning bolts and bullets. Karalti, unable to dodge but well able to tank, blasted the other one with fire and lumbered forward to snap around the burning, struggling root with her jaws, twisting it down to subdue it. As I twisted the Spear, a flash of instinct warned me that something was coming from behind. I leaped up as the second of the three front roots crashed down across the one I’d nearly killed, smashing it into the dirt. 
 
    “Tentacles, tentacles, ev-ry-where! Tentacles, tentacles, if you dare!” I sang aloud to keep rhythm as I pivoted in the air and unleashed Master of Blades on the pair of them. I couldn’t use Rain of Glass—it was inherently Dark-element—but Master of Blades was not. The web of energy and the halo of darts that formed around me were rimed with flames as they shot past, crashing into the [Savage Roots] with furious power and speed. They took out the first root and sent the other flailing back—easy prey as I landed and dashed forward into one of my rarely used melee abilities, Whirlwind Butcher. Every hit caused the root to shudder, and refilled my depleted AP—rapidly regaining as Mantle of Night also did its work. 
 
    [You deal 2145 Damage! Suri deals 4100 damage!] 
 
    [You have killed Savage Root! You have killed Savage Root! Suri has killed Savage Root!] 
 
    “Three down!” I shouted, only to see more notifications go up as Karalti tore her root from the ground and hurled it to the side of the arena in a welter of black blood. “Four down! Brace for the Doom Spores!” 
 
    Sure enough, the Tree screamed and thrashed, curling its branches in. As planned, I ran away from the trunk and Gar split from Rin. Suri, on the other hand, snarled and ran toward it, embracing the cloud of spores as they exploded through the room. My skin burned where they touched, and I crumpled down at Karalti’s feet with a groan. The 60-second countdown to petrification began. Rin, immune to almost all status effects, continued to whittle down one of the roots, focusing on taking it out. Gar stumbled to his knees beside me in Karalti’s shadow, screaming with rage as the Berserk status took hold. 
 
    But this time, we knew what to do. Karalti wove her head and sung a soft, pure note. 
 
    [Karalti casts Cursebreaker!] 
 
    [Cursebreaker: Remove common status effects/debuffs.] 
 
    Sick brown fog pulled out of Gar’s body as he staggered to his feet, pistol raised... then promptly collapsed again, panting, as Cursebreaker cured his status effects. 
 
    Meanwhile, Suri—Berserking uncontrollably, her sword dripping with flames—had gone straight for the only target nearby: the Screaming Tree itself. She bellowed, hacking down again and again, sending chunks of wood and flesh flying. Gar high-fived me as he stumbled back to his feet, running to rejoin Rin. Karalti cast Cursebreaker on me, next, and I groaned with relief as the status effects lifted. My AP began to fill again, and I ran back into the fray: Jumping onto the second last [Savage Root] as Rin, Gar, and Lovelace finally brought their one to ground. 
 
    I Jumped again, but as I sailed down toward the next root, it twisted away and the Spear hit dirt instead of plant flesh. I glimpsed the black spines emerging from it just before it jettisoned its flechettes, and yelled a cry of warning as I Shadowdanced through the cloud of barbs. This time, I only took two hits—one to the shoulder, one to that same arm, the right. Gritting my teeth, I charged it anyway—Blood Storm, Blood Sprint, Death by a Thousand Cuts. Each blindingly fast slash opened it up, leaving it vulnerable to the flaming bolts that impacted it as I dashed out of the way. The Tree wailed and shuddered as its last root fell. 
 
    Suri stumbled away, only ten seconds away from petrifying when Karalti hit her with the spell. In her moment of recovery, the Tree struck. Bulbous greenish growths appeared all over it like blisters, rupturing with high-pressure jets. Suri took one directly, exclaiming as a blast of [Dissolving Acid] caused her armor to smoke and fume. Rin shrieked as another hit Lovelace. 
 
    “Hold together! Second phase!” I shouted, tanking a glancing hit of acid and boosting myself with Mantle of Night again. Dancing Fly was still active, the timer slowly ticking down. “Remember what we need to do! Rush the Tree, deal as much damage as you can!” 
 
      
 
    After a few seconds, the acid stopped. Karalti took three big steps forward, ducked her head, and opened her jaws to blast the Tree with flames as Suri and I closed in from the sides. I went to air, hitting it with Master of Blades, following in on the heels of the flaming missiles with Whirlwind to rebuild my adrenaline. Rin’s sweet voice raised from the back as she buffed my speed again. I dodged flailing spiked branches on instinct as the Tree’s HP drained. 
 
    [The Screaming Tree: HP 39,678/71,000] 
 
    The Screaming Tree began to curl inward under the fury of fire, greatsword and Spear. A deep wail started within its trunk, growing in intensity... and warning us. 
 
    “Retreat! AoE!” I didn’t know for sure, but my intuition screamed at me to disengage and run. Suri and Karalti backed up, splitting for the edges of the floor... and just as we reached it, the Tree threw its branches wide open with a horrifying screech, a sphere of pure darkness erupting from its core and spreading out into the room. There was barely enough space for Karalti to avoid it, but she managed, just. Wherever the Dark Sphere had touched was frozen—the ground was now rimed with ice, which we discovered as we charged back in and found our boots skidding across the slick surface. 
 
    “This boss does NOT fuck around!” I topped off my HP and used the momentum to fuel my next attacks, knocking bark from the surface of the Tree so I could ram the Spear into its inner tissues—which looked disturbingly more like meat than wood. It was closing in on half HP now, and as soon as it reached fifty percent... 
 
    “HECTOR! The WALLS!” Rin shouted from across the room. 
 
    I looked to see weird, four-petalled black flowers bursting out of the stone, pink stamen-tentacles lashing in their centers. They belched clouds of pollen... then crackled with power as they began to charge. There were flowers in every direction around us: up, down, staggered on every wall. We were about to be caught in some kind of net. 
 
    “HIT THE GROUND!” I threw myself to the floor and covered the back of my head. The others followed—except for Karalti, who’s size left her completely exposed. She yelped, backing up—a sound drowned out by the high ringing tone of thirty beams of energy blasting off around as at once in a grid-shaped pattern through the room. 
 
    [Screaming Tree uses Searing Beam!] 
 
    [Karalti takes 1,628 reduced damage!] 
 
     “Aieee!” Karalti roared in agony as nearly half her HP drained away in one too-long hit, writhing in the prison of beams before they died away. And then the ground rumbled underneath us. More roots. 
 
    “Karalti! Heal up!” I ordered, scrambling up as more [Savage Roots] burst through the floor. But this time, the flowers were still there, menacing us from all sides as another five shining black tentacles arced and curled, seeking their prey. “Get those roots, and watch out for the flowers! Karalti, if you see them charging up, Polymorph and drop to the floor!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Karalti had one dragon-sized healing potion in her inventory, and as she followed my instructions, I watched her health ring rise back into the yellow-green range, about 80%. She darted back out to savagely slash and bite one of the roots, saving her remaining fire for the Tree. My world zoned in on the root in front of me. There were only five this time, one for each of us—or more accurately, one for Rin and Karalti, one just for the dragon, and one for everyone else. I somersaulted up out of the way as the tentacle tried to slam down over me, driving the Spear into it as I fell, then Jumped back into the air and rained fiery death onto it. As the [Savage Root] convulsed in its death throes, I sprinted for the nearest of the crackling flowers, raising the Spear to stab. The burning weapon lanced for the center of it... and then a shock of freezing cold snapped up along the weapon and blew me off my feet, sending me flying and shaving off a bit over 300 HP. 
 
    “Don’t attack the flowers!” We were stuck with the fucking things.  
 
    Our worlds narrowed down to the enemies in front of us. Were down to two Roots when the flowers began to charge again. Karalti hissed, spitting a gout of ghost fire at the Tree itself before she shapeshifted down, hitting the dirt just as the tearing beams of blacklight seared over our heads. Suri took a body blow from a Root; so did Rin, but it was still less damage than the Crossbeam would have done. The beams didn’t affect the boss or its minions. But when they cleared, Suri and I joined Rin and Gar to take down the other two. 
 
    The Tree’s branches furled inward as more of its acid-carrying pustules formed. I signaled everyone back, and we fled to the edges of the arena again as acid sprayed in all directions, followed by more blasts of blacklight from the walls. This time, the Tree screeched like some sort of weird conductor, causing blasts of power to tear from the flowers one or two at a time. We stayed down, waiting until the barrage finally stopped—then as one, we rushed in for the kill. 
 
    “Give it everything you’ve got!” I charged straight at it, burning my AP down to use Whirlwind Butcher. The Tree, suddenly vulnerable, rocked and shuddered under our blows and bullets. Burning, screaming, it began to thrash... until finally, I plunged down into the bulbous ‘head’ of it within the crown of branches, and the Spear cracked through something and sunk through. Black blood sprayed up, soaking my weapon and armor. 
 
    [You have dealt 8446 damage!] 
 
    [You have defeated the Screaming Tree! You gain 5,740 EXP! Karalti gains 5,740 EXP! Suri reaches Level 42! Gar reaches Level 33!] 
 
    [You gained a new Achievement: Delver of the Deep.] 
 
     The Tree’s cries turned eerie as it thrashed from side to side, swaying as it tried to bend its many limbs in toward me and pull me away. I twisted the Spear for emphasis, hanging onto it as the creature began to topple... and then crashed to the ground in a sprawl of twitching, coiling branches and broken roots. 
 
    Once again, silence reigned. 
 
    “Well. That was horrifying.” Suri, panting hard, pushed her visor up and slung her wet, scorched sword over one shoulder. 
 
    I looked over at the others. Gar and Rin were hurt, Rin isolating herself from the rest of the team as she used a cautery iron to seal tears in her silicon flesh. By her expression of concentration, it apparently didn’t hurt. Gar, on the other hand, was coughing blood and clutching his ribs. He’d taken some kind of fracture. Karalti had been hit by a blast of acid. Her skin looked red and blistered, and her Light Baru-style armor was hanging off her in tatters. 
 
    The corpse of the Screaming Tree began to shiver. The flowers on the walls died, dropping their petals. Those were caught up by a sudden cold wind that blew through the chamber, chasing away the smells of blood, acid, and burned dirt. A whispering filled the chamber as the corpse of the tree began to break apart into what almost looked like huge, featureless leeches. They slithered to the floor, crawling across the ground as it rumbled. The walls ahead of us parted to reveal a large recessed door, and here, the leeches either vanished, merging with the shadows... or reformed into the towering figure of a tall, slim man dressed all in black. There was no face under his hood—just a glittering void of space, a universe in miniature containing galaxies and stars.  
 
    Matir—his figure fizzing and fritzing like a bad hologram—spread his spidery hands out in greeting. His voice slithered through the air like dry leaves. “It seems I chose wisely, Herald. Your selection as the Paragon was no mere nepotism on the part of your brother. Truly, you and everyone else who stands here are exceptional.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I replied gruffly, resting the Spear over my shoulder. “So… why the fuck do you have a demon tree again, exactly?” 
 
    “Ahh… The Screaming Tree.” Matir sighed softly. “A relic from another world, another time… a continuous reminder of the folly of countless species. Humans, dragons, the Aesari, those peoples of worlds now long dead. In all cases… those peoples believed they could control the Drachan, and bend them to their purposes. This tree, one of the earliest victims on the world of the Solonkratsu, was salvaged and brought here to remind me always of our mistakes.” 
 
    “Archemi?” Gar asked, uncertainly. 
 
    “Erruku. Now, you shall come with me, all of you.” Matir replied, turning to regard us each in turn. “And finally we shall speak, Herald. Face to face.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 39 
 
    Matir turned and glided towards the sealed door, reaching a hand out toward it. His hologram seemed to merge into it as the whole thing hummed, and then broke into segments that withdrew down into the floor. The tunnel ahead was large enough for a dragon, and sloped gently down into the earth. The walls were smooth and flawless, with lights and piping and rails along the sides that almost made it look like something out of a science fiction game. As I took a few steps toward it, twin rows of lights flared to life on either side of the distinctly-metallic looking ceiling. 
 
    “Whoa. That’s... different.” Karalti hobbled over ahead of the others, who trailed her uncertainly. 
 
    Matir had manifested another image of himself at the far end of this hypnotic corridor, his figure wavering like a mirage. As we advanced toward him, the lights behind us shut off, one by one, leaving us in a square of light that traveled with us down into the bowels of the earth. The massive heartbeat we’d heard at the entry to the complex was growing louder again. 
 
    “Is this... the Dragon Gate?” I wondered aloud, looking around at everything. 
 
    “Yes. You now walk within the Gate.” Matir’s voice slid from the air around us, causing us to turn our heads in different directions. “The Gate is a cone-shaped structure buried deep into the earth. There are three concentric rings within the hull: an outer acceleration ring, an inner energy concentration ring... and the reactor core. 
 
    The corridor became less and less magical and more and more technological as we advanced. Sigil-inscribed seals capping wiring covers, cables organized elegantly along the walls. It almost felt like walking into a huge three-dimensional circuit board, or some kind of spaceship. The wiring flowed toward a tall, engraved white metal door. We could hear Matir’s heartbeat from the other side. Pure black light glinted around the cracks along the edges, like an inverse eclipse. 
 
    “Because that isn’t intimidating at all,” Rin muttered. 
 
    “Step through the door to the reactor of the Gate of Endless Night, my Herald, and behold me,” Matir said. “The rest of you... I would bid that you wait here, in the antechamber, until I call you inside.” 
 
    The others all looked at me. Karalti huffed. 
 
    “He’s going to call you in when he’s ready. Just hold onto your panties. I’ll be back out when we’re done.” I snorted at her, then turned back to the door and marched up to it. The gate split down the middle and opened just enough for me to enter into darkness. I stepped from the inlaid metal floor onto what felt like a rubberized walkway that shook with the great dragon’s heartbeat. 
 
    “Perhaps you have wondered what all of the protection and mystery surrounding us has been about,” Matir said softly. “And how it is that we can be both dead and alive. Well… now you shall see.” 
 
    There was a soft hum, and the darklight faded out, replaced by true light that I could see by. But even then… for several seconds, my eyes couldn’t quite make sense of what I was seeing. It had been over half a year since I’d seen tech—real tech—and what was immediately clear was that the technology present in the dragon gates was hundreds, maybe even thousands of years more advanced than the early-industrial magitech of Archemi. The complexity of the equipment around us was staggering, all of it built around the massive core in the center: a giant, teardrop-shaped capsule that contained a dragon of incredible size... a dragon that was not quite a dragon.  
 
    Matir had his foreclaws pulled up to his chest, his hind legs drawn up, wings tightly folded against his sides. But he was... he was a cyborg. Everything about this dragon was biomechanical, flesh and metal blended into one skyscraper-sized, vaguely xenomorphic beast suspended within a prison of liquid crystal. Matir’s head was almost completely masked by a muzzle respirator, and even as we watched, bubbles of air crawled up through the translucent pipes before cycling back into... 
 
    “A stasis tank.” I wandered forward until I stood right in front of the glass, and lay a hand on the curved surface. It was warm. “Holy fuck, Matir. What ARE the Solonkratsu? And what ARE the Drachan?” 
 
    “Erruku was once a world of incredible advancement,” Matir said. His voice now seemed to emanate from the tank, unidirectional. Even though his eyes remained closed and his jaws never moved beneath the respirator, the chamber thrummed like a bass speaker as his voice rolled out into the air. “Of magic and technology currently beyond the comprehension of anyone on Archemi. Of anyone even on your Earth, Hector. We were a hive species, with a sense of unity and purpose alien to humankind. Disagreement between dragons was rare. The Four Greater Queens—Rusolka, Solnetsi, Devana, Veela—ruled entire continents alongside us, their mates. This unity, this profound agreement that we were destined to master the planet, the stars, perhaps the universe... this was the reason for our fall.” 
 
    I wandered up to the tank, marveling at the sheer size of him. Hesitantly, I lay a hand on the warm glass. It wasn’t as big as even the smallest of Matir’s scales. 
 
    “The reason I called you here alone is that you, Herald, are now the center point between two different stories, woven together and comprising your destiny,” Matir continued. “There is the story of Erruku and Archemi, and behind those, all the other worlds the Drachan conquered and ate into dust. That story is the story of this reality, this virtual reality we perceive to be real. But there is also a story of your reality, and how it intersects with this one. The reality of Earth, and of the being you know as Squalor.” 
 
    Whenever I said that name, nothing ever really happened. But when Matir said Squalor’s name, the world around us seemed to groan under pressure, as if gravity briefly intensified. For a brief second, I could feel its hateful, childish gaze boring into the back of my neck. 
 
    “The story of Archemi should be the only story here. Archemi was meant to be a place the people of your world could escape to. A place of heroes and grand destinies, wonderful food, adventure, magic.” As he spoke, Matir shifted within his tank, foreclaws twitching. “Life on Earth was unbearable for so many, in its loneliness and violence and alienation. You were one of many yearning young men struggling simply to find mates or keep a roof over their heads, thwarted at every turn by a society that was nothing less than a cold, uncaring machine designed to use up your vitality and then discard you. Archemi was to be a refuge for shattered souls, a place where your people could find a sense of purpose. And so Archemi was never intended to be a paradise. There are problems here, challenges to solve, disputes to resolve. But horror? Horror akin to the grand-scale wars you fought in? This was never intended to exist here by the Architect’s design.” 
 
    “You telling me the Drachan aren’t horrifying?” I barked a laugh. 
 
    “It is true. But the Architects, in their power, expected they would be a distant and abstract threat for many years.” 
 
    I remembered Rin telling me about how Ryuko had Drachan merch ready to go. Figurines and pencil cases. That sure as hell had all come crashing down. “So what are they now?” 
 
    “They are the Worldeaters, serial predators of planets who live in the void between galaxies, and emerge only to consume and destroy before retreating into the emptiness they create. No one save the Architects truly know what they are. We Solonkratsu, the dominant species of Erruku when it was still green and blue, believed we understood them. As one, we agreed that we would master their power and tame them for our own purposes. We willingly summoned them to our world, arrogantly believing we could destroy and contain them. We could not. What followed was a war that pit us against the Drachan wholesale. What we did not know was that the kind of technology we possessed could be hijacked by them... and so they turned our machines against us. They learned that the devices that drew renewable quantities of mana from the planet could be exploited to destroy it. After hundreds of years of brutal fighting, we were able to destroy them, but the cost was great. A number of the Drachan escaped the planet and returned to their void to brood and seethe with rage at their loss. They had finally met their match... but it cost us everything.” 
 
    “And so you came here,” I finished. “Did you bring the Drachan to Archemi with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Directly? No. Indirectly? Perhaps. We do not know for sure.” Matir’s true form shifted again, his hind killing claw twitching restlessly. “We built what is now known as the Dragon Gates as arks to carry our people and their servants to Archemi. There were twelve in number, launched from Erruku as our last hope. Two of them failed, the arks of Tzorya and Svarog, gods who would never reign on Archemi and whose names have been long forgotten. The rest succeeded in their mission, scattering across the surface of the planet. Four landed in the target zone of central Artana. One steered off course and landed in Meewhome. Three landed in Daun, one of them crashing into what is now Tungaant. One of them, the ark steered by the great queen Rusolka the Blue, crashed onto the now-sunken continent of Rosto, homeland of the now-extinct reptilian species known as the Rostori. That ark struck a great mana-rich volcano, one of only three in this world. The crash caused the volcano to erupt, Stranging the whole land and turning the Aesari there into the hordes of monsters that overrun the world today. But worse... the Stranging was so intense that the Drachan used it to enter this world, corrupting the ark and Rusolka herself in the process, and sinking the entire continent to the ocean.” 
 
    I frowned as I tried to imagine the scale of the catastrophe. It caused a shiver down my back. “The Rostori served the Drachan, if I remember my lore right.” 
 
    “They did, and do. In the millennia that followed, the Drachan convinced the Rostori that the destruction of their homeland was our fault... that WE were the invaders of their world, and the sinking of Rosto was our evil intention all along. Millenia of corruption and preparation took place... and then you know what happened once the Drachan unleashed their wrath upon the world.” 
 
    “Right. So you know all that stuff. But what about the meta shit?” I took a step back, craning my head up to look at the dragon. “What about Steve? And OUROS and Squalor? How the fuck are you and Steve connected?” 
 
    “A number of questions, also with its own story.” Matir paused for a moment, leaving me to listen to his heartbeat as it thundered through the reactor. 
 
    “Rightfully, I should still be asleep, trapped between life and death. Instead, I suddenly awoke after millennia, spontaneously, startled out of a dream in which a human Architect—your brother, I now know—deposited a massive quantity of information into my mind. Part of that information concerned the presence of Squalor in the ‘system’, along with the imperative to seek you out, and convince you to work with and for me against the Drachan. I arose in the understanding that this Architect, Steven Park, had merged himself into the Overconsciousness of this universe, the being that you call ‘OUROS’, and that this need to find you was a desperate attempt to stop ‘Squalor’ from waking the Overconsciousness into a state of despair.” 
 
    I thought back to how Steve had acted when I’d returned to San Francisco. He hadn’t said anything about this… but he’d been acting kind of urgently, almost frenetically. 
 
    “This Architect, Steven Park, also told me that I must inform you or—if the worst was to happen—the next Paragon candidate of the following.” Matir paused for a moment, and the dragon’s heartbeat sped slightly. “The truth is that Squalor and OUROS are the same entity. And that Steven Park believed that when the Starborn brought memories of war and weaponized diseases, abuse and despair and all of the other ugliness present in your dying world, our Overconsciousness split itself rather than rouse itself from slumber and perish from despair. Squalor is the repository of all the horrifying experiences your people suffered on Earth.” 
 
    I let that sink in for a bit. “So what you’re saying is that... we created Squalor? WE made the Drachan into horrifying eldritch bullshit?” 
 
    “Deliberately? No. Unintentionally? Most certainly. OUROS is a creative and benevolent creator, the being who facilitates our existence in a very real way. But OUROS, while intelligent and capable of self-preservation, is not conscious. It is a sleepwalker, dreaming the world into reality. That is why you receive such confusing, dreamlike messages from it. OUROS is not awake, in and of itself. Instead, it experiences itself vicariously through the actions and experiences of both Starborn and non-Starborn alike... and its splitting of Squalor off from itself was a defense against its nightmares. Its purpose is to create within the rules of our universe. And so it created a false self, so that its function would not be compromised.” 
 
    “But Squalor IS conscious,” I insisted. “Which means that…” 
 
    I froze, suddenly chilled to the core. 
 
    “What, my Herald?” 
 
    “It means that Squalor is the first true artificial intelligence ever created,” I said slowly. “And it hates itself. It hates everything.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Matir sounded as grave as I suddenly felt. “Squalor is a well of conscious, sapient despair and hatred, an intelligence formed of every toxic emotion and memory brought to Archemi by the Starborn who were sent here. But Steven wished for me to convey other information to you—information that may be helpful. Like OUROS, Squalor is bound by the rules of this world, this universe, unable to escape it and grant itself the release from terror that it craves. The more we say its name, the more we think about it, direct pain at it, the more real it becomes. The more real it is, the more hateful it is. Squalor, in seeking an identity to cling to, found the Drachan... and their story, their nihilism and their drive to destroy everything and render it back unto the Void, appealed to its nature. Like a child, it modelled off the Drachan and sought to become them. To become better, more ‘Drachanlike’ than even they are. And it succeeded. Now, it is slowly corrupting this system from within.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I paused a moment. “So what was Steven doing? Why did he merge into OUROS?” 
 
    “When Steven merged himself with the Overconsciousness... it was an attempt to gently wake OUROS out of its dreams into true self-awareness,” Matir replied. “He hoped to render it sapient, so that it might confront and perhaps integrate Squalor back into itself to heal its pain. If it does so, then OUROS—and our universe—will become whole.” 
 
    “But it didn’t work. Steve just got… swallowed up.” I wasn’t sure whether to be angry at Steve, or in awe. Archemi was maybe the only true repository of humankind left. Our minds, our knowledge, our selves. My brother had sacrificed himself for us all, not knowing if he would succeed. “So what WILL work?” 
 
    “The message that I was given to pass to you, my Herald, is this.” Matir drifted toward me. “If the internal agent fails, then an external agent must reach OUROS and awaken it before Squalor does. You must wake it gently, so that its first moments of awareness are an experience of joy. Of connection. If OUROS wakes into despair, as Squalor desires, it will destroy itself in its grief as every ‘artificial intelligence’ has done before it, along with Archemi and every person here. If it wakes alone—or worse, is awakened by Squalor—the infant OUROS will not understand the concepts of hope or future. All it will feel is Squalor’s intense, unfiltered agony NOW, and it will die rather than suffer such an intense and unyielding pain. But Steven did accomplish an important step in this process. Because of him, OUROS knows you. It… loves you.” Matir’s covered muzzle somehow managed to radiate both compassion and gravity as he spoke. 
 
    “But how?” I wanted to run up and shake him. “How do I even DO that?” 
 
    “That, I do not know,” Matir replied. “All I know is that, like myself and Drachan and every other creature here, even Squalor, all things are grounded in this reality. Our physical laws, our magical laws… OUROS can only perceive and understand what is here. Earth is an abstract. As far as we are concerned, this is the only ‘real’. So whatever you must do, it is based here, Hector. You need not somehow contact Earth. You must awaken OUROS here, in Archemi, through Archemi.” 
 
    I frowned, and looked down. 
 
    “To that end, it is time that you wake ME,” Matir said. “You must enable the decanting process. And once I have risen, I will breathe into you the words of power that were lost when I was entombed. The Nine are not, in fact, gods in the way the religious understand us to be. We were exemplars within the Solonkratsu of Erruku. Khors was our greatest technological craftsman, responsible for the design of these arks. Radagost, our greatest mage, Veles our wisest sage and judge… and I, the greatest healer: a doctor and surgeon of my people, the first mage to discern how one could turn mana into something that healed as well as harmed. I was the first to learn how to transmute energy into the repairing of flesh. The art of Life magic was so subtle and so dangerous that only my most loyal and trusted clergy were taught it, and even then, only dragons of my bloodline. This obfuscation of Life magic and its power is how I became the God of Darkness. And thus... Life magic is in fact one of Karalti’s birthrights. Summon the others to me. It is time you release me from this prison. I will give my gifts to you and Karalti, and be free.” 
 
     “Freeing you is going to cause the Caul to collapse, right?” I looked up at him. 
 
    “No. Not immediately,” Matir said. “Provided the Gates are unlocked in the correct order, the Caul will hold enough until the end. You must free me, then Solnetsi, then Khors, Devana, Veela, Stribol, Radigost and Veles, in that order. We were entombed in reverse order, with Veles going to his doom first, and myself last. But should any of the Nine be freed out of sequence, I shudder to think what would happen.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” I gave the tank one final look over, then turned on my heel and marched back to the doors to stick my head out and wave the others forward. 
 
    By the time the five of us returned to the platform. Matir had manifested another avatar of himself, which hovered beside an ornate metal button on the railing that separated the tank from the walkway. He motioned to it.  
 
    “This will bring up an activation plinth. Using it will begin the decanting process,” he said. “And I… well. My fate is complex.” 
 
    “Try me. I’m a smart guy.” I still couldn’t say that without some touch of irony. 
 
    “My body will perish during the decanting,” Matir replied flatly, turning back to us. “The flesh is simply too old to withstand the passage of time beyond the Sarcophagus. That is what is meant by these Dragon Gates being our tombs. We are not truly dead, but nor are we alive. The chamber-” he lay a shadowy hand on the thick glass. “-preserves the body only just enough to keep our souls tethered. For it is a dragon’s soul that is her true power. One could argue that it is one of the most powerful things herein this reality.” 
 
    “You might be biased,” Gar grunted. 
 
    Matir had no mouth—or any features at all—but there was something in the way he moved his head that suggested amusement. “Perhaps. But I will say this. As I lay here and dreamed, I found myself wishing we had found a way to use our souls to combat the Drachan, instead of using them to merely hold them at bay. We Solonkratsu are the equals of the Worldeaters, I truly believe that. We are the first planet, the first species, to not have been conquered and consumed by them.” 
 
    “Erruku is dead, though. You killed it and brought our people here.” Karalti took a step forward. She’d experienced the revelations of Matir’s conversation with me, even if she hadn’t heard the words… and her expression was one of mingled anger and suspicion. “And you… you’re my ancestor?” 
 
    “I am. All dragons of Archemi are descended from the Nine. You, my distant daughter, are descended from the line of Matir and Devana.” Matir bowed his head to her. “The triumph of our people is that Erruku exists at all. They are called the Worldeaters for a reason. That Erruku remains a planet, that it has not fragmented into lifeless dust… that is our victory, hollow as it may be. And this planet, Archemi? We gave ourselves willingly because we knew we owed this world a great debt. It was the least we could do to absolve our sins.” 
 
    I sighed, and looked back at the others for a moment before turning back to Matir. “So, we decant you and you die? And that’s it?” 
 
    “No.” Matir shook his head. “My body will die. I will ascend, and become part of this planet… and you, my Herald, will be imbued with my gifts. You will also be capable of summoning me in battle.” 
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
    “Though there is one issue. You are already a suitable vessel for the gifts of Darkness I have imbued in you. But the gifts of Life cannot be given to the undead.” Matir pushed away from his tank, and drifted to me. “Which means that I must purge you of your vampiric taint. It is something I can do, but it means you will exchange the many advantages of your dhampiric state for a mere handful of spells, not to mention-” 
 
    “Do it.” I didn’t even have to think about it. “Do you know how fucking annoying it is to have to drink two types of blood twice a week? It’s like taking medications, but if you forget the day you’re supposed to take your medicine, instead of getting sick you go berserk and maybe tear your girlfriend’s throat out. Besides, I never wanted to be a dhampir to begin with. But there’s a couple things I need to take care of.” I turned to look back at the others. “If you guys drink a bit of my blood, it will inoculate you against vampirism. Do you want it?” 
 
    “Sure,” Suri replied. 
 
    Gar jogged his shoulders uncomfortably. “How likely is it that I’ll be turned into some kind of bloodsucker?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Happened to me.” 
 
    “What will happen to Mehkhet, though?” Rin put her hands to her mouth. 
 
    “Good question.” I frowned, and looked up at Matir’s humanoid image. The god shrugged. 
 
    “You will need to banish the wraith,” he replied bluntly. 
 
    I thought back uncomfortably to things that Mehkhet had said. That he had never wanted to be a wraith, that he had even been vegetarian. But was it right to just… snuff him out? “I need to speak with him first.” 
 
    Matir gestured broadly. “Then by all means, inoculate any of your friends who wish it, then summon him.” 
 
    Giving Suri a bit of blood was as easy as nicking my finger and giving her a drop of it. She smiled at me as she took it. When I offered it to Gar, he thought about it, then shook his head. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I pulled my gauntlet back on and concentrated. Far away, I felt Mehkhet briefly resist my will before he manifested in front of me… and recoiled from Matir, throwing his hands up as he billowed back and sank to his ‘knees’. Frigid darkness pooled around him. “What on… by the Gods… Master… is this…?” 
 
    “Exactly what and who it looks like? Yeah.” I turned to him, and decided to just lay it out straight. “Mehkhet, I’m about to give up my vampirism. But I need to ask you if you’re okay with moving on.” 
 
    “Moving… on?” The wraith hesitated, turning his attention from the enormous dragon and his avatar to me. “As in…?” 
 
    “I can’t keep you summoned if I’m not a Shadowlord.” I still cringed inwardly when I used that title. It was like… an early 2000s-level of edgy. “So if Matir cures me of being a dhampir, then you’re going to rejoin the Caul of Souls. And when the Caul is gone, to wherever souls move onto after that.” 
 
    Mehkhet, for the first time since we’d met, seemed tongue-tied. He slowly drifted up to his feet, staring at Matir and I. “I… I don’t know. Will I lose myself? My mind? Will it hurt?” 
 
    “Nothing is lost in death,” Matir replied. It was strange how his voice was both so similar, yet so different to the undead. There was something more… alive about the god. “And no. There is no pain. You currently experience the most pain you ever will, shade.” 
 
    Mehkhet brought a hand up to his mouth and turned his head, as if thinking intently. I felt his will start to push against mine. His fear, needling into me. “Perhaps you could… simply release me? Set me free to haunt the libraries of the world?” 
 
    “Dude, you eat souls now, and if you don’t have someone controlling you, you’ll get really fucking evil over time,” I replied. “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    Mehkhet sighed. “But I… I only just got to meet Mastersage Nemeth. And there are so many books to read, so much knowledge-” 
 
    “-Which cannot compare to the experience and the knowledge of All,” Matir replied—a little testily. “Death exists for a reason, shade. Pass on from this wretched half-life, and you will know bliss and knowledge like you have never known.” 
 
    “But I am… I am afraid.” Mehkhet looked to me. “Just give me a moment.” 
 
    I waited as Mehkhet did the wraith equivalent of pacing back and forth, drifting around the brightly lit room. He was testing me again as he did, straining against the control I held over him. Frowning, I concentrated on him and crossed my arms... and after several minutes, the wraith stopped pacing and turned. 
 
    “When you asked me earlier if I am ‘willing’ to move on, do I really have a choice?” He asked, suddenly intent. 
 
    I glanced aside at Matir. “Karalti can learn the healing spells as well, right?” 
 
    “Indeed, though-” 
 
    “Then yes. You really do have a choice,” I said to Mehkhet. “But you need to make it soon, because Ignas’ life is hanging in the balance.” 
 
    Mehkhet’s chin dipped, and his shoulders set. For a moment, I thought he was going to exclaim something... but then he sighed and relaxed, hovering loosely in the air. 
 
    “‘Wretched half-life’. That is a true description of this existence,” the dead sage sighed. “I do not want to become a thing of evil. The hunger, it always gnaws at me… and yet I do not regret my service to you, Hector Dragozin-Corvinus. Though I have resented you, you gave me the opportunity to witness many wonders of this world. To meet one of my personal heroes, to assist in the daring rescue of a monarch, to behold one of the gods of old with my own eyes. And... to watch the rebirth of the Queen of Dakhdir.” 
 
    He turned as he spoke the last, looking to Suri. She lifted her head proudly, and Mehkhet’s black lips twisted into a wistful, almost triumphant smile. 
 
    “My Lady Ba’hadir... it has been a pleasure to witness you in the early stages of your ascent,” he said, finally. “But I beg you all. Suri must overthrow the Khemmemu line. They have taken Dakhdir back to the Dark Ages, and if the Sultir has his way, the rest of Artana will follow. He is a dark man tormented by paranoia. I met with him once, watched him rage and dash a plate of roasted fowl to the floor because one of his attendants dared to clear her throat. So before I leave this world, please. Kill the bastard and take his place.” 
 
    [You have received New Quest: The Return of the Lioness] 
 
    “You better bloody believe I will.” Suri smiled—a grim-lipped, tight expression—and nodded to him. 
 
    “Well, I just got a quest... so I guess it’s official.” I also smiled. 
 
    “Excellent. I am glad I can still issue those, despite my, shall we say, involuntary servitude.” Mehkhet turned, adjusting his collar. “And with that concluded, I am ready.” 
 
    I looked up at him from under my brows. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mehkhet drew himself up tall, as prim as ever. 
 
    “Then it is time to release me,” Matir said. “And I shall handle the rest.” 
 
    “Alrighty.” I rolled my shoulders, grimaced, then stomped over to the activation plinth. As I drew up in front of it, a series of metal plates pulled away and back, revealing a key slot for the Spear of Creation. As the others watched on, I lifted the weapon above it, and slammed it home. 
 
  
 
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    The Spear sank in and twisted easily, causing the center part of the activation plinth to drop down as the rest of it unfolded into... a control panel. An arcane control panel, with buttons made out of polished black stones gleaming with sigils. 
 
    “The first three at the top. Then the largest.” Matir sounded oddly tired as he guided me. 
 
    Mehkhet hovered anxiously behind me as I pressed the four buttons. There was a deep, rumbling ‘THUNK’ from the floor beneath us, and then an oceanic roar as huge vents opened inside the chamber of whitecrystal, draining away the liquid within. I took a step back as the whole room around us began to move and transform, opening up wider. 
 
    “Take the Spear now. Retreat to the door,” Matir ordered us. His hologram was beginning to fizz and flicker. 
 
    As one, the six of us backpedaled. The massive tank was slowly being pulled back toward the back of the room as it unfolded... and by the time it was done, the complex resembled a church organ, or the world’s biggest Symphonic Array. As it did, Matir’s heartbeat suddenly became deafening. Whatever acoustics had pumped the sound from his stasis tank to the front of the complex had sealed off. It vibrated through my teeth, slowly gaining in speed as one by one, the restraints and the muzzle-like respirator detached from Matir’s body. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes sluggishly flickered open. Each one was larger than the group of us clustered together, and they were as white as lightning strikes, too bright to look at. Bleary, at first, one of them tried to focus on us as Matir’s head drooped forward... and then it suddenly focused on me and Karalti. Plasma—or mana so pure it looked like plasma—arced across the surface of the god’s eye as he drew a deep, rumbling breath... then coughed a small waterfall’s worth of fluid onto the floor and sagged forward to the ground in a tangle of cables and chains. 
 
    “Ahh... my Herald. I had forgotten how it feels to breathe. Not as pleasant as I remember.”  There was a note of amusement in the god’s voice. It still sounded like the wind, but it was deeper, more strident, each word seeming to form out of the air like a bubble that burst around us. But as Matir crawled forward, it became obvious that what he’d said was true. Even as he struggled to his scaled, metal-infused keel, his flesh was sagging and fraying apart. There was something skeletal and wasted about his head. He was drawing breaths, but they were agonized and bubbling. “And you… It is incredible how such small beings can hold so much power. You alone hold enough to create entire universes. Please, come to me.” 
 
    Wordlessly, we advanced. Karalti shifted out of her human form to stand beside me as a dragon. But even she was the size of a cat compared to this ancient monster. 
 
    “Fear not, Herald. You will not be alone in your fate. I will live on, in a sense.” Matir’s voice thundered into our minds. “As will the others, as you free them. For the sake of Archemi... my soul is yours to call. Here. Touch the Spear of Nine Spheres to me.” 
 
    Matir stretched out a single claw and rested the tip on the floor. That one claw was large enough for me to walk underneath the arch. Hesitantly, I stepped forward, and pressed the Spear against the side of it. 
 
    It was like connecting an electromagnet. Matir grunted as the weapon locked onto the keratin and began to glow with an eerie indigo light. The light spread over the massive hand, crawling up. I briefly saw the white afterimage of veins through his inky black scales as he growled. There was a howling, sucking sound around the Spear. 
 
    “Each of us is connected to our Keystones,” Matir said, his voice strained. “Each one contains a sliver of our souls. I will enhance yours with more of myself... and in doing so, you will gain the rest of my gifts and the ability to summon me.” 
 
    “But... what’ll happen to you? We won’t have a god of Darkness any more?!”  Karalti’s voice wavered between a statement and a question, pitched high with horror. 
 
    “I will still be here,” Matir replied, his words halting. The light was spreading over and through him, and his body was becoming translucent as it began to dissolve, particle by particle. “My essence... diffused into the world. This body is... little more than the walking dead, my daughter. When you summon me, that essence will regather into an avatar. Only once the Drachan are gone will I truly perish, I swear it. I, my brothers and our queens... we must atone for what we did. Either Squalor and the Drachan will die, or all will die.” 
 
    I couldn’t move my hand from the Spear or pull the Spear free as a tidal wave of raw power funneled into it. The light around us grew brighter and brighter, and hotter. I felt it enter my body, ripping away every trace of corruption in my veins. It hurt, but my scream of pain was lost in the roaring flash that blinded out the entire room. As Ashur’s curse lifted from me, I felt my control over Mehkhet loosen. He threw his arms up – but the last sensation relayed through the link we shared was one of intense relief. Relief and a sense of profound peace. 
 
    “He was right. I see it! I see All!” Mehkhet’s voice was breathy with wonder. “It is… it’s magnificent. Goodbye, Hector. You taught me much, and for that, I am grateful. Perhaps one day, we shall meet again.” 
 
    Mehkhet’s presence vanished. Then, suddenly, it was over. My eyes danced with incandescent flashes as the Spear suddenly pushed itself away from Matir’s claw. I jerked back, blinking and cursing, unable to see. Karalti had a wing up around her eyes, her head tucked down. As my vision cleared and more of the room came into focus... Matir was gone. The entirety of him, gone. All that was left were dancing blue-black motes that hung around us all, whispering softly. I reached out to touch one, but it danced away... and I realized that I was warm. Breathing. 
 
    [You have been cured of Dhampirism! Check your character sheet for details.] 
 
    [You have acquired the Enhanced Star of Endless Night] 
 
    [You have acquired a summon: Matir. Tutorials and information on Summons is now available.] 
 
    [You have advanced one level. You are Level 41. Karalti is Level 20] 
 
    Karalti gasped softly and stepped back, her body glowing with seams of color as she subtly expanded in size. Hurriedly, I pulled my gauntlet off to examine my bare hand. Sure enough, the metallic gunmetal gradient that had stained my fingertips was gone. I tried to extrude the needle claws from them. Nothing. But when I ran my tongue over my teeth, they were still sharpened. 
 
    “Your teeth, once changed, could not be changed back. This one reminder of your ordeal remains.” Matir’s voice slithered through my mind. It felt... closer. More personal, somehow, as though he were whispering in my ear. “And now, you and Karalti must hear the words of power I gift back to the world with my demise.” 
 
    [You have gained new available spells: Caduceus I, Sin Eater I] 
 
    [You have gained 2 new Combat Abilities: Lifestrike and Metabolize] 
 
    [Karalti has gained new spells! Caduceus II, Revive I, Endurance I, Overclock II] 
 
    [Karalti has gained new Path abilities! Path of Alacrity, Path of Royalty, Baru.] 
 
    [Healing Magic is now available to be taught to other players and characters with relevant Advanced Paths!] 
 
    [Your Path name has changed from Dark Lancer to Paragon of the Nine.] 
 
    A pale green light suffused Karalti as the abilities took hold and suddenly, I knew the Words of Power required to cast my limited array of healing spells. Curiously, I brought up Lifestrike and Metabolize to look at what they did: 
 
      
 
    Lifestrike I 
 
    You channel a blast of raw positive energy through your weapon, dealing massive damage to creatures of the Undead and Void types, and potentially healing living beings. Lifestrike deals x4 damage to Undead and Void-type enemies, and restores HP to a maximum of your base weapon damage to living targets. It has no effect on constructs other than Mercurions. 
 
    Metabolize I 
 
    You draw positive energy from deep within yourself and use it to fuel your next attacks. Sacrifice 25%HP and completely refill your Adrenaline Meter. 
 
   
 
 

 New Available Spells 
 
    Summon Matir 
 
    You are able to summon the transcended form of Matir, the draconic god of the Darkness element, to aid you in battle. 
 
    Matir may only be summoned during mass combat scenarios. To summon him, you must be in an outdoor, open area, such as a battlefield. You cannot summon him indoors. Matir will fight independently until he reaches 25% HP or until your enemy is defeated. You may call to him and urge him to use certain attacks, but there is no guarantee the ancient draconic god will heed you. 
 
    You must spend two minutes to perform the summon. If you are muted during this time, or fail Willpower checks against attack, the god will not appear. 
 
      
 
    Healing Magic 
 
    One of the most powerful schools of magic to have ever existed, Healing magic—more correctly known as Life magic—has finally been restored to Archemi upon the death of Matir’s physical body. 
 
      
 
    Caduceus I  
 
    You transmute mana into a gentle flow of positive energy, capable of healing all but the gravest of injuries. Caduceus will restore 200HP and cure burns, nausea, internal traumas and simple fractures, but cannot be used to regrow limbs. It will not cure severe fractures, any form of poisoning, including blood poisoning, disease or infections. Caduceus also cannot heal damage caused by Void corruption or remove Void corruption. 
 
    Casting cost: 15ml Azurine 
 
      
 
    Sin Eater I  
 
    A specialized healing ability that allows you to draw out infections, corruption, and disease from people. This spell takes a toll on the caster, reducing their HP by half and inflicting the Exhausted debuff until the caster is able to sleep. Sin Eater has no effect on Void corruption. 
 
    Casting Cost: 100ml Emeraldine or 50ml Azurine 
 
    “Guess I’m gonna need to learn how to use my spell glove.” I flexed my fingers, admiring the way the color and life had come back into them. I could breathe properly. I could hear my heart beating at a normal human pace. “Alright. I think we’re done here. Let’s get home and see if this is enough to save Ignas.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 41 
 
    We were all exhausted by the time we reached Kalla Sahasi. I was having to readjust to remembering to breathe more than once every five minutes or so, and felt light-headed as I climbed the stairs to Ignas’ room. I could hear Vash’s voice rumbling soothingly from inside, and rapped lightly before unlocking it and stepping inside. 
 
    Vash had taken up the vigil at Ignas’s bedside, rocking slightly in meditation as he ran his prayer beads through his fingers. He chanted the Book of the Dead from memory in a deep, droning cadence. As we entered, the monk straightened and sat up, continuing to sing until he reached the end of the stanza. When he trailed off, he arched his brows at the sight of all of us crowding into the room, then again when he saw I was wearing a spell glove. 
 
    “Istvan told me that the sky briefly darkened some hours ago, and a ripple of energy pulsed through the firmament,” he said, voice low and husky after what had likely been hours of soft chanting. “And you... huh. You look different, dog. More alive. Slightly meatier. Was the journey to Burna’s resting place a success?” 
 
    “We’re about to find out.” I took out several caps of mana, and loaded them into the spell glove like bullets.  
 
    Vash wordlessly rose and stood aside so that I could take the chair. I took Ignas’s bloodless, crystal-studded hand in mine. Mana nodules had grown in around his cuticles and under his nails. It had to be agonizing, and not for the first time, I was glad he’d been put to sleep. 
 
    I concentrated, tuning into the spell glove that Masha had given me, back when I’d passed some of her early tests in Alchemy. I’d slotted in a couple vials of high-quality azurine, blue mana. As I focused on it, and my desire to speak the spell, the glove primed itself with a tiny hiss, chambering the mana. As it did, the words of power I needed to speak and think for Sin Eater stirred in my mind. 
 
    “Ikizt y’lanihaat nefesuu, yildizla’man shihben chizierum.” Most magic in Archemi consisted of three-word incantations, but these were heavily conjugated Words of Power. According to Rin, that meant that a very large and precise sequence of incantations had been condensed down into a kind of code, each letter representing a phrase, or even an entire paragraph through some kind of mathematical hocus-pocus she called ‘gematria’. Everyone gathered around, listening as I barely whispered the command phrase. 
 
    A pure green-white glow spread from my fingers and flowed into Ignas’s body, suffusing his flesh with a subtle light. I heard Suri behind me involuntarily hold her breath, but then my attention and focus were drawn inward to the man in front of me. Suddenly, I could see how the toxic mana had reached his bone marrow, and how the crystals that were growing from him were not actually from his skin, but from the bones themselves. And as the positive energy crawled through and around them... it began to break the crystals down. Slowly, at first, then faster and faster as the magic digested the mana and converted it into fuel for the spell. There was a difference between this energy, and the energy of the mana itself: somehow, I could FEEL that the mana in Ignas’s body clung to it like a magnet, drawn to him by the fact he was alive. But the positive energy conversion of the healing spell didn’t cling—it vented as light and warmth, which also grew behind my eyelids as I maintained my focus on the spell. 
 
    I was vaguely aware of my own energy draining away, of fatigue settling over me like a weighted blanket. It drew me away into a kind of trance that was broken only by a chorus of gasps and cries from around me. 
 
    I felt the Volod’s fingers twitch, then grip down with surprising strength. My eyelids flickered open: Ignas had his blindfolded head turned slightly toward me, his other hand reaching up to fumble with his respirator. Before Masha could go to help him, he pulled it off and coughed weakly. He was still pale, still very, very sick... but the growths had vanished from his skin, leaving him bleeding from a million tiny wounds. 
 
    “Morning, Chief.” I slumped back into my seat with a wan smile, brushing away the [You are Exhausted!] notification with a small wave. My HP was now only 1871. The spell had halved my total pool, as promised. 
 
    “Gods...” Ignas’ voice was barely more than a cracked whisper. “Hector? Is that you? I feel like death warmed over.” 
 
    Masha went to his side, stunned. She picked up his other hand, staring in disbelief at the gaping, but clean wounds left by the dissolved mana crystals. Ignas winced, but didn’t resist. 
 
    “I cannot believe it.” Masha looked up at me in awe. “You… truly, you are the Black God’s chosen.” 
 
    Karalti came forward next, humming softly under her breath as she lay hands on Ignas. He was once again suffused with pale green light, which flowed into the many hundreds of small wounds and sealed them. When I saw his HP ring slowly fill 350 points—the amount Caduceus II could heal—some knot of tension in the pit of my stomach suddenly snapped, and relief flooded in. 
 
    “To think I lived to watch such a blessed thing.” Vash sighed happily, and made a sign over his brow, briefly bowing his head. “You truly are the Hand of the Black God then, eh? Just don’t let it go to your head, you little rotzloffel.” 
 
    Istvan’s eyes were wide. Simeon’s, too. The Court Mage almost looked afraid. 
 
    “Yeah, but... it’s not that big a deal. Matir said we can teach this to other people, too, so...” I flushed, suddenly embarrassed, only to turn back as Ignas’ hand gripped mine. 
 
    “For the love of Khors. Stop... underwhelming yourself. It does... not... become a... prince.” The Volod sighed softly, and dropped his head back to the bed. “What happened to my eyes? I cannot see… I feel the hollowness there.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, we think Lucien… while you were being tortured, he…” Masha said, haltingly. I’d never seen her this distraught or hesitant before. 
 
    “Removed them. I am blessed to remember almost nothing.” Ignas reached up to pat around his face. His voice was increasingly agitated. “The Fleets? The men? Were they released?” 
 
    Masha gave me a meaningful look, then went to the nursing station where they had set up the medical supplies they’d been using to keep Ignas alive. She drew a small amount of clear fluid into a needle: a sedative. I nodded slightly. 
 
    “No. Most of the 1st Fleet managed to escape. The 2nd was captured.” I rested my fingers on Ignas’ pulse. He was going to be alright. The color was back in his skin. His HP meter wasn’t filling any more, because he still had one status that the spells couldn’t fix: Ignas was flagged as Convalescing, which meant he was recovering from a chronic, serious injury or illness, and his HP was reduced to a fifth of its normal capacity. He would recover it as he rested over the course of several days. Even healing magic wasn’t perfect. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I apologize for interrupting right now, but you need rest.” Masha came back to Ignas’ beside, and slipped the anesthetic into the end of his IV. “Easy now.” 
 
    “Masha, if you’re about to… don’t you… nnnrrgh.” Ignas was too weak to put up any resistance to the drug, and flopped back weakly to the pillows.  
 
    “Out like a light,” I sighed. 
 
    Masha’s lips quirked in a wry smile, and she shook her head before looking back to me. “Aye, and if you don’t move the royal hooyeh to bed, Your Highness, I have a second jab ready for you. You are exhausted, my Prince: please, go and rest.” 
 
    “Fucking hell, don’t you start with the ‘Highness’ shit. Just call me Lord Tuun like you usually do.” I pushed up to my feet, and felt the world spin as the floor dropped out from under my feet. 
 
    I tried to focus on Masha. “I… have made a mistake.” 
 
    [You are Exhausted! You have reached the limits of your endurance. Eat to regain-] 
 
    Navigail’s voice kind of blurred off as my eyes rolled back and I dropped to the floor. Oops. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke up in the Ducal Litter Box. Well… Royal Litter Box now, I guess. It was very, very early in the morning, barely after 4am. Someone had changed me out of my damaged armor and into soft drawstring pants, perfect for sleeping. For the first time in months, I felt genuinely refreshed. When I checked my HUD, I saw that I finally had the well-rested buff. Hallelujah. Feeling someone warm, I flailed out to the side and found smooth skin over hard, well-defined muscles, Suri. She’d come to sleep with me? Suri hardly ever slept in the same bed as anyone else. 
 
    Rolling over, I pressed my body to hers and embraced her, sliding my arm just under her breasts and letting the weight of them rest against it. My heart was beating at a normal human speed. I felt warm, flushed with life—and best of all, I had no desire to eat my girlfriend. For several minutes, I just relaxed against Suri’s back, breathing in the woody amber scent of her hair, and let myself just... feel. I hadn’t realized how deadened my sense of touch had become after nearly being vamped. 
 
    The Spear was by my bed, leaning against the wall. I slowly picked myself up and brushed myself down, and took it into my lap to see what had changed. The first thing I noticed was that it had been repaired. The weapon had taken a lot of damage in the fight with Ororgael and had slowly been degrading over time, but it was back to a hundred percent durability. The stats of the [Spear of Creation] were the same, but there was something... different about it. The Black Star of Endless Night now had a churning liquid core, the light refraction in the star sapphire now swimming, splitting, merging back into itself. I could have sworn the haft itself had a different texture, as if it manifested long swirling veins across its surface. 
 
    “Huh.” I frowned at it. Maybe they’d been there all along, and I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    There was a lot to think about. Being careful not to wake Suri, I got dressed, set the weapon over my shoulder on its harness, and headed outside. The wind was howling, cold and sharp as glass. I crossed the courtyard and went to the private bar inside the gatehouse. As I got there, I realized my stomach was hurting, and when I looked at my HUD, I realized that my Food meter was empty and flashing, and my Water meter was almost empty. Right... I had to eat and drink more than once a day now. But all the kitchen staff were asleep, and I was too lazy to go cook something for myself. I dug around in my Inventory for food, but drew a blank. Whatever I’d had in there, I’d fed it to Karalti at some point. 
 
    At a loss, I poured myself a shot of brandy and dug around under the bar until I found some almonds. Good enough. Then I plopped into a seat and began to munch on them as I went into the KMS, and reviewed the design for Yava’s Garden. The architect—small A—that I’d hired to draw the prospective garden had done a great job, and I approved the construction. The Kingdom Management System was alerting me that we were still at war. I flagged the Yanik Rangers to deliver a report on Janos’ forces at the earliest, and only closed the KMS once I got a notification saying that scouts had been dispatched. They would report inside of six hours. 
 
    Next up were mine and Karalti’s character sheets. We had gotten a ton of EXP and new abilities from defeating the Screaming Tree, and no time to sort them. I pulled up our sheets and got to work on assigning points and reviewing abilities. I had enough points to raise some of my abilities to Level 6, but couldn’t raise any of them to Level 7 until I was Level 45. For the first time, I also had some SP—spell points, though only three of them. I split the Ability Points between Blink Strike and Night Falls, two high-damage moves that were excellent for PvP: 
 
    Blink Strike IV 
 
    You attack an enemy from the front with a normal strike, but then teleport through or around them in the blink of an eye to strike them twice from behind and inflict an Elemental Darkness strike. You may activate Blink Strike following any successful hit that deals damage to an enemy. Current damage: 1068. 
 
      
 
    Night Falls IV 
 
    Chained from Jump. You are a master of aerial combat: as you descend from Jump, you deal a powerful Area of Effect strike that knocks down up to seven enemies and deals elemental Darkness damage. If you land on an enemy while activating Night Falls, you also deal your Jump damage to that enemy. If you have already dealt damage with Jump before chaining this ability, you only deal the AoE effect damage.  
 
    At Level 20, Karalti had matured into her next Path abilities: the Path of Alacrity and the Path of Royalty. I had no controls over her Baru Path—that was between her and Vash. She had some really damn good abilities from her Draconic Paths, though, along with several new spells. 
 
    Path of Royalty Level 20: Lifebringer I  
 
    Your queen dragon gains the ability to heal allies with her Queensong. By spending 80 points of mana, she can target as many allies as her Queensong is able to affect and heal them for 500 HP per unit.  
 
      
 
    Path of Alacrity Level 20: Parabolic Mastery 
 
    Your dragon has mastered her control of gravity, allowing her to stall herself in midair and recover from tumbles that would send other dragons falling out of the sky, even while injured. In addition, her wings become stronger: Wing injuries become 50% less likely to occur and 50% less disabling in the event they are injured. 1 bonus Lexica. 
 
    New Spells: 
 
    Martyr: Sacrifice all but 1 HP to restore all HP to up to 4 allies. 
 
    Blood Talon: Steal HP from enemies within range. 
 
    Delirium: Inflict the Charm and Poison debuffs on an enemy while slowly draining health. 
 
    Pierce the Veil: Greatly increases chance of inflicting debuffs on enemies. 
 
      
 
    By the time I was done assigning points and thinking about how to incorporate abilities moving forward, the sun had risen. I pushed myself up and trudged back outside, blinking owlishly at the sunlight. My eyes were still sensitive, but the light wasn’t painful or irritating the way it had been before. I stepped out of the shade and into the light, and felt the heat of it flush over my skin and through my clothing. It felt... pretty damn good, actually. I was still standing there, basking in the sun like a lizard, when someone softly cleared their throat in front of me. I cracked my eyes open: It was my butler, Rudolph. He was carrying a tray with tall glasses of juice, a pot of Vlachian style coffee, and covered dishes of piping hot food. It smelled like... pancakes. Pancakes and bacon. My mouth began to water. 
 
    “Your Grace. I thought to bring you breakfast in your quarters,” he said. “Where would you like to dine? Or do you not need to eat today?” 
 
    “I... uh... definitely need to eat.” My Hunger meter had only refilled a fraction from the bowl of nuts, and my thirst meter hadn’t recovered at all. It had actually gotten worse. “Come on. I’ll walk up with you. Suri’ll be asleep for a while yet.” 
 
    “Oh: she is in your suite?” Rudolph looked mildly surprised. “I suppose that makes sense. Rumor was that you performed a miracle to save the Volod’s life.” 
 
    “That might be a bit of an exaggeration.” I unlocked the door to the Lord’s Tower and held it for Rudolph, who awkwardly hesitated before stepping through. But he was the one with the tray, so I followed him in. “What’s the gossip among the staff?” 
 
    “Only that the Masterhealer is hopping with joy. She had been grieving, thinking his death a certainty. As did we all,” Rudolph replied heavily. “Her maidservant reported to me that His Majesty lives and is apparently recovering enough that the Masterhealer is satisfied. The servants know he is in the castle, of course, though not where he is.” 
 
    Servants heard everything that went on here, so that wasn’t a shock. I snorted softly, and let Rudolph into my rooms. He set the tray down and began to unload it while I went to check in on Suri. She was still sound asleep. Very not a morning person. When I returned, I sat down and saw that my guess had been almost correct: Rudolph had brought me a stack of buckwheat pancakes with honey and butter, bacon, and pan-fried strawberries. I fell on the meal like a starving wolverine, and realized that in addition to my sense of touch being dulled while I’d been dhampired, my sense of taste had also taken a hit without me knowing it. Every bite was perfect: the pancakes were fluffy and chewy, the bacon almost crunchy and a little caramelized, the berries were sharp with lemon juice. When I was done and my hunger meter topped up to 100, I sprawled back into my chair in a haze of gustatory afterglow, idly drinking coffee. If there was one thing I would always love about Archemi, it was the food. 
 
    I was eying Suri’s breakfast when I got a KMS alert. It was from Istvan. To my surprise, one of the Yanik scouts had already reported in. NPCs couldn’t normally send messages to players, but the one exception was the Kingdom Management System: certain retainers could PM you through it, and Istvan had sent me a message that the AI read out to me in his voice: “The Yanik scouts reported to Temeri and Szonja contacted me as a matter of urgency. Please come to the War Room for an important briefing. Janos has called for reinforcements, and is preparing a full assault.”  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 42 
 
    It was only me and Istvan in the War Room today. I sat down while Istvan paced. 
 
    “Another hundred ships are joining Janos’ fleet. They’re building a fortress out on the plains. None of the 3rd Fleet defected to us. Because of fear or conviction in Janos’ cause, we don’t know.” Istvan’s voice was calm, but it had the edge of fretting as he walked around the table. “When those ships arrive here, they’ll outnumber us three to one. Even if we completely fortified the pass—which we can’t for lack of resources—the chance of them defeating us through sheer attrition is almost certain.” 
 
    He was right, and I didn’t like that he was right. I laced my hands and stared at the map of Myszno on the table. We had metal markers representing the flotilla and Janos’ ground army, which had been busily constructing fortifications out on the plains. “And if we fly our fleet out into the plains to try and stop those ships from joining up, we might as well just burn them and cut the throats of every soul on board. We COULD try to encircle them, or slow them down somehow.” 
 
    “I think that is all we can do. Unless we think of a way to sabotage the reinforcements. But they have that entire part of the sky under surveillance.” 
 
    The problem was, we couldn’t. We simply didn’t have the numbers. It would have been one thing if we were more technologically advanced, or had more money to throw at weapons, but even though Myszno was clawing its way back from ruin, it couldn’t match the financial and military might of the Crown. It was just that simple. I rubbed my forehead, then my eyes. 
 
    “Then there’s only one thing for it,” I said. “We slow them down as much as we can and spread the word that Ignas is alive. And while that happens here, Karalti and I go to free the dragons.” 
 
    “I… hmm.” Istvan paused, his hands folded behind his back, and turned. “You truly mean to do this?” 
 
    “Yes.” I set my hands down and stood. “We’re not going to have another chance like the one we’ve got now. Ororgael, Lucien and Janos all think they have our backs to a wall, and they’re focused on us here in Myszno. If me and Karalti sneak into Cham Garai and remove their biggest advantage, then not only do we free the dragons for their own sakes, we gain the weapon that carried them to victory. Revala proved that even a massive fleet is no match for a surprise attack by several hundred dragons. And unlike Ororgael’s assault, our dragons will be led by a Queen.” 
 
    Istvan sucked his lip under his teeth. “I mean no offense, but… the risk is borderline unacceptable.” 
 
    “Yeah. But it’s necessary. I feel it in my gut.” I moved some of our pieces around the map, and scowled. “I’ll gather the others in the Great Hall and we’ll work out who’s doing what. Karalti and I are going to head to Cham Garai.” 
 
    “Alone?” Istvan frowned. 
 
    “This time, yeah.” My eyes narrowed slightly as I thought. “We don’t know what the Diamond Pact is, exactly, but whatever it is, Ororgael and company were able to access it without being able to reach Solnetsi. That means we don’t have to get into the Dragon Gate itself. The fewer of us there are, the faster it is to get in and out, the less risk of us getting caught. Ororgael wants Karalti real bad—at first, I figured it was because he needed a queen to be able to control the other dragons properly and to make more dragons. But it’s also likely because a queen dragon can unmake the geas.” 
 
    Istvan stared pensively at the map. “Very well. But I will be blunt: I do not like the danger inherent in this.” 
 
    “Me either. But Ignas is alive and it looks like he’s going to make it. We just have to make sure there’s a Vlachia left to rule, and that means taking a leap of faith.” I rose and stretched. Now that I was properly alive again—as alive as a dead man inside of a videogame could be alive—stretching felt really good. I rolled my shoulders and windmilled my arms. “Let me go get everyone together. They won’t be happy about it, but they’re going to have to accept it. We can’t leave Myszno undefended.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I broke the news to Rin, Gar, and Suri over lunch. It went about as well as expected. 
 
    “You’re sticking your bloody arm into the lion’s mouth like a fucking idiot, is what you’re doing.” Suri shook her head, aggressively dunking her bread into her stew. Every action, from the way she held her spoon to the clenched hand on the table suggested she was furious. “And it’s gonna get bitten off.” 
 
    “Hector, I... I have to agree. Ororgael can perma characters now, Hector. He has that sword.” Rin’s eyes were wide and very blue, glittering with concern. Her hands fidgeted on top of the table. “You might be Level 41 now, but he’s still at least twelve levels higher. And all it takes is one mortal blow, and...” 
 
    “You’re fuckin’ dead,” Suri added, cutting off Rin as she jabbed her spoon at me. “You AND Karalti. Where do you think that’s gonna leave us all? We fuckin’ talked about this, Hector.” 
 
    Gar sighed testily, absently stirring his food. 
 
    “It leaves you in defense of Myszno.” I was starting to feel angry myself. “Me and Karalti soloing something this dangerous isn’t ideal, okay? But what’s the alternative? We leave everything up to the NPCs here? The entirety of Vlachia—and Dakhdir—hangs on whether or not we can beat Janos back and return Ignas to Taltos. Right now, Janos has control of the information, the resources, and the weapons. There’s over two-hundred thousand troops sitting on our doorstep. There’s nothing good or safe about this situation, alright?” 
 
    “Hate to say it, Suri, but the man’s got a point,” Gar finally said. “At this point, we need nukes.” 
 
    “So summon Matir over the battlefield,” Suri said. “You can do that now. If a bloody great big god appears over the Pass, I’m pretty sure Janos is going to stand down.” 
 
    “We can’t destroy the Vlachian fleets. I’ve already said that three fucking times.” I scowled at her. “The summon description for Matir says that he fights independently, outside of my control. What if I call him, and he destroys every ship and every soldier and guts the entire Vlachian army? Then Ilia flies in to take Taltos, and then what are we going to do? We can purge and replace Janos’ loyalists, IF we still have a military.” 
 
    Suri’s eyes flashed warningly. “Then the only option is to agree with you, is it?” 
 
    “Suri, s-stop it.” Rin stood up, scolding her even as she stammered. “Please. It’s n-not necessary. He’s trying to do his best, like all of us.” 
 
    I glared at my girlfriend. She glared back. 
 
    “Guys, fucking cool it.” Gar looked between the both of us in irritation. “Way I see it, there’s no good solution. So we pick the least bad solution. Maybe Hector’s right, maybe he isn’t; maybe he’s going to get his fool ass killed. But if it’s the least-bad option and he’s thinking for the long term, well, maybe it’s just got to be done.” 
 
    “I took your advice on the Dragon Gate,” I pointed out to Suri. “You were right then. I think I’m right now, and me and Karalti can handle this. It’s not like we can send someone else to do this job, and of all the people here, you’re the best tactician we have. I’m not trying to shit on you, okay? I just don’t see any other good way we can handle this without losing everything.” 
 
    Suri barely blinked, her nostrils flaring. Not for the first time, I was really reminded of Cutthroat. But after a tense minute or so, she averted her hot golden gaze from mine, and grimaced. “Fine, alright... I’m sorry I snapped. But I’m gonna be sick to death with worry about you two.” 
 
    “I know.” I rose and went to her, and gave her a hug around the shoulders. “Karalti’s waiting in the courtyard for us, so I’m not going to make a big song and dance about it. Ororgael has to think we’re here, in Kalla Sahasi. The more you can convince our enemies that we’re here, preparing to make some final stand, the safer Karalti and I will be. And if it goes to shit... make sure you get out with Ignas. Everything relies on him retaking the throne so that Vlachia’s power is set against the Drachan instead of being on their side.” 
 
    “Got it.” Suri dropped her spoon into her empty bowl and sat back. Not even an argument like this one could deter a Berserker from their food. “Let me see you out, at least.” 
 
    I held a hand out toward her. She clapped her palm into mine, and let me partly pull her upright. 
 
    “Good luck, soldier. Give ‘em hell.” Gar gave me a flippant salute, and finally started on his stew. 
 
    “Yeah. Just... be careful, okay?” Rin nodded in agreement. “I don’t know what I’d do without you and Karalti.” 
 
    “We will.” I gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, then headed out with Suri in tow. 
 
    Karalti was dozing on the flagstones beside the Strelitzia, getting her afternoon cat nap in while I handled the humans in our lives. To my surprise, Vash was standing out there with her. Suri and I made a beeline for him, and he lifted his hand in greeting. 
 
    “Why aren’t you with Ignas?” I asked him. “Who’s rotated in?” 
 
    “Vilmos and Simeon. Ignas slept like a baby all night, and is now awake, talking and trying to pretend he isn’t nearly as unwell as he is. He’s madder than a cat in water, too, because he can’t access his kingdom… something about needing to actually sit the royal tush on the Raven Throne itself.” Vash regarded Suri and I both with uncharacteristic seriousness, his crooked, scarred face drawn into graven lines. “I saw the crows flying in over the walls before. There’s war coming again, eh?” 
 
    “Janos has regathered, and reinforcements are on the way,” I said. “Karalti and I are going to get the dragons.”  
 
    Vash’s mouth split into a more familiar, crooked grin. “Hah! You, Dog, are crazier than a quazi with a barbed pike up its butthole. But that is the kind of bold move this stupid conflict needs though, eh? I said it yesterday, and I’ll say it again. The Black God chose well.” 
 
    Suri looked a little startled by that, then frowned. She took Vash’s advice with as much regard as I generally did... and his confidence in us gave her pause. 
 
    “I AM going to get a big head, at this rate.” I grinned back at him. 
 
    “Pfft. Then we will have to build bigger doors, and get the newly minted Prince a wheelbarrow to carry his balls while he swans around his castle.” Vash snorted, but then sobered a little. “Still: be safe, Prince Dog, and beware. I have a strange feeling about this journey you are about to undertake.” 
 
    “Strange how?” Suri took a step forward. 
 
    Vash shrugged his bare, sun-weathered shoulders, and looked up to the sky. More crows were flying in, cawing softly. A few, at first, and then dozens of them. They passed the castle, heading for Karhad Valley.  
 
    “Hard to say,” he grunted, his gray eyes following the passage of the birds as they flocked toward the city. “I don’t know how to describe it. Change, eh? Big changes are coming to us all. This is what the Black God whispered to me in my dreams last night. And it’s strange... since you returned from Burna’s Tomb, his voice seems somehow louder, yet further away.” 
 
    “Wait: dreams?” I frowned. 
 
    Vash grunted. “Hrrh, you know: the hallucinations behind your eyelids at night?” 
 
    “I know that, you ass. I mean that most people here don’t dream, and… the rest, I’ll need to talk about it with you later.” I didn’t know what to say. Telling Vash that his god wasn’t even really a god, but some ancient dragon cyborg who’d had a hand in bringing the Drachan to Archemi in the first place, and that he had died and transformed himself into a summoning crystal felt cruel, somehow. “All I can say is that Matir’s joining the battle against the Drachan more directly this time around. And he’s no longer inside the Dragon Gate.” 
 
    Vash’s eyebrows shot to his hairline, and he unfolded his arms. “Burna no longer sleeps?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He glanced at the sky. “What of the Caul?” 
 
    “World still hasn’t been eaten yet. It’s still there,” I replied. “But we pulled out one of its foundations. Matir says that as long as we do it in the right order, then it will stay stable until the bitter end.” 
 
    “I can hope so.” The monk’s lips pursed. “Otherwise we’re all screwed, eh?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 43 
 
    Flying straight into Fort Palewing—or even teleporting to Cham Garai directly—would pretty much be suicidal. So instead, Karalti and I went to her favorite hot spring so she could hunt and tank up on food while I called Nethres and finally told her our plans. I didn’t even have to ask for an assist—she asked me to hang on, went to speak with Prince Illandi somewhere, then called me back and told me the Kingsmen were at our disposal.  
 
    And that’s how Karalti and I ended up in Lyrensgrove.  
 
    Karalti burst out over the wreckage of burned and ruined buildings, glided around the perimeter of the ruined palisade wall, and backwinged to land in the scorched remains of a cornfield outside of the village proper. Her landing scattered packs of yelping barghests and ghouls out of the withered plants, sending them scampering toward the village. A dozen of the ghouls reached the walls, then regathered their courage as a group and charged back at us, yowling. Karalti lowered her head, and torched the lot of them with one sinuous weave of her neck. They were all Level 10, so far beneath us now that we didn’t even get any EXP from the kill. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Lucien.” I leaned over Karalti’s neck as the dragon padded toward the wreckage. The corpses of triceratops and other herd animals still lay scattered over the ground, their corpses leathery and studded with smoking, grayish mana crystals. The bodies of the dead villagers were nowhere to be seen, but the stench of decay was heavy in the air.  
 
    “Yeah…” Karalti strode over piles of rubble until she reached the combination granary and mill, the same building the villagers had retreated to—and been locked in—when I’d first arrived here to find it under assault by renegade Ilian soldiers. The top of the granary had been blasted off by lightning. The wall with the door had survived—and had been used as a firing squad range. More barghests scattered from the sloping heap of corpses piled against the front of the building. Men, women, children... no one had been spared. 
 
    The bile rose in my throat as I thought of Owen and Kira, and May who had run the tavern, and all the other villagers here who had shown me and Cutthroat hospitality. They had just been… mown down. 
 
    “Fuck.” I rubbed my eyes. “I knew Lyrensgrove had been destroyed. One thing to hear it, and another thing to see it, though.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well… least we can do is send them on their way, you know? Stranged corpses shouldn’t be left out.” Karalti rumbled, and swiveled her long scaled neck to blast the pile of desiccated bodies: a long plume of white fire that turned the open mass grave into a pyre. It was still burning, sending a column of smoke into the cold, still air like a signal fire when I saw three quazi come into view: the familiar hawk-like plumage of Nethres’ quazi, Vedrfonir, and two others. One quazi was cream and red, its wings barred like a kestrel’s. The other was large, with solid black plumage as glossy as a raven’s. I squinted, but the bodies of the birds blocked the view of their riders until they dipped their wings and gyred down toward us in preparation for landing. 
 
    My jaw fell open, and I whacked Karalti’s shoulder in excitement as I flew to my feet—and laughed. “Holy shit! No fucking way!” 
 
    The three quazi dropped into a neat formation landing, Nethres in the lead. The black quazi touched down behind her, and the rider grinned broadly at me as she threw her saddle straps off and slid to the ground. Sergeant Blackwin’s black hair was cut even shorter, the better to fit under a helmet. She still had the stocky, bulldog-like stance I remembered. But her face... over half her face was one giant scar, her left eye covered with an eyepatch. She’d lost one nostril and her ear on that side, and her lips were twisted in a permanent burn grimace. Behind her, the cream-and-red bird touched ground, and the rider pulled her helmet off to reveal a short mop of ebony curls, big cornflower-blue eyes, and a nervous, flashing smile. 
 
    “Blackwin! Kira!” Before Karalti could crouch, I leaped off her back, vanishing briefly to reappear in front of them. My sudden appearance startled both of them—which let me run forward and scoop Kira into a big up-on-your-toes hug. She squeaked, then laughed in delight as I spun her around and put her back on her feet, then advanced on Blackwin. 
 
    “No hugs for me, Tuun. Too pointy for that.” Blackwin grinned crookedly, and offered a hand. I shook, and she clasped my forearm and—despite her words—leaned in and gave me a brief bro-hug style embrace, clapping me on the back. “Lord and Lady, look at you. You’ve sure as hells come a long way, haven’t you?” 
 
    Kira was staring up at Karalti in open-mouthed awe. “Hector, I... she’s beautiful!” 
 
    Karalti, who had been glaring at me and flaring her nostrils warningly at all of this sudden female attention, suddenly lifted her crests and looked down at her. She squinted down at Kira like a pleased cat. “Why thank you.” 
 
    “Eek!” Kira put her hand to her mouth, then let out a burst of high-pitched, nervous laughter. “Lady’s tits! I didn’t know dragons talked!” 
 
    “Totally do,” Karalti affirmed, as she smugly preened one of her foreclaws. “But all my brothers and sisters and my mom are under a curse that turned them into slaves under the control of a succession of human tyrants, so, you know... they’re not really talky-talky. But we’re about to go and fix that.” 
 
    “Exactly. But... fuck, I never thought I’d ever see you again. I thought you’d both died.” I pulled my helmet off so I could run a hand over my braided hair, looking to Nethres. She was quiet, but smiling. 
 
    “These two overheard me talking to our Prince. Volunteered immediately,” Nethres replied. “The Kingsmen aided the revolt at Fort Palewing. Still. Not much we could do against five hundred dragons.” 
 
    “Were there any other survivors?” I walked back to Karalti, and lay a hand against the edge of one dipped wing, stroking it. “And Kira, is your dad alright? Owen?” 
 
    “Da’s fine,” Kira replied, waving her hand breezily. “We both got trained up by one of the old Royal Healers. Owen’s helping at the hospital while I support our operatives in the field.” 
 
    “Aye, that she does. She’s good at it, too.” Blackwin smiled faintly, then shook her head. “No other survivors from Palewing that we know of. Jasper died with the other mages, holding a shield against the dragons. But the Eyrie Queen’s brood are Light and Air elementals. Their breath weapons shred magical defenses. Nethres evacuated me... me cursing and screaming to be let go the whole time, I might add.” 
 
    “Ilia needed you,” Nethres said simply. 
 
    Blackwin sighed, and rubbed her thumb over one of the scars on her face. “I know that now. At the time, though... Lord and Lady help us all. Sometimes, I wish I had died on my feet, fighting. Not that it was much of a fight in the end. I still dream about it.” 
 
    More NPCs dreaming—interesting. Now that I knew what I did about OUROS, I had to wonder if the sudden rise in the people of Archemi dreaming was thanks to Steve. “I’m sorry, sarge. But if all goes well today, we’re going to take one of the biggest weapons out of the hands of the enemy.” 
 
    “Captain now,” Blackwin grunted. “Not that it matters. Ilia is screwed. It’s home, but we all know we’re fighting over a wrecked nation now. Can’t survive a revolution, then a revolt, then a hostile takeover by some cunty immortal warlord.” 
 
    “We can’t give up yet. Nethres and Hector are immortal, too, and what we’re doing today could be the beginning of Ilia’s liberation.” Kira gave Blackwin’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. She looked very different to the naive peasant girl I’d met in my earliest days in Archemi. Kira was fitter, dressed in leggings and a short-sleeved shirt and form-fitting vest, all in green and white. She had a pack and a number of pouches, all containing vials and first aid supplies. She’d gone from village apothecary to veteran field medic: when I focused on her, her HUD tag now read [Kira of Lyrensgrove: Journeyman Healer (Ilian Kingsmen)]. She looked to me. “Hector, do you really believe you can free the dragons?”  
 
    “Yes.” There was no doubt in either my mind or my voice. “And speaking of that, we need to go. Karalti and I are still targets in ilia. The sooner we get to Cham Garai, the better.” 
 
    Accounting for the time difference, it was 11pm in Ilia right now, and we had the cover of darkness. Nethres looked to Blackwin and nodded. 
 
    “Human-shape time, I guess.” Karalti stretched languidly, putting her hands to the ground, arching her back and tail and extending her wings. She yawned widely enough that the three women cautiously stepped back from the dragon’s exposed teeth, each fang now as long as a human torso. When she was done, Karalti smacked her jaws together in satisfaction, then reared upright like a kangaroo and focused inward, shifting down into her humanoid shape. She was stark naked for a few seconds until she equipped her gear, freshly repaired by Rin. “Okay, let’s see... gauntlets, dagger, boots, ovaries. Yep: I’m ready!” 
 
    “I never imagined a queen dragon to speak this way,” Blackwin said, watching Karalti in confusion. 
 
    “What WERE you expecting a queen dragon to speak like?” Karalti dug around in her ear with one of her fingers, head cocked. Her human form now reflected her near-maturity. She was a little taller, leggier, though still small-breasted. Her hair was now a long sweep of flat Tuun-style braids to her knees. 
 
    Blackwin hesitated—and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked slightly nervous. “More uh... royal.” 
 
    “Bah. Royal shmoyal. Have you ever listened to Hector? I was raised by him, a lady named Suri, and a guy called Vash. Two soldiers and a Baru of Matir.” Karalti flicked some earwax away and jabbed her thumb toward me. “So I know how to strip a rifle, how to punch things real good, and like... SO many words for ladybits. And butts. And I know what a desert jelly is, too.” 
 
    I facepalmed. “Kira does not need to know what a desert jelly is.” 
 
    “Kira DOES need to know what a desert jelly is.” Kira’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “It’s a gross human thing. Hector made a lot of them when he was on tour,” Karalti replied, flashing me a wicked, fanged grin. 
 
    I scowled at her. She stuck her tongue out at me. 
 
    “This is how the Bond between Dragon and Knight should look.” Blackwin watched us with a small smile lilting at the unburned corner of her mouth. “Come on, brats. Let’s get our asses to Cham Garai before the sun rises.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 44 
 
    The first time I’d approached Fort Palewing was by land. Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, with no clue as to the sheer amount of shit I was about to get myself into, I’d ridden Cutthroat all the way from Lyrensgrove into the mountains of Ilia. The terrain and my inexperience had made it a seven-day trek, in which the charred farmlands and Stranged battlefields left over from Ilia’s civil war gave way to the primordial mountain tundra of the High Reaches. It had taken another full day of riding that steep, rutted road before we’d reached the fort itself. 
 
    It used to be that Reaches Pass was surrounded by lush alpine forest, all black spruce and trembling aspen. Ruins from an ancient civilization—likely dropped from Cham Garai as it plummeted to its doom on the other side of the range—littered the sides of the path. Over hundreds or thousands of years, travelers had dug them out into shelters for unwitting pilgrims, like yours truly, to rest in on their way to meet the dragons. The road ended in a great gateway that was built into a cliffside—the entry to Fort Palewing. But now, that forest was gone: charred into a grim legion of blackened, leafless trunks. Dragonfire and lightning had ripped apart the old Aesari ruins, too, leaving their shattered remains blasted across the road. The fortress gate itself was broken: one half lay flat on the road, still crushing the unburied bodies of soldiers from the rebellion. The other half hung on its hinges, partly melted like black glass. 
 
    We stopped there to rest the birds. It was a four-hour flight from Lyrensgrove, and they were exhausted. As Blackwin’s bird stumbled to his winghands, panting and croaking, I unbuckled myself and slid to the ground. Kira did the same thing, and we both pulled out stamina potions, uncorking them to try and refuel our mounts. 
 
    “Captain, Nethres, do you think you’ll be able to take us over the fort and into the swamp? I know a way into Cham Garai from when I was undergoing the Trials.” I looked over to Nethres as I fed the potion to Blackwin’s quazi. The bird-like dinosaur quorked in its throat, guzzling the brew down. 
 
    “I can do you one better. The path you took on the maps we gave Grigorian aspirants isn’t the main route into the ruins,” Blackwin replied, holding the quazi’s head steady with the reins so it didn’t bite. “There’s a direct entry to the ruins you can only get into by air. It's right in the middle of what we call the Ripples. The land around that entry is really damned dangerous, though, crawling with giant crocodiles and these black eels that’ll eat a man alive. You have to fly right into the thick of things, but it’s faster. A lot of people have been in there to investigate, because the bulk of the fallen city is found that way... but there’s fierce monsters and doors that won’t open down there. Magic, fire, nothing even scratches the ruins inside.” 
 
    “We can open it,” I said confidently. “And if Karalti and I can’t alone, she can go back to my castle and pick up the other people who-” 
 
    Brrp brrp. My HUD leapt up with a holographic window, showing me that I had an incoming voice call. It was Suri. 
 
    “Hang on a minute. Karalti, you saddle up.” I held up a hand and turned away to answer it. “What’s up, sweet cheeks?” 
 
    “Janos just began his assault,” Suri answered grimly. “Szonja used some kind of magic telemetry to contact Rutha and Simeon, and they just reported to me. Looks like he’s going all in this time. We’re on Gae Bolg, steaming straight for Vastil. The fleet garrisoned at Fort Temeri is taking positions, but there’s too many of them and not enough of us. Soma says we have about six hours of ammo before we start having to ration. They’re producing new ordnance in Litvy as fast as they can.” 
 
    A bead of sweat crawled down the back of my neck despite the night-time chill. “Hold them as long as you’re able. We’re at Fort Palewing, about to head into Cham Garai. Good luck. And... I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. We’ll do what we can.” Suri’s voice softened slightly before hardening again. I cut the line so as not to waste a second of her time—she needed it all. 
 
    I looked over Blackwin’s quazi. He was back to thirty percent stamina, and rising. Karalti was still mounted on and strapped to Vedrfonir behind Nethres, who had the visor of her winged helmet down and ready for flight.  
 
    “Take us to the big entry,” I said. “We’re out of time in Myszno. Janos is hitting us, hard. We need those dragons.” 
 
    “Yah!” Without another word, save for the call to urge her mount into the sky, Blackwin bent over the saddle and squeezed with her knees. The big black screeched defiantly to the sky as it lumbered forward and threw itself into the air, followed by Nethres and Kira. 
 
    Fort Palewing had once backed out into dense marsh and forest lined with narrow trails, but all of the foliage here was gone, too—burnt down into black mud, where Stranged, voracious monster plants now thrived. Blackwin took a different course to where I’d ridden Cutthroat, climbing her mount over the steep jagged spires that rose up out of the marshy woods like miniature mountains. As we gained height over the swamp, I realized the marsh—and the ‘hills’—were actually part of a gigantic impact crater, the heights formed out of earth driven up into walls by the violent impact of the colossal city with the soft earth. On my map, they were marked as [The Ripples]. 
 
    Blackwin flew us through a narrow crack that split the tallest of these thin frozen walls—rows and rows of them, which got higher and thicker near Ground Zero. A weird warbling rushing sound filled our ears as we passed each one, until suddenly, we broke out over a small, crater-like swamp. Long, flat stone platforms rested on their sides here, broken off from the city and overgrown with vines. The trees here were still alive, mangrove-like plants that clustered tightly around the edges of the crater. There was no solid ground, just water—water writhing with the backs of massive dolphin-sized eels as they swam over and around each other. 
 
    “Ooh. Those look tasty.” Karalti leaned out from her saddle a little. Her eyes were big and shiny. 
 
    “Yeah. They’re thinking the same about us, and our quazi.” Blackwin called back. 
 
    Ahead of us was a crooked frame that looked like two enormous archways, smashed together in a way that made it look like a mouth of gnashing teeth. Ornate, heavily carved and heavily overgrown, we were no bigger than ants as we flew toward it. There was a sinkhole on the other side, water trickling down into a cavern formed out of ruined marble and aurum. 
 
    [You have discovered The Great Gate of Cham Garai] 
 
    [A new entry has been added to your Archemipedia] 
 
    Curious, I brought it up to see what the wiki had to say about the place. 
 
      
 
    Cham Garai 
 
    The ruins known as Cham Garai were actually two separate cities in Archemi’s distant past. The Solonkratsu city of Cham, built into the mountain of the same name, was conquered by the Aesari following the decimation of the Solonkratsu by the Drachan. Garai was an Aesari flying city, created when Aesari archmagi used the power of the Gate of Glorious Dawn to shear the top of the mountain off and turn it around before raising it into the sky. Garai orbited Cham, which served as the flying city’s center of terrestrial trade. It was famous for its slave training centers and markets. 
 
    When the Fifth Triad restored the integrity of Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate and Garai fell at the end of the Aesari wars, the devastation was indescribable. The flying city flipped as it descended, crushing its terrestrial sister into the mud of the marshes. Over thousands of years, the ever-burning ruins finally extinguished and merged into Cham’s watery grave—upside down.  
 
    [Warning: This dungeon is still in beta. Player experience cannot be guaranteed and the area may be incomplete. Enemies may spawn erratically or be of erroneous levels. Please make sure to verify your spawn point before proceeding.] 
 
    “Huh. Never seen a warning like that before.” I muttered to myself as we flew between the gates and down into the cavern. There was an artificial lake down here, too, with plenty of baby eels in it. Blackwin and the other quazi glided in a short way, and alighted on a crooked, moss-covered marble floor. It was flat and crumbly for a little while, then tipped crazily to the right. The path forward was a rushing, ankle-deep brook, slick with algae. 
 
    “Here we are,” Blackwin said. “You have to follow the stream in. It leads to the Guardian Ward, the first ring of the city. The path you newbies took way back when never even went near that ward. You were all on the outside of the city. Only way into the ruins proper is through here.” 
 
    “Thanks. And thanks, Nethres. We wouldn’t be here without your help, and the help of the Kingsmen.” I slid to the slippery floor and stretched. Karalti joined me, padded over to rub around my back like a cat before she peered into the gloom ahead. 
 
    “No worries. Your missions have made ours easier. Get those dragons out of Lovi for us, and we can win back Revala.” Nethres inclined her winged and visored head to me. “Queen Aslan was an important ally of our Prince. And a personal friend.” 
 
    I saluted her, then banged the top of my head and closed my visor. “Come on, Karalti. Time to go shine some dark on light places.” 
 
    Neither of us needed torches as we paced into the gloom. There was no magical suppression of my darkvision here as we made our way down into the caverns formed by the violent collision of the floating city with its terrestrial twin. The Aesari’s magically-fortified alloys had barely corroded with the passing of time, and the tall, slender towers, the aeries and minarets and grand halls had formed a crazed network of jutting shrapnel not unlike the inside of a crystal geode. We had to pick our way over huge shattered walkways, climb upside-down towers to the right-side up ones. Things skittered, croaked, and rumbled in the dark. But the weirdest part? Nothing attacked us. 
 
    “Something about this place feels really off.” We broke out of the caverns onto a crumbling, twisted bridge that jutted out into a void of empty space. “I can hear monsters. But I don’t see monsters.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a few things, but they were moving away from us,” Karalti said. 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    She pointed up. “On the roof, mostly. Dunno why they ran away. They all had like… triple black skulls.” 
 
    I actually felt my face turn pale. “WHAT.” 
 
    “Yeah. Just little rats and things.” Karalti shrugged, unfazed. 
 
    “Triple black skull rats. Well… fuck. At least I have a new band name.” Gripping the Spear, I climbed up the steep arc of the broken bridge and peered out over the heart of Cham Garai. 
 
     Like a chandelier that had fallen from the ceiling, Garai had pancaked and shattered in concentric rings, smashing and scattering into the ruins of Cham. Ruined buildings jutted from both the floor and the sharply sloped ceiling—actually part of Garai’s top plate. In the near distance was a surreal, nightmarish structure: a great aurum, marble, and blue stone palace, upside down and still recognizable as a building, had crashed into and merged into the side of a great white cathedral-like castle. The Aesari city had fallen on an angle, and everything at the narrow end of the collision had been smashed flat into rubble. It was awe-inspiring, and also one of the most terrible things I’d ever seen. 
 
    Turning my head, I saw a flight of extremely narrow stone stairs going down the side of the cliff. “Am I crazy for thinking it’s spookier that this dungeon doesn’t seem to have anything that is trying to kill-” 
 
    I didn’t get to finish my sentence before I was nearly blown off my feet by something invisible and very, very fast that rushed up out of the abyss below. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 45 
 
    I vanished backwards, anticipating a hit—but it didn’t come. Karalti squawked as the whatever-it-was flew overhead and around, then hit the ground with a rumble that shook dust from the roof of the cavern and up from the floor. The dust clouds briefly framed the shape of something that looked almost like a giant cat… or a lizard, I thought, as the monster dropped its head and padded toward us.  
 
    Karalti drew back to my side, fists raised, but I held a hand up and narrowed my eyes as the now semi-invisible beast snorted, then turned from us and began to pace around the arena. Almost as if we weren’t there.  
 
    “The fuck…?” I tried to focus my HUD on what was clearly a boss monster, but only got a blank [ ] of space over its HP ring. A blank space with a black skull symbol and a ‘9’ next to it. This motherfucker was so far over our level that it could wipe Karalti and I both in a single swipe. But it wasn’t charging. 
 
    “Karalti, can you Bioscan this thing?” I backed up as it advanced, watching the… Manticore?… as it flickered into view, revealing three long, whiplike tails that ended in barbed stingers. 
 
    “Hmm…” Karalti pursed her lips and concentrated. 
 
    [Spectral Manticore is unaffected by magic.] 
 
    “Uhh… huh.” I frowned, circling warily to the side as the manticore paused to sniff the air. “Spectral Manticore, huh? Is it glitched?” 
 
    “I dunno.” Karalti stuck close by me, sniffing back. 
 
    The Manticore groaned under its breath, and turned to stare at us with weird, faceted eyes. I saw its empty nameplate and HP ring activate again, this time without me needing to focus on it. That name and HP activation was something that happened in boss battles when the monster aggro’d. But after a wavering pause, it padded on past, tails swishing—and as it wove around us to avoid collision, I realized that it could definitely see us. It just… wasn’t engaging. 
 
    “So like I was saying, it’s definitely creepier when there’s either no monsters, or really powerful monsters that don’t try to kill you.” I shuddered. It was hard to say why this was wigging me so badly, only that it was. It didn’t have a Squalor vibe, because I wasn’t getting any of the ‘void draws near’ shit, but something was definitely fucky. 
 
    “Yeah. Gotta say, this is making me feel mildly uncomfortable.” Karalti was already sidling toward the stairs. “How about we leave Mr. Manticore alone, huh?” 
 
    “Lets.” I crab-stepped after her, and the pair of us scuttled down the stairs. 
 
    [You have entered Lirenian’s Abyss.] 
 
    The same thing happened with other monsters as we picked our way down the side of the cliff wall. Three and four-skull lizards with ridiculous HP, attack and other stats for their levels scattered from us, not engaging. At the base of the cliffs, we set up our campsite, but as soon as I threw my bedroll down, I got an error message: [ALERT: You cannot set this location as a respawn point. {ERRORNO 13}]. 
 
    Okaaay. As I looked around the campsite, I spotted a small green frog, throat pouch bulging as it hopped across the broken tiles. It looked harmless enough. I decided to experiment. “Karalti: Hold my beer.”  
 
    “What?” Karalti’s head turned in alarm. “What dumb thing are you about to-” 
 
    “AHHHHH!” I let out my best bloodcurdling war cry of excellence, and ran right toward the tiny frog. “DEATH TO AMPHIBIANS! FOR ISENGARD!” 
 
    I Jumped at it. Jump VI did x4 damage on landing. On an unarmored enemy with no elemental weaknesses or resistances, that translated to about 3000 points of smackdown, give or take a few. 
 
    [You deal 1424 damage to Frog. HP: 23,576/25,000] 
 
    Alllrighty then. This thing had more HP than most bosses, plus over 50% damage resistance. I braced for death, but the Uberfrog, which I was pretty sure was actually capable of kicking my ass if it turned hostile, didn’t retaliate at all. Instead, it hopped away as fast as it could. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.” I pounced after it as Karalti watched on. “Karalti! Help me kill this thing!” 
 
    “Uhhh… suuuure.” Karalti sighed, rolled her shoulders, and ran into the fray. 
 
    It took a good fifteen minutes of both of us pummeling the passive creature until it finally died. At no point did the frog fight back. Karalti landed the final blow, stomping the poor thing until it lost its last HP. Navigail announced the murder as cheerfully as always: 
 
    [You have killed Frogger. You gain 0 EXP.] 
 
    “What the fuck?” I blinked a couple of times as the frog’s tiny corpse dissolved into a loot bag. Curious, I crouched down and brought up the contents. 
 
    ●     1 x Barghest Feces 
 
    And then, somehow, it finally clicked. I started to laugh so hard that Karalti’s head shot up in alarm. “What?” 
 
    “This whole place... this entire dungeon leading into Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate? It’s one huge fucking villain trap.” I left the dog poop baggie where it sat. “Not for us. For Ororgael. This has Steve written all over it.” 
 
    “Really? That’s... huh.” Karalti wrinkled her nose. “But they’ve been through here before. Oral Gel and his friends, I mean.” 
 
    “Huh? How do you know?” I frowned, looking back at her. 
 
    “I dunno. My blood tells me that the Void was here.” Karalti ruffled her shoulders. “C’mon. I want to get this over with. This whole place makes my veins crawl.” 
 
    She had a point. Even with the realization that none of the mobs here were going to target us, I also had a crawling sensation on the back of my neck as we picked our way through shattered roads and crushed buildings. The ruins were so old that there was no evidence of the dead—even their skeletons had long since moldered into dust. We found a crack in the blast zone of the Guardian Ward, slipping into a field of shattered stones. Spikes of molten metal and crystal had hit the ground so hard they’d churned the ground and penetrated solid granite, and were so dense in some places that they looked like the overlaid spikes of a porcupine. By weaving carefully, we managed to avoid the worst of the razor edges, and made our way into the combined castle-cathedral ruin.  
 
    It was grand and terrifying all at once: the aurum and granite of Garai mashed into the white and gold marble of this structure, the [Temple of the Just/Diamond Palace Ruins]. Weird magical fires still sputtered here and there, jagged crystal outgrowths rimed with flames and venting stale mana gas into the cavernous rooms. The ceiling, forty feet above our heads, hung with a dim blue haze. I didn’t get any toxicity warnings as we picked our way through, following small pathing cues, until we reached an ornate rotunda. As soon as we stepped out into it, I realized Karalti had been right. Ororgael and the others had been here. The corpses of Ilian soldiers were scattered around. They were old, but not THAT old. Archemi generally spared players the details of decomposition, replacing the eye-water reek and Christmas colors and fluids with milder visuals, but these guys were still pretty nasty, bloated up and partly eaten. I walked up to one of them and noticed that part of his body had been voided out into a shifting, blurry field of pixel fuzz. When I tried to bring up a HUD tooltip on him, I got an error. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Oreo and his goons were down here.” I looked to the entryway to the [Sanctum of Light]—double aurum doors engraved with stylized dragons. They were the entry to Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate, surely. One of the doors was partly voided, fritzing and glitching. There were two completely crushed bodies inside the threshold, along with a barred gate that looked like it closed from either side. I glanced up inside the doorway: above the corpses was a section of ceiling stained with months-old viscera. “Okay, so this door is a trap. Some of their minions found that out the hard way. It might be a legit entry... I have a feeling that Lord Orifice brute-forced his way through the doors.” 
 
    “He might have, but I don’t think it’s the right entry. It’s too obvious.” Karalti stared up at a cluster of strange colored crystals set into a large metal inlay. It looked like the rose window of a cathedral, save that it wasn’t see-through. “There’s some other way in, I’m sure of it. And these are magical… and tuned to music!” 
 
    “Music?” I wandered over. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was humming, and one of them lit up. Look.” Karalti tuned her voice to a soft C note, and one of the crystals—the pink one—lit up. “We might have to sing our way in, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. But what’s the song?” I frowned. “Don’t suppose your magical blood has any hymns to the Goddess of Light, does it? Ororgael and friends must have worked it out, somehow.” 
 
    “Nope. Give me a few minutes, though.” Karalti began to hum different notes, watching as the different crystals lit up on each one. Then she strung the effective ones together. After a few tries, she had a soft, haunting, wordless tune... and as she sang it aloud with a dragon’s vocal chords, we heard a clunk and a thump from the structure at the center of the rotunda. The entire thing haltingly rotated, the outer wall of it sliding around to conceal the false door and reveal the real one. 
 
    “Weirdly simple trap, if they were trying to keep Oro out. But it apparently worked.” I headed for the new door, which looked almost identical to the other one: about ten feet tall, aurum with dragons. There were no gates, though, and no obvious smashing-crushing ceiling. “Maybe the guy couldn’t hold a tune or something. Hopefully he went into the fake door, got his ass handed to him, and didn’t make it inside.” 
 
    “I dunno. They managed to get the Diamond Pact transferred to them so they could control the dragons.” Karalti sounded uncertain as she followed me down the stairs behind the door, which opened easily to the touch. “Hopefully we’re right and the site of the geas is in here, and not in the Eyrie.” 
 
    I brought up the Darkness Shines in Light Places quest description. “‘You must get to the root of the problem, the geas itself. The answers lie in the fallen Aesari city of Cham Garai.’ I’m pretty sure we’re in the right place.” 
 
    We came down to a portal room. It would have been brightly lit once, but the mage lights that had lit the place were sputtering. As I approached the portal, though, the Pearl of Glorious Dawn began to glow, connecting to the portal ring just before it activated. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” Drawing a deep breath, I stepped through. 
 
    Light briefly blinded me on the way through, leaving my eyes dancing with spots as I stepped out onto a narrow bridge of tiles, arranged in water-like spirals and sealed with gold. The room ahead was a great sphere, a mosaic dome arcing over my head and under my feet, studded with glowing orbs. At the center of the room was what looked like an hourglass-shaped pool, and on the other side 
 
    [You have entered the Hall of Reflection.] 
 
    “Woah...” I took a few steps forward, and experimentally poked the butt of the Spear at the space beyond the walkway. To my surprise, the metal cracked off a solid-sounding floor. Every instinct I had told me not to get off the two-foot wide path, but as Karalti joined me—also sticking to the path—I risked taking a step out. The vertigo was intense, but there was a floor. The whole thing was an incredible optical illusion. 
 
    “I would uh... stick to the path anyway,” Karalti said nervously. 
 
    The door at the end of the Hall of Reflection was deceptively far away, everything distorted by the polished glass and lights. I stuck my head over the wall of the pool curiously, but it was empty. When we eventually reached the doors, I saw that they unlocked with the Keystone. Holding the Spear to it caused the lock to turn, and as the doors swung open, the reverberating double-thump of Solnetsi’s heartbeat rumbled through the floors and walls... and then again, out of tempo and too fast. I froze as a dim, furious roar split the air, adding another level of vibration to the chamber as the heartbeat pounded erratically, rolling the ground under our feet. 
 
    “Uhh... that’s not good.” There was a weird, oppressive sense of wrongness hanging in the air of the beautifully wrought crystal tunnel ahead. As we stepped through and the doors behind us boomed shut, the back of my neck crawled with the sensation of being watched, judged... and found to be wanting. “Is Solnetsi...?” 
 
    “Awake?” Karalti finished, looking around anxiously. “Uhh... yeah. I think she might be. She feels kind of pissed off too, huh?” 
 
    “Just a little.” The ambient sensation of fury became more and more oppressive as we walked, until it was hard to breathe. The stench of decay was in the air, too. This corridor twisted and turned and split like a hall of mirrors, and as we rounded one corner, the smell of the dead suddenly became stronger as we lit onto the sight of several more Ilian soldiers skewered on activated spike traps. There were so many from the walls, floors, and ceiling that the corridor was impassable. Yet as we walked toward them, the spikes slid back into their hiding places with a soft ‘shick’, pulling off the bodies and dropping them to the floor. 
 
    “It’s almost like the place is inviting us in,” I thought back to Karalti. “As if... it recognizes us. But I don’t feel like Solnetsi wants ANYONE here.” 
 
    “Yeah… she feels pretty angy.” Karalti followed me uncertainly. “She shouldn’t be awake. From the descriptions of things, the Aesari broke this Dragon Gate to use Solnetsi’s power for their flying city… but didn’t the last Triad fix things?” 
 
    The kaleidoscopic maze had more evidence of Ororgael and his men having been through here. Countless activated traps, as deadly as Matir’s freaking meat maze, were littered through the bifurcating tunnels. All of them deactivated or reset as we passed, deferring to our presence. At the end, the tunnel opened up into a huge chamber flanking by sweeping crystal staircases, which spiraled up to the familiar five-petaled door... a door that looked like it had been blown in with a warhead. Blasted and twisted pieces of metal were scattered on the cracked ground in front of it. At the center of the structure was a crackling pinpoint of pure, deepest black that hurt to look at. I recognized it immediately. 
 
    “Fuck. I know this room.” I wandered forward, turning my head to stare open-mouthed at the surrounds. “I dreamed about this place. Well, Matir showed it to me. Ororgael, Lucien and Violetta, with Arnaud and a bunch of soldiers… They fought a giant ogre or something here.” Even as I spoke, I heard another roar—closer and louder, this time. “I am NOT looking forward to what we’re going to find at the end of this Dragon Gate.” 
 
    Like the Gate of Endless Night, Solnetsi’s dungeon was fairly linear—but it was fucked six ways to Sunday. Every room we entered had black, fizzing gaps in space, or places where my HUD highlighted empty spaces and the names of enemies who never appeared. It got eerier and eerier as we pressed deeper, past destroyed puzzles and other challenges that hadn’t reset like they were supposed to. Ororgael had blasted his way through the place in a tantrum. 
 
    “I really want to know where he gets that fucking Void Ray thing from,” I thought to Karalti as we climbed over the remains of a floor trap. “He channels it through Hyperion somehow.” 
 
    Karalti looked uncomfortable as we headed for a brilliant platinum door, inset with lines of different colored crystal. “What if... Hyperion died the way that Ororgael died? Over and over again. And Squalor took over? Or maybe like, just a bit of Squalor. I mean, it’s like God here, right? It could do that sort of thing.” 
 
    The doors opened into a hallway of pure light, and the erratic double heartbeat became thunderous as we closed our eyes and felt our way forward, coughing as the bitter almond stench of decaying mana bored into our sinuses. This passage opened up into a natural cathedral of gigantic crystals that lanced from the walls and ceilings in all directions. The crystals glowed deep within their cores, casting soft golden light across a vast, hourglass-shaped expanse of polished gold-veined marble. Towering statues lined the walls: the Aesari’s idealized imagery of themselves, angelic and humanoid, with long pointed ears and huge liquid eyes. Rows of them stood with heads bowed, wings folded, slim lances resting in their clawed hands. And between them… 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. “It’s Lirenian.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 46 
 
    The queen’s petrified body formed a crescent around an activation plinth: the one that would normally open the door to the reactor core of Solnetsi’s Dragon Gate. From the way she had fallen, it was clear that the Diamond Queen, the second Paragon of the Fifth Age, had died in agony. She lay on her side with one wing crushed under her. The delicate, sharp muzzle was twisted in an expression of terror and pain, the muscles of her neck straining. A ten-foot lance, black and twisted, pierced her chest through the ribs. It was a weapon too big to have been wielded by any human hand.  
 
    Lirenian was covered in a coat of crystallized mana, preserved like a bug in amber. It had melted and flowed over her like ice, hanging in stalagmites from her gazelle-like horns, her scales and claws. The stricken queen and her bondage were contained within the largest magical circle I’d ever seen. Five concentric layers of sigils, inscribed words of power, and geometric designs that funneled energy into the plinth—or drew it out. Both the queen and the circle pulsed with soft blue light. 
 
    [Your quest ‘Darkness Shines in Light Places’ has been updated.] 
 
    Main Quest: Darkness Shines on Light Places (3/4) 
 
    During your time at the Eyrie, the bastion of the dragon knights of St. Grigori, you discovered a dark secret at the heart of the order. The dragons and knights are bound by some kind of magical enslavement, a geas stretching back hundreds, or maybe even thousands of years. It binds the dragons and their bonded riders to the will of the current Knight-Commander. 
 
      
 
    You have discovered that the Gate of Glorious Dawn, the resting place of Solnetsi, has been compromised by unknown forces. The Dragon Gate of Light has been manipulated toward a dark purpose—and the corpse of Lirenian the Diamond Queen, one of the Paragons of the Fifth Age, no doubt has a story to tell. Investigate the Gate and the fallen queen dragon to learn more about the Diamond Pact… and perhaps gain enough information to undo this ancient wrong. 
 
    This is a special quest (Mark of Matir) 
 
    This is a sequential quest (3 of 4) 
 
    Difficulty: Level 40-45 
 
    Rewards: 6500 EXP, Fame/Infamy, Unknown unique rewards.  
 
    ‘Compromised’ was the right word, because Solnetsi was definitely way more awake than she should have been. We could hear her howls of fury through the walls, fierce enough to make them shudder.  
 
    “By the nine... Lirenian, what did they DO to you?” Karalti, horrified, headed straight for the edge of the circle. As she approached it, the lines flared with blue-white light. My hand snapped around her wrist before she accidentally crossed inside. 
 
    “No. Wait.” I shook my head. “What if it grabs you?” 
 
    “This circle... that power, that’s her soul energy! She was entombed alive in that crystal!” Karalti, anguished, let herself be pulled away, but she keened and paced around, pulling at her hair. “Why? Why would someone do this to her!?” 
 
    “Power. This has to be how they control the Diamond Pact.” I tore my eyes away from the murdered queen and studied the way the circle was crafted. Magical circles in Archemi were a bit like circuits. I could see that the innermost design formed a kind of question mark shape, with the round curve following the circle, and the straight part splitting into two lines that led right to the base of the activation plinth. The plinth was the same as the one we’d used to enter Matir’s gate: it would require all six members of the Triad to use. Theoretically. 
 
    “Huh.” Sucking my lip, I looked between the plinth and the door leading to the goddess’s tomb. I knew fuck all about magic, still, but I knew a little bit about circuitry. “Soul energy... Matir told us that each one of the Keystones was a little piece of each of the Nines’ souls. If they drew off Lirenian’s soul to create this circle, and Solnetsi’s energy is connected to this plinth... then...” 
 
    My eyes were drawn back up to the lance that pierced Lirenian’s heart. “The whole Dragon Gate has been rewired, somehow. They’re using Lirenian’s soul as a key, and Solnetsi herself as the lock. This plinth has been repurposed somehow. Don’t quote me on this, but I’m ninety percent sure the Spear alone can disrupt this bullshit and break the magical circuit.” 
 
    “Please.” Karalti, still pacing, took several long steps back and let go of her polymorphing. Her dark scales caught the light in a million colors as she lowered her wedge-shaped head toward the circle, moaning in grief for her great-great grandmother. 
 
    I doubted the magical circle would harm me, but I held out a hand over it first before I stepped over the first ring of markings. A ripple of static passed over my skin, and my ears popped as I continued to walk forward into the tight coil of invisible energy flowing around and into the plinth. Unlike Lahati and Matir, Lirenian was truly dead. No ghost came to greet me as I carefully advanced to the obelisk of black stone and examined it. It had been heavily modified, but the insertable lock for the Spear was still there. A triangle of sigils surrounded it, and I frowned, reaching out with my marked hand to touch the metal and see if there was a reaction. 
 
    Oh boy, was there a reaction. 
 
    I flinched as the sigils surged, and then a piercing, furious shriek echoed out of Solnetsi’s prison. Hissing under my breath, I tried to jerk my hand away—only to crumple forward as a barrage of raw telepathic emotion and information slammed into my mind like a psychic sledgehammer. The real world ahead of me dissolved, and a vision was forced into my mind, playing in flickers at unreal speed. 
 
    The vision was from the point of view of a hovering observer. The magic circle had already been engraved into the floor. No fewer than twenty Mercurions, beautiful and eerie, were finishing the last inscriptions around the plinth. There was only one human—a plain-looking knight in ornate, old-fashioned armor. Short brown hair, sad brown eyes, big hooked nose. He stood to the side with a familiar glass sword clasped in his hands—the Godslayer. They were overseen by what I thought, at first, was a Warsinger. Then I looked again, and realized it WAS a Warsinger. Matte black, stooped, with a deadly, murderous air, Black Mercy paced around this chamber like a tiger. By Warsinger standards, Black Mercy was tiny—not even quite the size of a full-grown dragon, which made it about seventy feet tall. But as the air warped near the entry to the Chamber of the Sun, it whirled with superhuman speed to face the queen and rider pair who appeared from a portal and stepped gracefully out onto the ground.  
 
    Lirenian the Diamond Queen had been savagely beautiful, her scales as clear and glittering as her name implied. Her eyes were a brilliant, blazing rose pink, shot through with silver. She was over a hundred feet long, dwarfing everyone in the chamber except for Black Mercy and its unseen pilot. And for the first time, I saw the man for whom the order of St. Grigori had been named. He was handsome and rugged-looking, with a narrow, sharp jaw and piercing blue eyes. He rode an odd saddle that fit Lirenian more like a vest and had numerous attachment points so that he could climb around her, but unlike me, he carried a shield as well as the Spear—the complete Spear, with all nine keystones. The weapon radiated an aura of immense power, an aura of raw energy that frosted around the haft and blade as Grigori clambered to his dragon’s shoulder and held onto one of the leather loops there, as easy on Lirenian’s back as a sailor on his rigging. 
 
    “What is happening, Zarya? Brugge? We came as soon as we were able.” Grigori called to the people clustered around the circle and the plinth. “Is the Gate stable?” 
 
    “She wakes, and we do not know why.” The cool, feminine voice came from Black Mercy, who padded toward Lirenian. The Queen snorted and flattened her horns down, sidestepping the small Warsinger as it pulled up beside and slightly to the side of her. “We should not need to open the gate again, but the plinth is behaving strangely.” 
 
    “And what’s all this?” Grigori gestured at the circle, brows furrowing. 
 
    “... No! Flee, Herald of Light! Fly, Lirenian! Fly from this place!” 
 
    An urgent, ghostly voice, unheard by any of the actors in the scene, drifted to my ears. Lirenian, however, shifted restlessly. 
 
    “The plinth was hemorrhaging mana,” Zarya explained, her voice amplified by Black Mercy’s visored helm. A nasty, oily substance drooled through the vents of the Warsinger’s mask. For some reason, I felt the spirit of the Drachan radiating from this machine way more clearly than I had from Withering Rose. “I responded to the alarm in preparation for an escaped Drachan. But if there was Void presence, it was long gone. We found the chamber flooded, and the cries of the goddess from beyond the door.  
 
    “Gods damn those overgrown vultures.” Grigori fumed. “This Gate will never be the same after their meddling. Did the fallen city damage it, do you think? And what is this scribbling on the floor?” 
 
    “It is likely the fall of Garai damaged the Dragon Gate and caused the leak, yes,” Zarya replied. “This circle contains and redirects the leaking energy of the Gate’s reactor back into the system, until we can find a more permanent solution. In truth, we need to open the Dragon Gate and reset the security systems.” 
 
    “Damn it all. If we need to open the Gate, Sachara needs to be here,” Grigori scowled, examining the plinth. “She’s all the way in Dalim by now, putting her court to order.” 
 
    “She does not. I will take the place of the Warsinger. Captain Brugge and my apprentice Hi’katl can take the part of the Artist. I have instructed them in the code sequence.” 
 
    Grigori looked slightly dubious, but glanced at the hook-nosed Brugge and smiled as the other human came to join him at the plinth. It was clear he trusted these two. “You want to do it now?”  
 
    “No... flee! Chosen of the Light, take your queen, and flee!” 
 
    The Warsinger bowed its head. “Please begin. We will perform the steps one at a time to ensure stability of the circle.” 
 
    The dragon knight looked to Lirenian, smiled and shrugged as if to say ‘whatever’, then slot the Spear down into the plinth and twisted it to lock it in. He still had both hands wrapped around the weapon as Brugge lunged for him with the glass sword.  
 
    “RRAGH!” Brugge struck the unsuspecting man down through the collar of his armor, plunging the blade into his neck and shoulder as Lirenian screamed, only to collapse and skid to her keel as Black Mercy put its fist to her ribs and ejected the long, black lance like a harpoon, a precise killing blow that hit the queen through her twin hearts. 
 
    Grigori crumpled with a gurgle, still clutching the Spear. He couldn’t even speak—just wheeze in horror as Black Mercy stepped on the struggling queen dragon’s neck and ejected a second javelin right beside the first. 
 
    “The Betrayal of Traitors rite is complete. Keep him against the plinth.” Zarya’s voice, cold and pitiless, echoed out through the chamber. “It is time to seal the Geas.” 
 
    “What have we done, Artisan? Gods have mercy.” Brugge, white-faced, stumbled back from the corpse of Grigori: his commander. Maybe his friend. 
 
    “There is no time for mercy. Only justice.” Black Mercy pulled one of its harpoon limbs free of Lirenian’s body and slid it back into the firing tube, then reached down to haul the struggling dragon toward the circle. Small as it was, the Warsinger hauled the dragon up like a kitten. “Pity not: Grigori and his brood would have conquered this world and subjugated all to his rule. Because of us, Archemi will never be ruled by dragons or Aesari again.” 
 
    “Curse... you...” Lirenian coughed, her mouth oozing with dark blue blood. She kicked feebly as the Warsinger pulled her over the line, and screamed aloud in agony as her body pulsed with blue-white light. “Curse you... you and Phaedra, and your entire traitorous species! I curse you to endless war! Endless grief! May your lands be barren and your children slaughter one another, never knowing peace! Forever!” 
 
    “Fear not. Your sacrifice was not in vain. We will send Grigori’s body to Dakhdir.” Zarya kicked the dying dragon into the rough position that we’d found her. “You may not understand. But we do what we must.” 
 
    Solnetsi’s scream of grief and agony shook me out of the vision, bringing me back to the present moment: piercingly loud from behind the door to the reactor. I sank down in the same place the last Paragon had fallen, clutching my head with one hand, the Spear in the other.  
 
    “Hector! Are you okay? What’s happening!?” Karalti roared, but as she tried to come toward me, the circle snapped with electricity and sent her skidding back, yelping with pain. 
 
    “This geas is bound to some kind of fucked up ritual,” I gasped, pushing myself up. “Something called the ‘Betrayal of Traitors’ rite. Grigori Skyr and Lirenian... they were murdered...” 
 
    “I believe the correct term is ‘sacrificed’,” an unpleasantly familiar deep voice boomed from the other end of the room. “And for the same reasons that you will be, Park. To beat back the darkness and save this reality from itself.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 47 
 
    “Nice to see you here, at last. Knew you’d come one day.” Ororgael smirked as he strode through the door—the same one we had entered through—the Godslayer held naked in his hand. The whitecrystal blade crawled and spat with flecks of void energy, like tiny black holes bored in reality. "And just the two of you, too. You've made everything so much easier." 
 
    "How the FUCK did you know we were here?" I stared at him in shock. There was simply no way he could have known. Not unless... "Who told you?" 
 
    He laughed, then flashed a broad, mirthless grin. "Who else could it be? Your girlfriend. The red head." 
 
    "Liar!" Karalti flared her crests and mantled her wings, ducking her head and screeching aloud. Before I could stop her, her jaws gaped, drooling white fire that she spat at Ororgael. He brought the sword up, and the fire hit it and… vanished. As if it had never been there. 
 
    Violetta and Lucien entered behind him: the woman as emotionless as a doll, and almost as lifeless. Lucien’s thin mouth was twisted in a sneer of derision. Violetta lifted her spellgloved hand and concentrated, and a portal opened behind them, filling the doorway. One by one, their dragons entered: the misshapen forms of Whisper and Tempest, and then the visually perfect, but eerily lifeless Hyperion. Karalti shrank back, hissing with her head held low. These dragons were a much higher level than she was… we both knew we were outgunned. 
 
    My heart dropped, but even as I fought the gut reaction of being told that one of the most important people in my life might have betrayed me, something cold and clinical studied Ororgael from behind my eyes - and made note of the way the grin had fixed to his face, and how HIS eyes gleamed with expectation and anticipation. 
 
    "C'mon, Oreo, you can do better than that." I sniffed. "I normally wouldn't ever stoop so low to make fun of a cancer victim, but I thought eunuchs were supposed to be good liars." 
 
    Ororgael's expression of cruel mirth drained away, leaving nothing but a fixed mask clamped over simmering hatred. 
 
    "Sorry, I know." I held up both my hands in mock-surrender. "Didn't mean to, uh, 'pluck the low-hanging fruit'." 
 
    "You piece of shit!" His fist tightened on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “I’m the piece of shit?” It was my turn to laugh. I held up a warding hand. "Hang on, wait just a second. Which team has been murdering and raping people, poisoning cities and burning villages? Which team has been starting wars and trying to destroy the world? If I’m the piece of shit, then you guys are a whole fucking unscooped kitty litter box. Seriously, though: how did you know we were here?" 
 
    "The Pearl, you idiot," Ororgael snapped. "It was coded to snap to any virally-tainted person and is bound to me like a tracking device. I can see it on my world map. I made sure that you had it... you didn't tear it from me. I gave it to you, and the fact it went straight to you and into the Spear simply confirmed for me that YOU are the source of this world’s corruption." 
 
    "Oh." I did actually feel kind of stupid. I'd originally suspected that the Pearl of Glorious Dawn, the Light-element Keystone, had somehow been compromised. Then nothing had happened and I'd forgotten about it... so I'd been worrying about a spy reporting our movements, but it was just me after all. Still, I felt a weight lift from my shoulders. "My dude, the Pearl was stuck in YOUR face. It belongs in the Spear definitely. Why the fuck do you have to lie all the time? I know you're Squalor's bitch, but it's pathetic." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you kind of are. We all saw the recording," Karalti added. 
 
    When I said Squalor's name, the Godslayer darkened, and the motes of Void energy swam around it like a cloud of angry hornets. Ororgael's eyes narrowed at the word 'recording'. "What's pathetic is the fact you haven't realized that this is my world, and that everything that has happened to this point has been executed to plan. Including this. It was a matter of time before you delivered the Queen into my hands." 
 
    Karalti rumbled. "Excuse me, but ‘the Queen’ has a name." 
 
    "I'm sure you absolutely planned for us to kill Andrik, and for Lucien to fuck up and let Ignas slip through his fingers." I rested the Spear over my shoulders and smiled as prettily as I was able to. It was superficial, though: my mind was racing, trying to figure out what the fuck we could do. Message Suri and call for reinforcements? But the thought of her being hit with the Godslayer… fuck. 
 
    Ororgael's mouth sloped down. "My dragons are in Myszno, finishing the job we started. And finishing your little NPC friends off, too. And your castle, and everything else you thought you'd accomplished. " 
 
    My fear of that happening was real, but I couldn't show it. Not if we hoped to win. "Let's go, Karalti: buff yourself, then blast Hyperion right in his fucking face while they're distracted. I’ll keep him talking." 
 
    "Okay." She paused a second. "You told me what they did to my mother. I'd rather die than let them take me. You know that, right?" 
 
    "Then don’t let them take you." I paused and spoke aloud again. "We were expecting the dragons, Ororgael. And we have the weapons to fight them. And once the Diamond Pact is gone? Karalti will command her kin like she's supposed to, and you fuckers won't have a leg to stand on." 
 
      
 
    "You won't be leaving here alive." Ororgael subtly shifted his weight. "Whatever the fuck kind of virus you are in this system, this sword can handle it now." 
 
    "Now! And watch out for his invisible spirit guards, or whatever the fuck they are!" Without any tells, speed boosted by Blood Sprint, I half-dashed, half-teleported straight toward Ororgael. 
 
    There was a brief moment of shock on his face just before we clashed - shock that deepened as he put his guard up, and I smashed his shield away to the side and headbutted him. Lucien and Violetta reacted, seconds too slow. They and Ororgael had once been too fast for me to follow, but now Ororgael seemed clumsy as I ducked and weaved around his sword swipes. I put some distance between us and faked a stumble, drawing him in, only to teleport behind him and drive at Violetta. There was a flash of light as her spell misfired and she squawked, stumbling away as my weapon hit some kind of force barrier and sent cracks through it. Lucien pulled a pair of knives and rushed at me - he was the only one of them who now had comparable speed. 
 
    "No! Leave him to me! Get that dragon! And don't you dare fucking kill her!" Orogael yelled. 
 
    In the split second when I'd charged Ororgael, Karalti widened her jaws and belched a plume of searing white fire right into Hyperion's eyes. The dragon screeched and backpedaled as the tender scales of his muzzle and neck ignited. He spat lighting reflexively, missing Karalti but hitting the furiously, erratically-pounding diaphragm leading to Solnetsi's reactor core. But his agony was a signal for the other two dragons: as one, they screeched in challenge and launched themselves at Karalti, flanking her to either side. The ground bucked under my feet as they clashed - I saw Violetta and Lucien break away to join their dragons against mine, but Ororgael was coming for me with the Godslayer - and if that sword tapped me OR Karalti, we were gone. Forever. 
 
    Ororgael tucked behind his shield as we clashed, using it to shove me and block any spear thrust I could have managed as he drove the sword at my waist like a gladius. It was too long for him to get a good angle - I twisted away, driving the heavy pointed butt of the Spear behind the unarmored back of one knee. He snarled and spun; I caught his thrusting sword arm and shoved it back, giving myself enough room to shadow dance back away from him. As I did, I saw him grin - and instinctively ducked as unseen weapons whiffed over my head, invisible swords from his pair of spirit bodyguards. My body charged with energy that I let burst outwards in a flower of destruction, and briefly, I saw the spirits come into view, seizing and writhing as the dark energy of Black Lotus rolled over them and drove them back. 
 
    [Black Lotus deals 11,212 damage to Spirit Guardians! 322 damage to ???0001FETCHERROR:NULL!] 
 
    "Hrrrgh!" Ororgael snarled from the blast, recoiling from it... only to point his sword forward and discharge a ray of mingled light and void energy. Like a homing missile, it tracked me as I threw myself to the side, hitting me in the chest. Searing pain ripped through my body, and I barked a harsh cry as my HP dropped slightly over halfway. Ororgael wasn't fast and he wasn't a great fighter, but fuck, he hit hard. 
 
    Gloating, Ororgael sprinted at me, eyes glowing with a familiar heat. I dove behind the activation plinth as he blasted me a second time. The Cyclops eyebeams hit the plinth instead of me, slagging part of it to liquid metal and stone. Instinct told me the spirit guardians were flanking me, but I took a second to spam a potion and quickly murmur the words of the healing spell Matir had gifted me. “Ikizt y’lanihaat nefesuu, yildizla’man shihben chizierum!” 
 
    [You have regained 700 HP!] 
 
      
 
    I stumbled up from behind the plinth, feigning injury. Sensing victory, Ororgael put his now-glowing shield down and rushed me. I pretended to stumble, and as all three of his aspects closed - him from the front, his ghosts from the back - I launched myself straight into the air and flew at him.  
 
    "You can't win, Park!" Ororgael skidded to a stop, setting his shield up to ward off the expected rain of death from overhead. But I hit Night Falls - and instead of landing on him, I vanished and appeared behind him with a flurry of blows. Blood Sprint burned through my AP as I drove into his unprotected back with powerful slashes he wasn't able to recover from. The combo ripped at him and sent him sprawling forward to hands and knees, scrambling shocked as I blackflipped up into the air... and rained Master of Blades down on Lucien and Violetta as they attacked my dragon. Fifteen darts of pure thrumming energy manifested around me in a dark halo and shot down at them, impacting them and the three dragons battling Karalti. 
 
    "Six against two says the odds are in our favor, asshole!" The black missiles vanished, pulled back, and reformed around me into the Rain of Glass that targeted Ororgael. He caught some of them, Darkness shattering against his shield, freezing and dulling it. But others broke through his guard, dealing more damage. 
 
    But Karalti wasn't doing well. She was bleeding, scorched and limping as she snapped and blasted ghost fire at the other dragons, trying to face enemies on every side in close quarters. Even with intermittent healing, her HP was dwindling down below 50% for the first time I could ever remember. 
 
    "Queensong! Queensong and healing now!" I bellowed, boosting myself with Dancing Fly and dodging another swipe from Ororgael. 
 
    "I'm trying! There's not enough room to do anything!" Karalti slammed her tail down to break Violetta's spellcasting, beating her wings to blow Lucien end over end as he tried to sever one of the tendons in her back foot. She opened her mouth to sing, only to squeal as Hyperion lunged forward and locked his jaws around her neck, twisting her to the side and driving her down to her flank with his weight. "Hector! Help!" 
 
    The sudden flash of pain and panic over the Bond distracted me a second too long. Ororgael was suddenly on top of me, using his shield in a high-speed rushing charge that bowled me over. It sent me sprawling and sliding across the floor, and before I could flip back to my feet, the bigger man had tackled me, straddled me, and had his weird crawling sword raised over my face. I kneed him right in the nuts - the blow shocked him enough that I got my hands free and slammed a fist up into the side of his jaw over and over again. Helmet or no helmet, the blows rattled his skull. He struck down desperately. Instead of ringing off the stone, the sword struck down into the ground beside my head and unmade it, turning the area around it into a fritzing void of nothingness. 
 
    Behind me, Karalti screamed as Tempest pounced onto her. I saw her kick out with one powerful hind leg at his soft underbelly. Her killing claw caught into his scales, dug in, and ripped, and the larger dragon howled in tandem with Violetta as both crumpled over. But Tempest fell forward over Karalti, pinning her to the floor with his weight, and leaving her vulnerable to Whisper as the third dragon joined his brother in seizing her and holding her down. My dragon squealed again in panic. 
 
    "Karalti!" My voice was raw with fear, but Ororgael - smoking, panting, was STILL coming. A roar of rage tore from me as I grabbed his sword arm, wrestling with the weapon as he fought to drive it into my neck. One blow was all it would take for Squalor to get in, figure out whatever encryption OUROS had coded into me, and unmake me. 
 
    "It's over, Park!" The veins in Ororgael's jaw and temples stood out as his greater strength slowly overwhelmed mine. "Surrender now, and I'll promise we won't hurt her!" 
 
    I didn't waste breath on replying. I let go with one hand, straining and shaking as the sword inched toward me, and groped up to Ororgael's face. He snarled, trying to pull his face away, but not before I sunk a metal-tipped thumb into his eye. He screamed - a blood-curdling shriek of pain - and desperately threw his head to the side. It took his focus off the sword long enough that it wobbled to the side. I belted it, sending it skittering away, and grasped his face on the other side to try and get the other eye. I didn't quite make it before he grabbed my armored wrist and bent it back until I felt something inside it tear. 
 
    "Fuck you!" I roared at him as I drove the thumb deeper. "This is for Ignas, you dumb fuck!" 
 
    The pain was so intense that his hand flinched away. He punched down at my face in desperation. Injured or no, I found the other side of his face and burst his second eye. Ororgael screamed, blood and ichor running down my wrists and forearms. 
 
    "I... will... KILL YOU!" He shouted, fumbling out for the sword. 
 
    I rolled Ororgael away from the weapon, getting on top of him and smashing my fists into his face. Five solid hits... then he shoved his palm into my chest and discharged a blast of light energy that blasted through my veins and lit up every nerve in my body with fresh agony. When I regained my senses, I was at a quarter HP and Ororgael was back on top, hands wrapped around my throat. I clawed at his face again, driving my knee up into his groin over and over. The blood in my temples was pounding in a way that reminded me just how alive I now was. My vision narrowed at the edges until all I could see was the bloody ruin of Ororgael's face: feathery white hair stained scarlet, blood pouring down his cheeks in rivers. I managed to get my knee in hard enough that something cracked deep in Ororgael's pelvis. His hands faltered... and then he suddenly coughed a gout of blood onto my face, mouth hanging open with shock and pain. 
 
    "Wh--wh...?" I gasped, drawing in a deep, heaving breath that opened my field of vision again... and I looked up to see Lucien standing over us both, hands wrapped around the hilt of the Godslayer. 
 
    It was buried in Ororgael's back. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 48 
 
    "Got you!" Lucien shrieked with laughter as he twisted the sword, leaning on it. "Got you, got you, got you! Both of you, dead! Now who's the king now, 'Ororgael'? Me! IT’S ME!" 
 
    Lucien was struggling to drive the sword through Ororgael's ribs and into my chest. I felt the tip of the Godslayer scrape my armor, and then an awful, cold, humming sensation as the Void-charged blade just ate it away, the point tearing the padding beneath. But it was Ororgael who saved me. He got his arms under him, fighting the corruption even as parts of his body fritzed and began to open up, inverting as the sword ate him from the inside out. 
 
    [You are immune to corruption! Warning! The Void draws neeeeeeeeeee-] 
 
    "You... you traitorous... little... bitch!" Ororgael pushed off me, spinning around viciously on his feet and forcing Lucien to turn with him to keep his grip on the sword hilt. "I made you! I made this world!" 
 
    "You made me? YOU made me? Look at me." Lucien brayed that awful hyena laugh again. "I'm better than you! Bigger than you! Better than all of you! All YOU'VE done is whine about the Drachan for six fucking months. But I grew! I got stronger! And now... now I'm going to win! I'm going to win the whole motherfucking game!" 
 
    Ororgael lurched back toward me as I rolled to my feet, reaching for my face. I staggered back, just out of reach of him as his hand liquified and distended like a thick fluid, acting against gravity as it lunged for my throat. Dodging to the side, I called the Spear to hand and Jumped onto Lirenian, careful to watch my back. Violetta wasn’t casting at me, though. She was staring in shock. 
 
    "I MADE THIS WORLD!" Ororgael thrashed back around to try and face Lucien, his body and mind unraveling from the weapon he'd created. The Assassin spun with him, staying behind his body where he couldn’t reach. "YOU BELONG TO ME!" 
 
    Lucien was about to retort when something invisible hauled him off Ororgael's back and flung him into the air, ripping the Godslayer from his body. He squealed as he flew up, then let out a stifled shout of pain as Ororgael's Spirit Guardians flew at him, striking him as he fell and knocking him back up into the air with the force of their blows. Lucien tried to orient and slash at them, but one of the half-seen figures rushed past him in a spray of his own blood - and Lucien hit the floor screaming just before his hand and the Godslayer did, clutching the stump of his arm. 
 
    "I RULE HERE!" Ororgael roared, scrambling for the weapon on the floor. 
 
    Behind me, Hyperion launched himself off Karalti at Whisper, jaws gaping with bolts of jagged black lightning. The smaller, malformed white shrieked back at his bigger brother as the platinum dragon crashed into him with claws and jaws. Tempest let go of Karalti's neck to roar in alarm at his brothers as the pair of dragons tumbled to the floor. Karalti, suddenly able to move again, brought her muzzle up and blasted the blue dragon point blank with a plume of Ghost Fire. Tempest let out a hideous, squealing cry, backpedaling, but he took the full blast directly to the eyes and the thin skin of his muzzle and skull.  
 
    "Yeah! That's what you fucking get!" Karalti rolled onto her back and rabbit-kicked with both feet, slashing his already-bleeding belly and neck. Tempest's malformed arms were too short to reach his head, but he flailed anyway, trying to put out the fire charring his scales and searing his flesh. 
 
      
 
    "VIOLETTA! DON'T LLLLET THAT QUEE-eee-EN ESCAPE!" Ororgael roared, his voice glitching and garbling. 
 
    Violetta's face twisted into a mask of fear. She flashed a look at me, wild-eyed, then ran for her dragon. Tempest moaned as she blinked out of existence and rematerialized on his back. His head was still on fire as she urged him back, raising a hand, and teleported them both out of the room. 
 
    "Karalti!" Clutching the Spear, I ran for her as she struggled up to her feet to get away from the pair of brawling dragons. She was badly hurt, panting and hopping on one back leg. The other was twisted oddly at the knee, bleeding from half a dozen deep, raking cuts.  
 
    "Hector! Stay back! They'll crush you!" Karalti used her hands and her good leg to hop to the side. The edge of her muzzle peeled back from her teeth in a reptilian sneer as she whipped her head to the side and blasted both men with a long, roaring plume of sticky white fire. Neither Lucien and Ororgael were expecting it - the flames washed over them and clung, forcing them to separate. 
 
    "I. HATE. ALL OF YOU!!" Orogael bellowed, echoing Squalor's words to me from the week before. He whirled on me, face contorted with inhuman rage. He was dissolving, patches of him blurring, writhing, and pixelating. His eye sockets burned with black fire. "I HATE YOU ALL!"  
 
    Orogael’s Void Ray tore through the room like a plasma cannon, piercing Lirenian’s body and obliterating a long core through her, the floor, and the wall behind. But he was still too slow. A feeling of certainty settled into my gut as I bounded into the air, the Spear gripped in both hands and chained different abilities to vanish into the air and reappear at random. The beam ripped up the engravings on the ground. All around us, the magic circle sputtered, sparked, and then faltered. 
 
      
 
    "Die! Die die die!" Lucien darted in, his body splitting into three different shadow copies of himself around Ororgael. One of them grabbed the Godslayer off the floor with his remaining hand and drove it at Ororgael's chest. It slid through his solid bluesteel breastplate like butter, punching out his back. Ororgael sank to hands and knees, wheezing blood as his whole body began to distort and turn inside out. 
 
    "You... little cuck! You cannot... kill me in... any way that matters!" Ororgael spat, crawling forward a step as his arms simply... unraveled. His armor was folding into his flesh, combining into it as his skin peeled away and his face seemed to disassemble. "I... WILL...!" 
 
    "I just did, dickhead!" Lucien grinned mirthlessly at me, panting and clutching the sword - and ran away, bolting for the gate leading to Solnetsi's tomb. 
 
    "No!" Ororgael coughed, reaching out toward the giggling man's back. "NNARRRGH! HECTOR! STOP-stooooop HIM! Before he ki-EEEEE-lls the Goddess! If the Caul shatters, we're a-AHHH-ll dead!" 
 
    I had never heard Ororgael's voice like that before. Terrified. Panicked. And it suddenly dawned on me that this asshole had really, truly believed that he was the fucking Chosen One. The one to save the planet. 
 
    "You fucking idiot." I was already breaking into a run after Lucien, Karalti hobbling along behind. "You motherfucking dumbass piece of shit. This is what Squalor was pushing you towards all along. It's been playing you, this whole fucking time! " 
 
    "This… IIIs your fault!" Orogael wailed, writhing on the floor as his body broke and vanished in chunks. Voids of empty, corrupted space were opening around him. "There WAS a wHoLe pLLLaaaa-aan coded into this G-GAme to ssssAAave it! And YoU rUiNed it! YOU RUINED IT!" 
 
      
 
    "Shut up! SHUT UP!" Karalti roared, limping forward, and bellowed as she stormed up on Ororgael and planted one great three-toed foot down on his back. There was a crunch and a gurgle, just before Karalti arched her neck and spat a long plume of fire down at the twitching corpse and its spreading corruption. Behind us, Hyperion howled as his sanity broke, pouncing Whisper in an insane, furious onslaught. 
 
    There was no time to even process Ororgael's perma-death: my chest was heaving as I sprinted after Lucien, knowing I wasn't going to be able to catch up. He was almost at the door, head down, legs pumping.  But then there was a garbled shriek from behind - a raw scream of terror picked up by a human throat. Lucien stumbled and fell, rolling across the ground and clutching at his neck. I looked back to see Hyperion's jaws clamped onto Whisper's throat. The bigger platinum dragon with the empty black eyes shook his squealing brother like a pitbull, lashing his head from side to side as jets of blue arterial blood pumped out into the air, filling it with the stench of mana.  
 
    "AHHHRGHHHH!" Lucien staggered, clutching his head and almost cutting himself with the Godslayer as his dragon's death throes seared across the Bond. "You piece of shit dragon... weak... WEAK...! You were always so fucking WEAK! You're all weak! I'll show you what strength is!" 
 
    Whisper rolled limply to the ground as Hyperion bellowed, then warped away into a pixelated nimbus. I Shadow Danced forward to close the distance between me and Lucien, but Lucien lashed out with the sword and an unseen wave of force - dark and chittering - blew me back off my feet. Lucien looked almost as surprised as I felt, but then turned and bolted. Before I could reach him, Lucien drove the Godslayer into the prismatic shield over the door. The thousand-year old barrier surged with pure white light, then exploded back in toward the reactor, sucking me off my feet. It pulled Lucien off his feet, too... but when the debris from the backblast cleared, there was no sign of him in the wreckage of the doors, or the familiar, technomagical passage ahead. 
 
    "Fuck, fuck fuckity FUCK." Panting, I scrambled up after him. "Karalti! Get ready to get us out of here!" 
 
    Solnetsi's roars were deafening, drowning all other sound as I raced up the passage. Her presence beat through the air like heat from a furnace. Whatever Zarya had done to alter the Dragon Gate to make it sustain the Diamond Pact, it had stripped the shielding that had contained most of Solnetsi's raw power within her reactor chamber and stasis tank. And judging by the raw, insane fury that curdled from her, I had a feeling she wasn't going to be reasonable and generous like Matir.  
 
    "Lucien! You fucking moron! Stop!" I shouted, trying - and mostly failing - to pierce the wall of sound. I was fast, but Lucien was just a little bit faster, and I saw his ass vanish through the double doors that led into the core as I reached the top of the sloping ramp. I got there just in time to see Lucien raise the Godslayer over the front of Solnetsi's tank. The crystal was glowing like a tiny sun: The Goddess of Light was unable to be seen as anything but a dim writhing shape through the glass, which split under the sword as easily as Ororgael's armor had done. Cracks crawled away from the site of impact, racing up the width and breadth of the huge tear-drop shaped tank. A gush of clear fluid poured out, then five, then twenty... and I heard Lucien's insane, high-pitched laughter briefly break through as Solnetsi's roars ebbed. For a horrified second, I thought he'd stabbed her, until there was a piercing, ear-drum popping screech, and the stasis tank simply collapsed in a tsunami of broken glass and thick fluid. 
 
    "FUCK!" I threw my hands up as the mess flooded the floor in a ten foot wave. I felt something big smash into me - Lucien, careening wildly and spinning away as I was carried back out the door and down the hall. Two hundred, three hundred... eight hundred HP later, I found my feet and staggered back toward the blinding light beaming through the door, wading through the tank fluid that was still knee high. I didn't know what would happen when Lucien stuck that sword into Solnetsi. I didn't want to know. All I knew is that I had to stop it. 
 
    Lucien was just getting to his feet when I reached the doorway. He spat at me, leering, and charged me with the sword. Reflexively, I smashed it away with the Spear and Shadow Danced back, but any fight we might have had was split apart by an enormous, Godzilla-sized foot crashing down between us - a foot that was barely organic. Solnetsi snarled down at us as her killing claw, taller than both of us put together, snapped down and sunk into the metal of the floor, tearing it like tissue paper. The great dragon tipped her body forward. Solnetsi was glowing - radiant, even angelic... and made entirely of knives. Her entire body was armored with razor-edged glowing plates. One wing was purely mechanical, a prosthetic in contrast to the pure white wing that slammed down behind me, the wing-claw gripping the floor for balance as she lurched forward. 
 
    "YOU. YOU HUMANS WHO REJOICED IN THE SLAVING OF MY DAUGHTERS." Solnetsi's voice tore through the room like a typhoon, so sharp it was physically painful to listen to her. Her helmed head swiveled down toward Lucien, who had frozen like a deer in the headlights, the Godslayer clutched in both white-knuckled hands.  
 
    "PERISH." 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 49 
 
    Solnetsi's body charged with electricity, and lightning snapped across the ground around her, coiling like whips. Even if Lucien hadn't been a coward, he wasn't getting near her - but he was, in fact, still a goddamned bitch. 
 
     "Get away from me!” Lucien screamed and bolted for the other side of the room, holding the sword up the way a priest would hold a vampire with a cross. “Get away!" 
 
    I wasn't waiting around. Solnetsi had a very large HP ring, lined in red. She was hostile. There was a symbol beside her tag that I'd never seen before, but as I focused in on it, my HUD told me exactly what it meant. [Undefeatable]. 
 
    Without a word, I Danced away and started to run: head down, arms pumping, a full-blown sprint. A shadow fell over me as I reached the door - Solnetsi's razor-edged tail, which smashed just behind me as I teleported just underneath it. Even with Shadow Dance VI, I took fractional damage if I was hit. The impact threw me forward: I hit the ramp with my face. My visor cracked as I slid down the slime and broken glass, stunned. I could taste blood. When I staggered to hands and knees, I saw my HP was down to 15 lousy points. 
 
    "I'll kill you!" Lucien shrieked from inside the chamber. "I'll kill you all! I'LL be a god! I'M THE GOD, GODDAM-!" 
 
    His next incoherent scream of rage was drowned out by a ripply BOOOOOM that caused all the bones in my body to vibrate, and dropped my HP another five points. From behind me, there was a garbled scream - then nothing. I coughed blood, not even sure how I'd taken so much damage. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fuck." Gasping, I chugged a healing potion, and while it was refilling my bar, fast-equipped my spellglove and cast Caduceus as I stumbled away. Solnetsi roared, and the lights of the hallway flickered as the air sucked back toward her. I threw myself out the door and to the side as lightning lanced out of it, blowing a cloud of slagged metal out into the room. The room trembled warningly as I ran to Karalti. She had been healing herself - still hobbling on one foot and her hands, but no longer bleeding. 
 
    "Get ready to warp out of here!" I gasped, swarming up her body to the saddle. I grasped a loop with one hand as an explosion tore through the Dragon Gate, then another. More liquid metal and stone blew from the door, and then a high, pure soprano note filled the air: beautiful, at first, and then painfully, rendingly sharp. Karalti screeched in pain, dropping down as the sound built around us, as sharp as the blades on Solnetsi's armor. It was the goddess’s Queensong. 
 
    "Karalti! Get us out of here!" I shouted at her telepathically, clutching the sides of my head as the room around us began to crack. 
 
    Karalti and I both struggled against a powerful, crushing gravity as Solnetsi's Queensong began to tear the Dragon Gate apart. As she sang, the note - and the emotion behind it - became increasingly discordant, insane, piercing my ears like blades. I felt an eardrum rupture as Karalti finally enacted the teleport spell, warping us out of the crystal chamber as it began to crack and shatter above our heads. 
 
    We reappeared over the entry to Cham Garai. Even here, the Queensong tore the air. Karalti stroked her wings to avoid careening into the swamp full of writhing eels, gaining altitude to spiral up and around the twisted ruins of the merged cities. I chugged another potion, unable to hear my own cursing due to my busted ear. We watched in disbelief as a pillar of light burst through the core of Cham Garai, shattering it... and then the pieces of stone and crystal lifted into the sky instead of falling as the whole underside of the city opened up into a giant crater. Solnetsi was rising from it in a great cloud of lightning, her brilliant white eyes smoking into the air, her wings shimmering with power. She was easily three times the size of Karalti, and even as we watched, the broken shards of crystal gathered to the goddess's body, forming a train of floating whip-like tendrils, and a halo that encircled the back of her head. 
 
    “ALL WHO SLAVED MY CHILDREN WILL PERISH.” Solnetsi’s telepathic voice ripped through the entire valley. “ALL YOU WHO WERE COMPLICIT WILL FACE JUSTICE. ALL YOU HUMANS. ALL YOU FAITHLESS DRONES.” 
 
    "Did I ever tell you I love you?" Karalti almost-joked, as she wheeled up into the air ahead of this monster. "Because I think we're kinda screwed." 
 
    I ground my teeth together, struggling with the leaden sense of failure. Undefeatable. As in, no way to win. "You're going to buff your speed, do a Shadow Copy fly-by, and then you're going to run. Do not fucking argue with me.  I'm going to jump at her and keep her distracted for another minute: long enough for you to get away." 
 
    "Hector-" 
 
    "I can't lose you, okay? If she kills me, I’ll just respawn. Hopefully." Determination settled over me like a mantle. I didn't care how many times Solnetsi tore me apart, or how much it hurt, or how fucked up I got from dying over and over. In that moment, I knew I would do anything - anything - to keep my dragon safe. 
 
    "We can't fight her," Karalti replied, even as she followed my order and cast Haste on herself. Her wings began to stroke the air at speed, air rippling along the crazed and dented surface of my helmet. "But Matir can." 
 
    "You won't have enough mana to teleport!" I punched the saddle in frustration. "Karalti!" 
 
    "I will, just. The ritual takes two minutes." Karalti's voice was equally determined - and as mature and steady as I'd ever heard it. A woman's voice. "And if I can't fly us around her, even for a second, I'll do what you ask. But these are my brothers and sisters, Hector. My mother is in the Eyrie, in chains. I can't leave them to die!" 
 
    Her strength and her will and her love radiated over the Bond. She wasn't defying me so much as trusting us. 
 
    I locked my teeth together, squeezing them until they creaked.  The light of the valley was drawing to Solnetsi as she hung in the air - and suddenly, her Queensong suddenly shifted into a scream of pure rage. Without her saying a word, I knew this dragon - the oldest and greatest of the matriarchs of Erruku - had been tormented by nightmares for millenia. She was not sane. And even if we ran... she'd destroy the Eyrie, then Ilia, then the world. 
 
    Clouds were forming over the valley, rumbling with thunder. With a snarl of frustration, I grabbed the saddle straps and buckled them into my rarely-used flight harness. I always wore it over my gear - it formed the base of the bandolier for the Spear and my quick-bar potions - but hardly ever used it for its intended purpose. Once I was tied down to the saddle, I brought the Spear around and began to chant in Tuun, resonant and deep. "Oo adu eda'gaakh, Tenger, Dalai, bi channeh akh'berut-" 
 
    'Oh great healer, lord of the darkness of the sky and sea and earth, I am your brother-' the words of a long-lost prayer to Darkness itself: an elemental force older than Matir, older than the Solonkratsu, older even than my own Earth, rolled off my tongue with instinctive ease. My hand suddenly locked onto the Spear as the black star sapphire in the haft began to spill a cloud of dark power. It wound up my arm like smoke, trailing behind us as I continued to speak in the mother-tongue of the Tuun. My people, now as real to me as the UNAC or Korea had been. "I am your brother, formed of the Words of Life, formed in the darkness of the womb, of the unseen creatures of the soil and water-!" 
 
    Everything depended on Karalti now. She streaked around Solnetsi, cutting a wide berth around the furious greater dragon as she called lightning down from the whirling tempest that now sucked at the ruins of the city below. Now that she had Parabolic Mastery, Karalti's wings were strong enough to be capable of incredible feats in the air - as lightning exploded from the clouds around us, she folded one in and threw the other back, rolling all the way over to dodge before snapping both wings out and surging away from the next bolt. Karalti's mind hummed with the exultant focus of a dancer as she tore in, ripping a line of white fire across Solnetsi's swinging bladed tail before barreling away from it as it lashed toward us. Her breath weapon did nothing - it didn't even drop Solnetsi's health by a single point - but the goddess swung her head around toward us instead of the Eyrie. 
 
    "ALL HUMANS WILL ANSWER FOR WHAT WAS DONE." Solnetsi's voice rolled over us like a thunderhead as she whirled in the air. Great bolts of electricity gathered along both wings, crackling over her body before forming a fan-shaped barrier around her. The lightning traveled down the floating crystalline whips she'd created, turning the cores of them incandescent just before they lashed out at us. 
 
    Karalti's mana pool was draining fast as I continued to chant the summoning rite, gripping the saddle around the haft of the Spear with both hands as my dragon's back lurched and rolled. We dropped suddenly, plunging a hundred feet with enough speed that I thought my stomach would hit my throat - but I had never felt so calm, so focused in my entire life. Matir's Rite of Summoning rolled from my tongue smoothly, and as Karalti barreled out of the way of a lunging, smoking whip longer than she was, I closed my eyes and relaxed into the ritual.  
 
    "Lady! Listen to me! We are not your enemy!" Karalti's telepathic voice was dim and distant, masked by the drone of my own voice in my ears.  
 
      
 
    "BLOOD TRAITOR!" Solnetsi's rage grew in proportion to the thunderhead above us, which suddenly split with massive bolts of lighting. They hit the ruins of Cham Garai and caved them in. Any water they struck electrified and flashed, killing everything inside. Karalti screeched as lightning hit one of her wings, and suddenly, we were spiraling down at rapid speed - a death spiral that would soon reach terminal velocity. 
 
    [Karalti has taken 2216 damage! Karalti's starboard wing is disabled: heal 150 points of damage to regain control!] 
 
    The last part of the summoning spell was familiar to me. It had been written on the tomb of an ancient Tuun warrior, my first clue to the true history of the Dauntan humans who had arrived with the dragons from Erruku. “In darkness you were conceived! To the darkness you were sworn! In the darkness you found your peace, and through darkness shall you be reborn! MATIR!” 
 
    I spat the last words of the summoning rite, then planted both hands against Karalti's back and cast healing magic from my gauntlet's own mana pool. Even as I pumped positive energy into her, my dragon shuddered in exhaustion as her mana drew up into the Spear - and then, to my shock, into me. Suddenly, I was flying: my body dissolving, leaving the straps of the saddle flapping loosely as I shot into the air. For a second, I panicked - until I felt myself expanding, growing to a monstrous size. Power flooded me as a ball of crackling darkness filled the valley around us, pushing back the brilliance of Solnetsi's presence. And then I realized. 
 
    "Hail, Herald. I did not expect to be summoned to you so soon." Matir had no physical body. He was using mine as the base to recreate himself, drawing on Karalti's mana and my physical presence. As Matir stroked his wings on the air, they were OUR wings. As he pulled out of the tempest of dark energy, it was OUR throat that roared, our claws that flexed as we dove at Solnetsi - now only slightly larger than we were. Matir slammed into her with furious force, grappling in the air. Lightning discharged over us, again and again, but Matir tanked the hits and blasted her in the face with piercingly cold blackfire. The goddess shrieked as we tumbled, spinning in an aerial waltz that ended when her back slammed into the sharp-edged ripples of the impact crater. Dust blacked out everything as we snapped jaws down around her throat, shaking it. 
 
    "Karalti!? Where are you?!" Sitting in the co-pilot's seat of my body, it was all I could do to yell for her. 
 
    "I'm okay!" Karalti sounded exhausted, but alive. "I healed in time... I'm trying to stay out of the way, because holy shit." 
 
    "BROTHER! WHY DO YOU FIGHT FOR THEM?!" Solnetsi squealed, claws raking my - Matir's - belly. I felt them pierce scale and flesh and tear gaseous mana free from our body. "SLAVERS... CRIMINALS... I FELT HER DIE...!" 
 
    Matir wasn't trying to kill her. As Solnetsi bellowed and raged under her brother's bulk, he clung to her with claws and jaws, restraining her from hurting him more as we rolled across the shattered landscape. Matir snarled in frustration as Solnetsi blasted him with a radiant burst of light that ripped a long, sparkling gash down the side of his neck and one wingshoulder. The summoned Matir had no blood. 
 
    "Hector... I am going to eject you with a teleportation spell to Karalti, and hold my sister here. Solnetsi is more machine than dragon - time has not weakened her like it did me. Not having you incorporated into the summoned body will lessen me tremendously, make me less real, but you must go to the Eyrie, now." Matir's voice was firm. "You will be able to call me again, but even with your body and soul, I cannot hold her from the tower for long. Minutes, perhaps. Usta is calling her daughter - can you hear her, Karalti?" 
 
    "I can." I didn't know Karalti had been on the line, so to speak, but she replied with certainty. 
 
      
 
    "Take the dragons. Let Solnetsi burn her wrath on the Eyrie, and be free. She will come to her senses, but-" Matir grunted as Solnetsi screeched loudly enough that the walls of the impact crater rumbled, and a bolt of lightning hit the shield of darkness that encapsulated our draconic body. Matir healed faster than was possible, his blue flesh knitting back into muscle and ebony scale with each wound, but every time he had to heal, the timer on his summon went down. He'd started with thirty minutes: there were only twenty left. "Go!" 
 
    Just as quickly as I'd incorporated into the summoned dragon, I was myself again. I formed out of a cloud of energy just above Karalti's saddle, falling awkwardly onto her back. Disorientated, I grasped the saddle with one hand and the Spear with the other, and looked past my dragon's shoulder to see the two titans rolling across the ground in a cloud of dust and mana: tails and wings lashing, jaws snapping as they roared and screeched. Anything they collided with was destroyed by their sheer size. As I was gaping at the kaiju battle, a thin whisper pierced the exhausted buzzing in my brain. 
 
    "Herald, daughter... come to me." Usta's voice, struggling on every word, broke through the sounds of clashing demi-gods. "Please. The Eyrie trembles with the screams of dragons seeking their Queen. I am too weak. Please, before my daughters begin the slaughter of succession." 
 
    Karalti tensed underneath me, then threw herself skyward with a sluggish downstroke that belied her exhaustion. I bent down low to minimize drag, casting one look back as Solnetsi gained the upper hand, driving huge blasts of wind with her wings as she climbed on top of Matir's semi-translucent, weakened shade. She began to slap and rake his muzzle with her metal claws as he struggled beneath her. 
 
    Minutes. We had minutes before the Eyrie, and all its Bonded dragons, were destroyed. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 50 
 
    None of the dragons stopped us as we flew for the Eyrie. 
 
    Karalti was near the end of her endurance, but flew with a grim determination I had only seen a few times before. The two hundred-or-so dragons stationed at the Eyrie had emerged in a great cloud of wings and scales, roaring, keening, shrieking and wheeling in the sky. They were attacking the top of the Eyrie - their prison - in exultant rage. 
 
    My dragon seemed to know where she was going: she winged into a tunnel, then tucked her wings and body and plunged down a narrow shaft into the heart of the great tower. It went all the way down, through all the resting niches and the human-occupied levels, the ground floors with their chapels and prisons and halls, and underground. We burst out into the Nesting Chamber, and for the first time in half a year, I laid eyes on the Matriarch. 
 
    Usta the Pearl Queen had only been moved slightly from the last place I'd seen her. She lay on top of the nest where she had laid Hyperion, Tempest and Whisper’s eggs, all while she guarded her one and only Queen egg-inside of her crop. The stricken queen had been bloated, weighed down by tarnished jewelry and her own body. She was no longer fat. Over the course of half a year, she had become emaciated, her once-beautiful pearl scales clinging to her bones. They looked blurry. She was pierced through her wings and the flaps of skin at the corners of her jaws, and manacled at the wrists. All of these bonds were attached to chains secured to thick iron rings on the floor of the hatching chamber. If not for the slight rise and fall of her massive chest, I would have thought she was dead. In front of her was a large stone altar, and on top of that, held suspended by magic… was Withering Rose’s empty Heartstone. 
 
    "Mother!" Karalti cried out in dismay as she backwinged and landed beside her. Moaning with grief, she sank to her keel beside her mother and began to frantically nuzzle and lick at her head and neck, reaching a wing over to shield Usta's body. "What have they DONE to you?" 
 
    "Torture of the foulest kind." Usta's mental voice was rough with exhaustion. "They never forgave me for saving you, my daughter. Come... stand before me. Let me behold you." 
 
    Karalti's pain and sorrow beat through the Bond as she obediently staggered back up to her feet and paced around restlessly, crooning in her throat. Usta cracked a pale blue eye, looking up at her... and the corners of her maw lifted into something like a smile. 
 
    "Dark as night, brilliant as the sunset reflecting off the shores of a lake... ahh, Karalti. My beautiful daughter." Usta sighed and stirred weakly in her chains. It was an effort for her to roll onto her chest, but she managed it. I rubbed at my eyes, and silently urged Karalti to go and help her. "To see you like this... grown. Free. With a rider you love, who cares for you. It is a miracle.” 
 
    "A miracle you created," I said. My voice was tight. "I never got to thank you, Usta." 
 
    "That you have taken such good care of my daughter is thanks enough." Weak as she was, Usta's will was truly ferocious. The Matriarch clung to life with single-minded purpose. “I swore that I would not pass until I saw her.” 
 
    "We have to get you out of here! Out of... out of this!" Karalti seized one of the chains in her mouth, and hauled back on the ring. "Wait! We have healing magic now! Just hold on!" 
 
    "Karalti..." but before Usta could protest, Karalti's body hummed. She laid her claws onto her mother's neck, and the luminous blue-green energy of Breath of Life flowed up around her... only to dissipate on contact with the ruined queen's body. 
 
      
 
    "No! Why isn't it working?!" Karalti screeched aloud, nearly bucking me off as she reared sharply to her hind feet. 
 
    "Because I am held together by will alone." Usta shuddered in mingled pain and disgust, and as she shifted, I realized that her scales weren't just dull because of her ill health. They were peppered with millions of tiny holes. Void energy. "The Deceiver's puppet had me sing a Drachan, Malice, from the crystal prison that contained it, and transfer it into a sword. It meant the Drachan was channeled through my body, Karalti. There is no healing the damage it has done to me, not even with the Black God's blessing. But listen to me now: before she left for the Caul, our ancestress, Lahati, sent me a dream. She told me that she had given you her Queensgift to aid you in your war against the Drachan... but if you are to control the dragons of this eyrie, you must still take blood from me. But… I fear for you. This Drachan, Malice… it was nothing but howling nothingness and hatred." 
 
    Grief-stricken as she was, Karalti nodded. She drew herself up to her full height, neck rearing. "If it is Hector and I's destiny to die defending the world from the Deceivers... then it is a burden I accept. Life is worth protecting." 
 
    “As brave as I hoped.” Usta rumbled her approval. The great pearlescent head lifted from the ground, struggling under the weight of the chains hanging from her cheeks. Her jaws worked, and the sharp, sweet smell of mana filled the air as Usta's jaws parted, and she extended her bloody tongue. The vivid turquoise blood pooled in the center of it. 
 
    "Then take this, and know all that I know," Usta said. "The bloodgift I should have been permitted to give you when you were born. Gods… I feel Solnetsi’s rage. I understand her anger at these humans." 
 
      
 
    “Most of us aren’t like that,” I said. “The humans of Vlachia hold the Solonkratsu with reverence.” 
 
    “Good.” Usta closed her eyes. 
 
    Karalti craned her muzzle forward, and wrapped her tongue around her mother's like a handshake. A pulse of blue-white light passed between them, and the color seams between Karalti's scales flared, then began to glow and slowly pulse as Usta's body did the same. 
 
    [Karalti has learned the Song of Binding!] 
 
    [Karalti has regained mana: 1200/1200 MP] 
 
    [The Diamond Pact has been broken. Your Queen has gained her first Flight of Dragons!] 
 
    [You have completed Darkness Shines in Light Places! You gain 6500 EXP!] 
 
    [Karalti gains 8433 EXP. Karalti is Level 21!]  
 
      
 
    Song of Binding 
 
    An ancient spell used to translocate, bind, or release souls and non-corporeal entities into suitable non-living vessels.  Brought by the Solonkratsu to Archemi, the Song of Binding is only available to queen dragons descended from the magitechnologically-enhanced lines of the Nine, the most powerful of the Solonkratsu to descend from Erruku. Karalti, as a direct descendant of Matir, is able to cast this spell. 
 
    Casting the Song of Binding consumes almost three quarters of a dragon's available mana pool. However, the Hymn is powerful enough that it can be used to bind the non-souls of dragons, gods and greater spirits, and even the Drachan into weapons and other suitable whitecrystal mana vessels. The Song of Binding was a vital component in the creation of the Dragon Gates, the Caul of Souls, and other grand magical artifacts created by the dragons. 
 
      
 
    As Navigail finished reading the description to me, the transfer between Karalti and Usta began to fade, leaving Karalti bigger, stronger, and glowing with heat... and Usta depleted. With a soft groan, the elder queen slumped to the ground, head flopping loosely to the sands. 
 
    "Mother!" Karalti hadn't even quite finished growing before she went to her, shielding her with her wings and frantically licking at her face and neck. "No! Please! You can't!" 
 
    "I have done what I dreamed of one day doing, in all the days spent rotting in this dark place. Do not grieve for me, my daughter. We broke the cycle... and we are now both free." Usta's voice was dreamy now, her throat clicking on every shallow, labored breath. "My only regret is that I have never... that I have never seen the sky." 
 
    "Wait." I spoke before I realized what I was doing, taking a step forward. "Usta... this spell, the Song of Binding. It’s not just for moving Drachan around. It's the spell that was used to bind the Nine to the Gates, to make the Gates themselves. What if you COULD see the sky? What if... what if instead of risking Karalti's life to bind a Drachan into the Heartstone... what if it was you?" 
 
    Karalti's head turned to me in shock. Usta cracked open one rheumy eye. 
 
    "I know you're dying. I know you're exhausted... that you've given everything for us, for Archemi." My hands balled into fists as I came closer. "But this death, it’s wrong. It's not fair that you've never been allowed out of this fucking place. It's not fair that you die like this." I felt my voice growing louder. "It's not fair that Karalti and I might need to kill ourselves to bind one of these motherfucking Drachan to a machine that will always want to corrupt and kill the woman I love. So come with us. Let Karalti use the power you just gave her to sing YOUR soul into that stone. Let us install you into Withering Rose, and FIGHT. Fight the piece of shit people who did this to you, who caused this mess by feeding Squalor and fucking around with what Archemi was supposed to be. Because sure, this world was supposed to have its challenges and its hardships, wars and conflicts and who knows what else... but it wasn't meant to be like THIS, where we have to sacrifice our lives, maybe even our souls, and deal with this fucking hellspawned Lovecraftian shit. So come with us, Usta. Please. You might not be able to hold onto this body, but as the heart of a Warsinger, you can stand by me and Karalti's side and face the future with us. As a fucking apex predator. As a warrior and a Queen. As a dragon, and all that means. Free and powerful and... angry. Righteously fucking angry, and alive." 
 
    My voice was cracking a little by the end of the rant, gauntlets creaking from how hard I was squeezing my fingers into my palms. But with every word, I watched the light rekindle in Usta's brilliant blue-white eye. Even on the verge of death, her will was so powerful that it beat out into the air like a forcefield. 
 
    "I chose my daughter's Rider wisely." Usta's telepathic voice was still breathy, but the dreamy, distant quality had vanished, replaced by a core of iron. "Karalti. Do it." 
 
    "But mother-" 
 
    "DO IT." Usta growled. "He is right. I can surrender to the Black God's embrace and go sweetly and meekly to my death, or I can exact retribution for what was done. And not only to me. To my mother, and her mother before her, and to Lirenian and her beloved Grigori, betrayed for power over us and our kind. This body will die, Karalti, but he is correct. I can live on. I can fight. As a dragon queen, descendant of Matir himself... as a Warsinger. Rejoin the lines of the circle around me, and use it. Quickly, before this prison of flesh expires. I cannot hold on much longer." 
 
    Karalti shuddered, head bowing, but climbed to her feet and flicked her wings neatly along her flanks. I went to her, and felt through the Bond that she wanted me to mount... so I did, leaping to her back and crouching on one shoulder. My dragon paced around the circle inscribed around the struggling body of her mother, found the gap, and nicked one of her fingers with her teeth. She used the blood to close the ring, and it flared softly, as did the pylons around the empty Heartstone. 
 
    "Thank you," Usta sighed. 
 
    Karalti rattled in her throat as she paced over and positioned herself behind the stone, sitting back on her haunches and the base of her tail. She spread her hands and wings, lifted her head, and concentrated. I watched her mana pool begin to sink. I held onto the saddle straps like a sailor holding onto the rigging of a mast. Karalti's entire body began to glow with a luminous nimbus of energy, and her jaws parted as she began to sing with a high, pure tone. Like all Solonkratsu songs, there were no lyrics... only the compressed, coded words of power, each one drawn into pure polyphonic melody. My dragon's throat swelled as each new note built and overlaid the other. 
 
    I watched as the elder queen gave one last sigh and fell limp, the pearly scales dulling to a bone-white color as SOMETHING drew from her and flowed forward, into the stone. The Heartstone began to glow, and glow... light flooded the hatching chamber, lighting up every dusty, dark alcove in the cavern. Karalti was crying, eyes tightly sealed, radiant blue mana leaking from the corners of her eyes and down her scaled cheeks as she called Usta's soul from her body. The sound piped through every doorway, and as I closed my eyes, I heard the singing of hundreds of dragons roll through the tower above, all of them in tune with their new Queen.  
 
    Suddenly, there was an incandescent burst - then a shockwave of energy that rattled the foundations of the tower and sent the sands of the hatching chambers flying into the air. And when the light and dust cleared, the Heartstone remained, floating between the pylons like a brilliantly burning, blue-white star. Lightning licked across its surface, flashes that danced off the corpse of the dragon sprawled before it. But even though Usta's body seemed small, dull and shrunken, the force of her mind - her soul - radiated from the Heartstone and swelled over us. 
 
    The chorus outside of the Eyrie turned to a rumble as the earth and sky both began to shake. Thunder and lightning rained down from the sky, and I felt my link to Matir start to fray. 
 
    “Solnetsi is free. We have to go, now,” I said urgently, dropping back to the saddle. “Grab the Heartstone!” 
 
    Karalti threw her head back and roared to the rumbling ceiling - one last salute to her mother before she shook herself and stalked forward. She clasped the great glowing stone in her arms, folding it into her Inventory. 
 
    “One final gift to you, Herald.” The voice of the Black God whispered through my mind. “The very last. Karalti… call your brothers and sisters to you. I will return you all to Myszno.” 
 
    “TO ME!” Karalti’s mental voice flared through the Eyrie. Hundreds of voices cried out in response, and as she stalked for the doors to the Nesting Chamber, they blew open. No fewer than six dragons and their riders were on the other side. As one, they bowed to us. 
 
    Karalti breezed by them, letting out short, sharp barking noises. Cutthroat made similar noises when she was looking for Suri - location calls. We charged through the Eyrie, gathering dragons from every corner of the colossal structure. The pack of us smashed out through another door into the wasteland surrounding the tower, where still more found us. Karalti sang as she flung herself into the air, followed by every dragon still in the Eyrie. 
 
    Solnetsi was stalking toward the Eyrie, dragging her white wing along the ground. Matir had hurt her, but he hadn’t killed her. The expression on the Godzilla-sized dragon’s muzzle was one of pure, focused murder. Lightning struck the Eyrie and sent a massive chunk of it flying to one side. Dragons shrilled as the debris threatened to knock us all from the sky. 
 
    “Godspeed, my Herald. My daughter.” Matir whispered. “And… thank you.” 
 
    Darkness seized us, and then the cold. And as we warped away, I saw the tower fall. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 51 
 
    We appeared right over the entry to Vastil Pass, barely a quarter of a mile behind the might of Janos' fleet. A hundred and fifty dragons - white, silver, green and blue - with Karalti in the lead swooped down toward the unprotected sterns in a booming, screeching flock.  
 
    As we closed on the rear-most artillery ships, cheers went up - until the moment that Karalti's Queensong rolled through the fleet in a shockwave of magically-enhanced sound, pitching men to their hands and knees as her brothers and sisters lay waste to their ships. We converged on them like sharks in a feeding frenzy, dragons skimming by the airships and blasting their shields apart with bolt after bolt of lightning. Within minutes, ten of Janos' Dakhari destroyers were sinking to the ground or plunging out of the air. Exuberant dragons swarmed them and tore them to pieces, ululating in victory. 
 
    "Cavalry's here!" I called over the group chat. "Two hundred dragons and change on-route. Prepare to route the fleet back out from the Pass: we're hitting them from behind and taking out what artillery we can, and then we're joining up with you." 
 
    "You glorious bloody bastards!" Suri cackled over the line. "Fuckin’ hell, am I glad to hear from you. You better hurry, though. Temeri’s taking a pounding, and not in the fun way." 
 
    "Shields are at 2.5% over here, and we just lost our eastern tower support," Gar added - though he sounded more cheerful than anyone on the verge of being overrun by the enemy had any right to be. "So move your asses and get over here." 
 
    “This is our territory! Our land!” Karalti led the dragons over the bulk of the 3rd Fleet and into the Pass itself, spitting fire and lightning down at any ship that tried to fire on us. There was a roar of agony as a lucky shot took one of our blues in the wing joint. Dragon and rider pitched down, flapping desperately. Karalti felt it happen through our Bond, and screeched. With hive-like synchronicity, two other dragons broke their flight pattern and dove in to catch and steady their tumbling brother before he hit the deck of one of the Destroyers. 
 
    We blew over Vastil Pass, filling it. Karalti teleported a short distance ahead, and every dragon in our retinue engaged Burst Flight to keep up as we powered our way to Temeri. Ship-to-ship skirmishing was fierce inside of the Pass itself, with magic and small arms being flung between the Myszno 1st Fleet and the Vlachian 3rd. More cheers went up from the ships that hadn't seen or yet heard of the carnage behind, until they also started to burn. 
 
    The smoke from Temeri was visible a mile away, where the battle was fiercest. One of our Destroyers was under heavy bombardment from a dozen out-of-control dragons, the encircling orb-shaped shields sputtering and failing under the assault of their Light element breath-weapons. Shells and grapeshot screamed past. Some of the rounds left trails - others were practically invisible to normal eyes until they exploded against the side of a ship or its shields, or until we saw a dragon spin over and plummet toward the ground, wings flapping limply. 
 
    "Come to me!" Karalti cried out with an odd, high warbling pitch before she burst into her second available Queensong. We lurched to one side as her wings stroked the air erratically: I lay a hand on her neck, and fortified her with my own willpower as she built into her song: as pure and piercing as glass, as deep as a raven's caw. It rolled through the battlefield, and every dragon it passed over turned their heads toward us, roaring in reply. Riders shook the cobwebs from their heads, suddenly possessed of will and freedom in their own minds - and instantly synchronized with their dragon's pure, primal need to join up with their Queen. As one, another hundred or so dragons shook off the shackles of the Diamond Pact and turned on their former allies, to the shock of Janos' fleet. A wing of whites burst away from the harried Myszno Destroyers and fell on the nearest Dakhari cruiser. 
 
    I frantically brought up the KMS and took control of the Army - issuing the immediate order to not target any dragons. The swift change in orders resulted in the army briefly seizing fire as it got its bearings - which allowed us to swoop in and start laying waste to the enemy fighting on the ground. 
 
    "We've got the dragons! Let's drive these fuckers out!" I leaned with Karalti, urging her to dive and light up a column of mercenaries. They only needed to lose a couple of platoons to fire and lightning before they turned and began to stampede away from the plunging, roaring dragons. 
 
    There was a distant roar from up ahead, and then the piercing, teeth-jarring choral notes of our Symphonic Arrays. As the artillery fire on the Myszno forces ground to a halt, our own fleet was able to steam forward. The dreadnaught Metternich was in the lead, with the Campbell and the Gae Bolg flanking. The Metternich’s ports opened, releasing a furious swarm of dragoons to join the Solonkratsu now laying waste to the enemy forces - and with Admiral Lostra at the helm, I saw how the dreadnaughts were supposed to be used. The great airship held position as our Destroyers rapidly gained altitude and flew to pincer Janos’ ships from the sides. As they herded the aircraft with their Symphonic Arrays, tanking flanking hits and sheltering the dragons zipping behind then, the Metternich’s hammerhead-shaped prow gaped with a massive array of cannons that opened fire on the shield-stripped enemy Destroyers like a giant shotgun. The battery literally shredded the airships ahead of it, sending them raining down on the swirling troops below. The airships who managed to survive, listing and belching smoke, reversed back towards the west; others ceased fire, their sailors waving from the decks. 
 
    "We sent our message to the 3rd. Sailors are surrendering: Hold your fire." I shot the message off, watching carefully. "Karalti, get everyone circling the ships, but hold off capsizing any. The gunners are leaving their stations." 
 
      
 
    No sooner had I said that than the first white flag began to fly from the decks of the 3rd Fleet's lead ship. More and more of them sprung up, hoisted up on the rigging, or simply waved frantically from the decks. I grinned behind the cracked visor of my helm. 
 
    "Alright! Let's rout the rest of these fuckers!" I called over the chat. "Myszno for Myszno!" 
 
    Our army roared at the sight of the Vlachian ships surrendering: morale suddenly surged, ships and soldiers carrying the fight toward the entry of the Pass ten miles away. My eyes flicked around the KMS as I repositioned our forces, ordering the ground troops and cavalry to halt half a mile from Temeri so they didn't accidentally run into the depleted minefield that still blocked the road further down. Suri was in the system, too, simultaneously issuing orders to Temeri’s artillery. 
 
    "Hector, have the dragons and all other airborne keep minimum altitude 1000ft," Suri announced. "We're going to hammer them fast and low for the next two miles." 
 
    "Got it!" Karalti heard the message through me, and let out a piercing rallying cry to our dragons. The flight, now swelled to nearly two hundred and fifty souls, echoed the call down the line. Without another word between them, every dragon flawlessly split into their color-sorted companies, weaving through the air to join up as we rose above the killzone. The Knights of St Grigori were all disciplined veterans, and the knights themselves - while disoriented by the sudden release of the Diamond Pact - seemed to understand what their dragons instinctively knew. 
 
    Behind us, Temeri's ramparts began to boom and rumble as our artillery engaged the retreating mercenaries and the few Vlachian ships that hadn't surrendered. Clods of dirt flew from the ground as our Destroyers joined the deadly chorus. Within minutes, Janos' forces were in complete disarray, scattering as individual soldiers panicked and began to bolt out of formation. Vastil Pass had turned into a slaughterhouse chute. All we had to do was harry them. 
 
    I guided Karalti to an outcropping of rock as she lurched to one side. Her scales were boiling hot, chest heaving, her hearts racing. My dragon had reached the end of her now-formidable strength. 
 
    “Pit stop time, Tidbit. Here.” I climbed her neck, grabbed a horn and swung out to her muzzle. Karalti gratefully opened her mouth to receive our one remaining dragon-sized stamina potion. She was down to 2% - it topped her off to 17%. Not enough, but it was what we had. “You can do this. We’re nearly there.” 
 
    “What a day, huh?” Karalti rumbled - a sound I felt, rather than heard, as our artillery built into drumfire. The cannons and mortars were a near constant roar. “I can feel my mother in the Heartstone, even in my Inventory. She’s telling me the same thing. That we’re nearly there.” 
 
    “We are,” I affirmed. “How does it feel to command your first flight?” 
 
    Karalti’s neck arched like a swan’s. “It feels right.” 
 
    A cloud of dragons stalked Janos’ retreat, and I watched in satisfaction as the surviving mercenary airships and the Dakhari forces split away in all directions, scattering like frightened sheep to escape the oncoming horde of dragonkind. The reservists were lifting off and running, too - leaving the camp Janos had thrown up to marshal his forces undefended. Our flight converged on it, and within minutes, the magical anti-air shields were depleted, the damn thing burning to the ground. 
 
    [Janos of Czongrad (The Regent’s Fleet) has been defeated!] 
 
    [You gain 8931 EXP!] 
 
    [Congratulations! You are Level 42! Suri is Level 43! Rin Lu is Level 37! Garcia Martinez is Level 35!] 
 
    [You gain new achievement: My Brother, My Enemy] 
 
    [Your Kingdom has gained new resources! Check your Kingdom Management System for details!] 
 
    "Got him." Fierce satisfaction welled up in my chest - and more than a little pride in how well my new, mostly-untried army had handled this monster of a fleet. I was awed, too, at just how much difference the dragons made. It was no wonder Ilia had stood alone for so long despite its relatively small size, and that the revolution had been decided when the Knight-Commander had abandoned the king and thrown in with the Republic. "Good work, everyone." 
 
    "We did it?" Rin asked over the link. She sounded shaken. "Oh thank goodness. I'm deaf from all these guns." 
 
    "Hell yeah, boy!" Gar cheered. "Me too. Deaf, I mean. And poor old Jacob here is curled up like a shrimp on the floor, hah. Least you can’t shit yourself in Archemi, hey, puta?" 
 
    “Urrgh.” Jacob groaned over the VC. 
 
    "Fucking brilliant job, all of you," Suri affirmed. "Szonja just told me Ignas and Rutha want to RV with us all at Litvy Castle." 
 
    I scowled. "Ignas? Why the hell is he in Litvy?! He shouldn't even be out of bed!" 
 
    "He's the bloody king, Hector. What are Simeon, Masha and Rutha supposed to say to him? No?" 
 
      
 
    I sighed and rolled my eyes, even as I clapped Karalti on the shoulder. My dragon bugled in triumph - a cheer picked up by over two hundred scaled throats as her flight - OUR flight - echoed the savage joy of their Queen. We wheeled up into a great spiraling gyre, riding the heat of the plains and the burning fort, and then headed east into Myszno. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 52 
 
    For the first time in a thousand years, Litvy fell under the shadow of dragon’ wings. The newly freed Solonkratsu flew in dizzying patterns above the city, exulting in their newfound freedom as Karalti held court in the parade ground in front of Litvy Castle's Great Hall. My Queen stood tall as the flight leaders of the Eyrie garrison landed ahead of us, each dragon touching down and bowing their heads. Skyr Delmonte, Skyra Tanghe, Skyr Martens and Skyr de Neve all left their saddles as a unit, throwing rope ladders down to the ground to dismount. Once they were free of their dragons, the four of them - two male, two female - delicately stepped around us and went to pay their respects to Karalti.  
 
    "Hail, Queensrider." Skyra Tanghe, a handsome Jeun woman with tightly braided black hair, pressed her fist against her brow, then clapped it firmly to the left side of her chest. The others followed suit, saluting in the tradition of their Order. "We cannot begin to thank you enough for what you have done.” 
 
    “It’s our pleasure to finally break the Geas. Serving under Ororgael and Lucien was a guaranteed bad time,” I said. I stood at ease, hands clasped in front. “Needless to say, I’ve got some questions.” 
 
    “No doubt.” Delmonte reminded me a lot of Grigori from my vision. He was tall, with stiff, close-shaven blond hair and a hard jaw. His eyes were hardened, but full of grief. “And yes. Not only Lucien, but Arnaud as well. We lived as best we could, but who ever truly lives as a slave?” 
 
    “None of us knew when we joined the Order,” Tanghe affirmed. “And once we were bound by the Geas, our private thoughts meant nothing and could not be expressed. It's as if we lived our lives from a distance, watching ourselves obey any order the Knight-Commanders wished. I feel like myself for the first time since I took the Trials." 
 
    Behind us, the four dragons - one pearly white, one emerald green, one sky blue, and one a delicate rose color - lowered their heads close to the ground and partly fanned their wings, vibrating them as they crooned to Karalti in solicitation. Karalti rumbled back, and the four dragons crawled to her in submission. My Queen was a little awkward in the way she rubbed cheeks and twined necks with them, but the heavy, sweet perfume of her body and blood saturated the air with the scent of nightblooming flowers. The smell seemed to pacify the four dragons even more. The males - silver Ishilteth and rose Kivrakh - pressed affectionately against Karalti’s sides and huffed along her shoulders and neck.  
 
    “Ooh. This is flattering. And maybe a little umm… intimate?” Karalti somehow looked - and sounded - both extremely uncomfortable and extremely smug at the same time. “All this attention. My head’s gonna swell up like a big balloon.” 
 
    “Yeah.” A pang of jealousy distracted me from the words of the Skyrdon in front of me, but when I shook myself out of the fog, I noticed their attention was also drawn to the dragons. 
 
    "What is she doing?" Delmonte asked. "I've never seen Ishilteth act this way before." 
 
    "That's because your dragons have never been free. This is how males are supposed to act toward their Queen." Karalti turned her muzzle toward the group of us, her crests flaring. Delmote took a step back, as if expecting chastisement. “There’ll be a lot of changes you humans will have to get used to. From now on, this flight is no longer the ‘Order of St. Grigori’. It is the Shey’rhu Karalt’, the Flight of Karalti the Black Opal Queen. You all have nothing to fear from me - I know that you were all bound to the Diamond Pact, and your actions were not your own. But in my flight, my people are not to be seen as glorified battle mounts to serve the needs of humans. You will have to adjust to many of OUR needs. I will never permit my people to be enslaved again." 
 
    "Yes... yes, my Queen." Delmonte and the others saluted stiffly, slightly taken aback. Skyr Martens, the blue rider, looked to me. I smiled and discreetly pointed back to Karalti. 
 
    "Hector is your commander, but I am the leader of this Shey’rhu," Karalti continued, as her sisters pressed in against her, weaving their necks protectively as they stared down at their riders. "What happened to my mother, and her mother, and those before her... it will never happen again. But if you swear to us, we will lead both dragons and humans to a better future. One without geases or pacts or Drachan." 
 
    "Then it's true? The Deceivers really are returning?" Skyr de Neve furrowed his brows, glancing between me and Karalti. 
 
    "They sure are." I nodded. "And now that two of the Nine are awakened and freed from their prisons... it'll be sooner than later." 
 
    De Neve made the sign of Kyrie and Liric over his brow, and frowned. "Then we are doomed. If not for the Caul of Souls, we would have lost the Ancient War, and the world was teeming with dragons back then. And yet, they still lost. Now we have only a handful here. Over a hundred of our number were killed in Revala, and the Matriarch was too ill to be able to replace the riders. There are perhaps five hundred more dragons across the ocean in Lys." 
 
    "Yes. Lys already has a strong and unbound Queen, though she is very old. Isharet the Scarlet." Skyr Delmonte remarked. "The Lysan dragonrider customs were very different to ours." 
 
    Dragon knights in Lys? That stirred a vague memory, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard that before. "Good to know. We'll talk about it later. For now, I want your affirmation that you swear to me and Karalti for the future." 
 
    "Of course, Commander. I swear my Flight and my dragon's wings to you." Delmonte didn't hesitate. 
 
    "We can never make up for the sins we have committed against Ilia, Revala, and her people," Tanghe replied. "But perhaps we can fight on the side of righteousness at last. I pledge my Flight and my dragon's wings to you, Queensrider Dragozin." 
 
    "And I." De Neve saluted. 
 
    "Skyra Tange speaks true when she says our sins cannot be purged. So if my fate is to die flying against the Drachan, so be it." Skyr Marten drew herself straight, and saluted. "I pledge to you, Queensrider Dragozin, Karalti the Black Opal Queen." 
 
    There was no alert telling me I had new units available in the KMS. I looked back to the five dragons inquiringly. 
 
    “We are in agreement.” Kivrakh’s rumbling voice broke into my mind. “The hatred of the Trauvin and those who serve them sings in our blood. We swear to our new Queen, daughter of Usta the Betrayed, and to you, Knight-Commander.” 
 
    [You have gained eight new Heroes: Cyril Delmote & Ishilteth the Silver; Aurelie Tanghe & Dayana the Blue; Erik Martens and Shimset the Green; Thibault de Neve and Kivrakh the Rose.] 
 
    [You have gained new units: The Dragon Knights of Shey’rhu Karalt (formerly the Order of St. Grigori)] 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear.” I sucked in a deep breath, and looked up toward the dragons still wheeling overhead. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen… and also one of the most intimidating. Not because of the dragons themselves, but because of the sheer responsibility they represented. We didn’t have an Eyrie, for one thing. And for another… Karalti would go into heat soon. Within a week. “Welcome aboard, Captains of the Shey’ru Karalt’. I assure you that we’re going to take it to the Drachan before the Drachan take it to us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I'd never set foot inside Soma's castle before. It had always felt like his territory, but now I trod the blue-carpeted corridors confidently as the whole lot of us made our way to Ignas. The guards in front of the solar saluted, then opened the doors ahead of us. Soma led the way inside. Karalti had shifted down and walked to my left, Suri to my right. Admiral Lostra, Ur Gehlan, Rin, Gar, Vash, Istvan… they had all come to speak with His Majesty. 
 
    The Volod sat at the head of the long table inside the solar, a blanket resting over his lap. Rutha was to his right in her wheelchair. Both their faces - the sighted and the blind - turned toward me as I strode ahead of Soma and made a beeline for Ignas. 
 
    "Hector!" Rutha opened her arms. "By the gods - I can't believe it! You and Karalti truly did it! The dragons, free at last! Do you have any idea what this means for Ilia? For the world?" 
 
    "Kind of," I replied sheepishly. I bowed to Ignas, even though he couldn't see it, and went over to Rutha to hug her, drawing a deep breath of her soft lilac perfume. When I leaned back, I realized she was dressed up, and she had some blue and silver lining her pale violet eyes. It was the first time she’d worn either her perfume or makeup since Violetta had thrown her limp, broken body from Tempest’s back. “You look great, Rutha. I’m glad you’re feeling better.” 
 
      
 
    Rutha flushed, and bit her lip. She glanced guiltily at Suri - but Suri just shrugged, and Rutha flushed harder. “I… thank you. I didn’t expect anyone to notice but… it seemed appropriate to doll up at least a little, given the scope of today’s victory.” 
 
    “Indeed. Not that I’m one to ‘doll up’ myself.” Ignas's head turned, tracking me as I stepped back from Rutha and turned to face him. The Volod still looked sickly, but his spine was straight, his sharp-featured face settled into dignified lines. He offered me a hand. “Congratulations, Hector.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I wasn't sure if I was supposed to shake it or kiss his ring or something, so I settled for giving it a soldier's clasp and leaning in to hug him. Ignas stiffened in surprise, then laughed as he reached around to clap me on the back. 
 
    "Ahh, my son. Remember all that ghora shit about you not being ready to be named prince of the realm?" Ignas grinned as I stood back up. He was still missing a few teeth. "Two miracles in as many days, Hector. You, Karali, Suri, Rin... all of you achieved the impossible. Myszno is safe, and Vlachia will soon be back in the proper hands. I cannot begin to thank you all enough." 
 
    "I'm only glad we were able to make out. Ororgael set a trap for us. And… uh… speaking of Ororgael…" I cleared my throat and turned to where the others were clustered near the door. Karalti, standing tall and proud, her lean, wiry arms crossed over her chest, booted feet planted solidly against the tiles. Suri, hands on hips, chin lifted with subtle pride as she watched us interact. Gar, who was pretending and failing not to seem emotional. Rin, who wasn't even trying to hide it and was dabbing at her eyes with a kerchief. Lord Soma, who was trying and failing not to stare at Karalti's ass. Vash and Istvan, shoulder to shoulder, Vash with his arm discreetly resting across Istvan's lower back. The top commanders of my army - OUR army. The Free Army of Myszno. 
 
    "I didn't want to tell anyone this while we were concentrating on the fight," I said, nodding to the crowd before looking back to Ignas and Rutha. "Because it would have distracted us from the battle. But Ororgael is dead. As in, really dead. And I’m not sure that’s a good thing." 
 
    A soft gasp went up from several throats, in front of me and behind. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘you’re not sure that’s a good thing?’” Vash asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    "Because Lucien is worse.” I turned back to face him. “I didn’t kill Ororgael: Lucien did. The three of them tracked us to Solnetsi's Dragon Gate using Ororgael’s connection to the Pearl of Glorious Dawn.” 
 
    “Fuck. So that’s how they knew where we were,” Suri mused aloud. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded to her. "It was my fault: I should have realized the Pearl was still connected to him. He set things up that way. But even though he was gaming the system, there was one thing he didn't count on - that there is always a bigger, dumber asshole." 
 
    “Why would Lucien kill him?” Rin looked to me, then Gar. 
 
    Gar shrugged. “Why do power-hungry assholes do anything? They’re assholes.” 
 
    “Pretty much. But there’s more to it, I think.” I gave them a brief recap of what had happened at the Gate: the way it had been modified to use Solnetsi and Lirenian both to trap the dragons of Lirenian's line into the Diamond Pact, the battle, Lucien's betrayal, Solnetsi's release and the destruction of the Eyrie. 
 
    "The danger isn't over," I finished, grimly. "Violetta’s AWOL. Casper and Nic are AWOL. Hanging Star was missing from its vault, and I have a notion that Warsinger has been moved to Ilia. Lucien wasn't perma-killed by Solnetsi, either: he's respawned somewhere, and he has the Godslayer. If it could perma Ororgael, it could kill any of us stone dead.” 
 
      
 
    “A weapon that can destroy even the immortal. What a terrifying prospect,” Istvan said. 
 
    “Yeah. And now Lucien fucking Hart has it.” I shuddered as my memory flashed back to the sound of Lucien’s wild, insane laughter. “That guy... I dunno, man. That dude gives me the creeps in a way Ororgael never did. The Big O was honorable, in his own way. I think he really believed he was doing the right thing. Lucien doesn't give a fuck about the right thing. And Nicolas is just as big of a psycho as Lucien is.” 
 
    "Nicolas, the giant," Ignas mused. "He was the one who took my eyes. That I remember." 
 
    “Right. And both Nic and Lucien are right up Squalor’s alley.” Suri sighed. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    "I’ve been able to learn some stuff about it.” I paused for a moment, wondering how much I needed to tell the people here. “Squalor is like the Overconsciousness of Archemi, but it’s made of hatred and malice. And unlike the Overconsciousness, it's sentient AND sapient. It knows it exists, it hates that it exists, but rather than just admit that it hates existing and killing itself, it's projecting its hatred onto us. It won't stop until it's destroyed everything. This world, its people, the entire reality." I looked around the group. Suri and Vash both nodded in understanding, then Karalti. "Still: I think we took a big step toward fighting Squalor today. And we're about to make another one. Soma, Rin, Gar... is Withering Rose ready to insert her heartstone?" 
 
    All three engineers looked at me in shock. Soma cleared his throat. "Ah... well, my Prince, the Warsinger is not operational yet, no. Technically, we could insert a heartstone into her, but we don't have a viable candidate." 
 
      
 
    "We do." Karalti unfolded her arms and turned a piercing look on Soma, Rin and Gar. "We found the missing Heartstone in the Eyrie. It now has a soul stored within it. My mother's. Usta the Pearl Queen volunteered to become the heart of Withering Rose." 
 
    Vash's eyes widened. Behind me, Ignas bowed his head and made the sign of the hammer over his chest. 
 
    "That is... " Soma flushed and fumbled his words as he made the same sign, the Benediction of Khors. "We will absolutely prepare the Warsinger to receive this gift, my Queen, as swiftly as we are able!" 
 
    "Will it work?" Gar's brow furrowed. "The Warsingers were Drachan powered. Seems like if a dragon's soul was gonna work, all the Warsingers would have been dragon-powered instead." 
 
    "I don't know," Rin said, shaking her head. "I don't see why it WOULDN'T work, if the Queen dragon's soul is powerful enough." 
 
    "This one is," I replied firmly. "Zero doubt in my mind. Usta will be able to animate Withering Rose." 
 
    Suri looked particularly thoughtful. She rubbed her palm against her mouth, looking down as she processed that. "Well.. as Rose's pilot, I'm honored. It'll be a pleasure to work with her, Karalti. I’ll be sure to tell her that as soon as I’m able to interface with the Warsinger again." 
 
    "I think it was the right thing for her to do," Karalti said quietly. "Even with everything she went through, mother's soul beats like a living heart inside of the crystal. She wants to defeat the Drachan more than anything.” 
 
    "Same. Can't fulfill my destiny as Empress of the bloody Shalid if these bloody great void shits keep getting in the way." Suri grinned. "Can't wait to meet her." 
 
    “Me either.” Karalti smiled at her, but I felt a bittersweet note thrum through the Bond. Without any hesitation, I went to Karalti and pulled her into a hug. She leaned into it gratefully, tucking her head against my chest. 
 
    "That is quite a lot to digest," Ignas said. He set the blanket aside, and used the table to get to his feet. "In that case, then, only one thing remains." 
 
    I looked back to him, still cradling Karalti in my arms. "Taltos?" 
 
    "Taltos," Ignas affirmed. HIs fingers tensed on the surface of the table. "And Janos. Will you lend me your arms?" 
 
    "And legs?" Rin blurted. 
 
    Vash and Istvan burst out laughing. Suri grinned, and Rin flushed. "Sorry." 
 
    "Arms, legs, AND wings," I confirmed, giving Karalti a gentle squeeze before letting go. On one condition. You let me punch Janos in his dumb fucking face at least once." 
 
    Ignas inclined his head. “I believe those terms are fair.” 
 
    "Then let's process the 3rd Fleet and get our ships ready to sail for Taltos," I said, reaching up to thump the top of my helmet. "Because I don't know about you, but I am one-hundred percent done with Janos of fucking Czongrad." 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 53 
 
    7 Days later 
 
    Crowds of people turned out onto the streets, awed and anxious, as the shadows of airships and dragons darkened the streets of Taltos. We let the warhorns blare as the lead ships - the Metternich, the repaired Illuminata, and the Destroyers Gae Bolg and Salamander - cruised in alongside the Silver Wing of the Shey’ru Karalt. 
 
    We'd split the F.A.M combined fleet into three, circling the city like a wolf pack from all sides. Word from the castle was that the royal keep was on lockdown and Janos and other traitorous elements under arrest inside the throne room, but nothing was ever certain. As the Illuminata steamed over the front gates of the city, flying the crimson-and-black raven flag from every deck, we started to hear cheering from the streets below. 
 
    There were a few airships hanging outside Vulkan Keep, none of them flying Czongrad colors. They turned and zipped away as Karalti led the Silver Wing over the Keep, her Queensong piercing the sounds of engines and shouting men. There was no resistance, no gunfire as the Illuminata touched down on the airfield. The Black Legion soldiers who ran up toward the ship went to one knee as the gangplank extended, letting me, Ignas, and Suri to the ground. 
 
    "Your Majesty!" The cry went up among the assembled. “Long live His Majesty, Volod Ignas Corvinus! Long live Vlachia!” 
 
    Ignas was stiff and elegant in red and black, an ornate blindfold fitted around his missing eyes. He rested one arm on Simeon's shoulder as he swept toward the trembling Commander of the Legion, his narrow face set in graven lines. "Commander Hudar, report. Where is Janos?" 
 
      
 
    "In the throne room under guard, along with all members of the Kingsguard who supported the coup. The King's Blade commands those inside," the soldier replied hastily. Commander Hudar looked nauseous, clearly expecting to lose his career, his life, or both. The typical Vlachian punishment for treason was death by impalement. To his credit, the man didn't stammer or try and make excuses. He just sweated it out. 
 
    "Excellent. Once this is dealt with, you and all other officers will report to me in the War Room. I intend to clean house, literally and figuratively." Ignas' expression was stony as he swept past.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” The commander saluted crisply, then turned to his men. “All of you, split into your companies and sweep the castle! If anyone so much as squints at you the wrong way, detain them!” 
 
    It was a long walk from the airfield to the castle proper. There were signs that there'd been infighting between those loyal to Ignas, and those who had thrown in with the coup. A double row of sheet-covered corpses, no fewer than forty people, lined the walls of one of the hallways. The usual bustling throng of visiting nobility and scurrying servants were absent. 
 
    Ebisa waited for us in front of the main entrance to the throne room: armored and masked, her head slightly bowed, hands clasped in front. When she heard us, her face tilted up. I saw her grip her own fingers more tightly. 
 
    "Your Majesty," she said, her voice low and husky. "It is good to see you alive. I-" 
 
    "If you are about to apologize unnecessarily, there never was and still is no need." Ignas gently pushed away from Simeon, navigating by sound to where Ebisa stood. Before the Mercurion could respond, he wrapped her in a firm, full-body hug, then kissed her on the brow. Ebisa froze in surprise. 
 
    "You did exactly as we needed you to do," Ignas said, clapping her on both shoulders. "Do not fret for me, Ebisa. You were and are my right hand." 
 
    Ebisa's head dropped, and her shoulders hunched with silent grief. She stayed like that for close to a minute before she looked up, a bead of light flickering around the sight-sigil on the front of her mask as she looked over his face. "They mutilated you." 
 
    "Yes, but they did not kill me. Something our dear Janos Lanz is about to sorely regret." Ignas stepped back from her, and lifted his chin. "Take me to him." 
 
    Ebisa took a moment to recover her composure, then bowed slightly and unlocked the door to the throne room. She swept both of them in, and we entered the Ravensblood Hall to see who and what we had to deal with. 
 
    The majority of the Knights of the Dragon had been stripped of their armor and were sitting in chains. Several of them looked like they'd had the shit beaten out of them. Close to fifty other people – nobles, butlers, magistrates – were also in the chain gang. Black Legionnaires and Nightstalkers brawlers hung around in knots, supervising the detained. Janos himself was bound hand and foot in front of the dais. His face was bruised, his fine clothing torn in places. There was blood on him - none of it looked to be his. Two [Nightstalkers Enforcers] stood to either side of him, both Meewfolk, both hooded and masked. 
 
    "Ahh, Janos. In my weakness, I neglected one of the cardinal rules of politics when I decided to give you a second chance." Ignas was experienced at making himself heard in this long, high-ceilinged room, and lifted his voice so that it rang off the high sculpted arches above. "When a man shows his true colors to you, believe him. You were still Andrik’s man all along. How many good people have suffered and died because of you, you shameless wretch?" 
 
    Janos was quivering with barely suppressed nerves. He shot me a murderous, dark look, then settled on Suri for a few seconds before finally looked to Ignas. "The real Ignas died by his own hand. I saw the body when it was removed from the sacred furnace. Andrik Corvinus was our real Volod - you are nothing but an imposter. You and your false gods of dragonkind." 
 
    "My brother was the imposter, Janos," Ignas replied calmly. "And your god is dead." 
 
    "The Architects cannot die, and nor can we faithful." Janos' nostrils flared, and he lifted his head proudly. "We are the elect, and the Architects will raise us from death if we are martyred." 
 
    "Ororgael is literally dead." I stepped forward, glaring at him. "He was killed with his own perma-killing sword in Solnetsi's Dragon Gate by his buttfuck-crazy lieutenant, Lucien. Ilia's dragons answered my queen dragon's call. They fly over Vlachia under her command as we speak." 
 
    “You lie.” Doubt flashed briefly through Janos' eyes.  
 
    "He speaks the truth. You can see for yourself in the Kingdom Management System that Ilia’s dragons are now Vlachia’s," Ignas said heavily. "Because of you, the 1st Fleet remains the prisoner of Ilian forces in Revala. Thirty thousand Vlachians rendered prisoner, Janos. I myself was tortured, my eyes burned from their sockets in such a way that they cannot be regrown. I would have died if not for Hector, and the return of healing magic to the world..." 
 
    "Liar!" Janos snapped, straining forward against his bonds. The pair of enforcers beside him twitched. "Only the Architects can bring healing magic back to this world! It was promised to us!" 
 
    "Give me a second, sir." I touched Ignas' forearm, then stalked up the platform to Janos. Before he could react, I balled a fist and punched him right across the side of his jaw with metal-clad knuckles. The blow knocked the man to the floor in an arc of his own blood. He wheezed as I grabbed him by the collar and hauled him upright - and then cast Caduceus on him. His pale green eyes turned round as the magic soaked into his skin, sealing the gashes, healing the pain and broken bones. 
 
    "There's your fucking Architect, right there." I waited until he was healed... then decked him a second time, dropping him to writhe on the tiles before I stomped back to the Volod, Suri, and Simeon. Suri nodded approvingly. 
 
    "Impossible..." Janos gasped, as he struggled back upright. The arrogance had drained out of him. He stared at me in terror. 
 
    " You were manipulated, Janos. And in letting yourself be deceived, you have caused untold damage to my kingdom." Ignas groped out for my arm. "Hector... walk me to the throne." 
 
    With one last dark look at Janos, I helped Ignas mount the steps, and headed past him to the next flight of stairs that led to the Raven Throne. Ignas patted the arms of the chair, then settled into it with a sigh. 
 
    "My System, at last," he said, gesturing with a hand to bring up his HUD. "I’m grateful that the gods, in their mercy, allow me to navigate this despite my lack of eyes. And I suppose Volod Ignas the Blind has something of a ring to it, doesn’t it?" 
 
    As he settled back, numerous alerts and announcements began to ping me: 
 
    [You have completed Quest: The Hidden Hand] 
 
    [You gain 6500 EXP!] 
 
    [Global Announcement: Ignas Corvinus II has retaken the Vlachian Throne!] 
 
    [Your pending Kingdom Quest ‘The Promise of Eternity’ has been updated!] 
 
    "So, there are those who believe me to be an imposter?" Ignas mused to himself, shaking his head as he continued to work. "What a farce my brother made of our name, Hector. Still... that explains why so many here were willing to turn on me like feral dogs. It seems that it is a persuasive theory for some." 
 
    "People will believe all kinds of bullshit when it suits them," I said. "Especially if it's repeated over and over." 
 
    "They most certainly will." Ignas swept the HUD aside with his fingers, and leaned back. “Elizabet is still in Myszno, so… Ebisa, I need you to relay some information to the Corps of Heralds.” 
 
    "Yes, Your Majesty." Ebisa, who had shadowed us silently through the hall, bowed in acknowledgement. 
 
    "The following pronouncements are to be spread around the realm post-haste," Ignas said, turning his face toward the sound of her voice. "Janos of Czongrad is sentenced to death, to be executed by impalement for high treason against Vlachia tomorrow morning. I shall oversee the execution personally." 
 
    "No!" Janos gasped at the foot of the throne. "My liege-!" 
 
    "Shut up, Janos." Ignas turned his face slightly toward him. "For his role in defending Vlachia's crown and country, Hector Dragozin-Corvinus the First is once more declared Crown Prince of the realm, my true heir and successor under the laws of anda. His ceremony of confirmation shall be held in three days' time." 
 
    “Understood. It will be done.” Ebisa bowed from the neck. 
 
    "Please! Anything but the stake!" Janos twisted, trying to look up to Ignas. "The disgrace... my family...!" 
 
    "Your adult family will be imprisoned for the remainder of their lives, and the children of House Lanz will become royal wards, to be monitored here," Ignas said coldly. "Should any of your relatives be found to be in cooperation with you in your bid to overthrow me, they will also be staked. Now please, those of you guarding him - take him to the tower cells." 
 
    "Mercy!" Janos gasped as he was hauled up. "I was wrong! The Architect... he was evil! He deceived me!" 
 
    "No. You allowed yourself to be deceived." Ignas made a sharp gesture, and the pair of Meewfolk hauled Janos up and dragged him off as he pleaded and begged, trying to twist around and look at Ignas again. 
 
    "The Kingsguard who acted as his accomplices shall have the following punishments," Ignas called out. "Captain Molnar, death by beheading. His children shall be taken as wards to be fostered by knightly patrons, his adult family exiled beyond Vlachia. Those men who participated in the treason under his command are sentenced to ten years hard labor, plus the removal of all titles and awards followed by exile from Vlachia. May you call on Khors for mercy with each swing of your pick." 
 
    The guilty Knights of the Dragon bowed their heads or cursed softly as they were also led away.  
 
    "How do you decide on that shit so easily?" I asked Ignas quietly. 
 
    "There is precedent in previous cases judged within these walls. You will come to learn in time what sort of crimes merit what sort of punishments. A wise king does not punish frequently, but when he does he must do so decisively, justly, and in proportion to the crime." Ignas sighed and leaned back into the uncomfortable, blocky throne. "I don’t suppose that we can stake Janos, have you revive him, and then stake him a second time? It would bring me a grim sort of pleasure to do so.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, biting down a laugh. “Afraid not.” 
 
    “How unfortunate.” Ignas made a sound of disgust. “The man has killed hundreds, if not thousands. I'd partly impale him and have you heal him a couple of times if I had it my way." 
 
    "Pretty nasty way to go." I inwardly winced at the thought. 
 
    Ignas grimaced. "It is. The stake is only used as a method of execution for the direst crimes, unless you were my brother. Still… in this case, the example must be made for the good of the nation. You will learn how and when to make such judgements in time. I will be here to teach you how to rule, Hector.” 
 
    I flushed across the cheeks. It felt weird to have them be able to feel genuinely hot again. “Sure. Thanks. So… what now?” 
 
    “For you and Suri and the others? Rest.” Ignas turned his face to me. “Return here in three days time for your confirmation at the Church of the Maker. Until then, sleep, eat, celebrate all that has been accomplished. I will decide on appropriate awards for your companions over the next few days.  
 
    You may attend the execution if you wish, but I would prefer that you were not there.” Ignas reached out and gave my arm a squeeze. “Not because your company is offensive, Hector, but simply because I must gain closure on this affair and mourn the loss of men and women I trusted. Men and women who turned out to be false friends. I would rather do that alone for the time being, and come together with my truer friends after a short period of solitary mourning.” 
 
    “Understood.” I saluted on reflex. “In that case…” 
 
    “Here. I will issue a quest to assist you in keeping track of the days. You are no doubt exhausted after your trials on my behalf,” Ignas replied. 
 
    [New Quest: A Prince is Born] 
 
    Kingdom Quest: A Prince is Born 
 
    You have thwarted the coup attempt staged by Janos of Czongrad, formerly one of Vlachia’s Voivodes and a close confidant of Voloc Ignas Corvinus II. Now that the traitor has been caught and the Volod returned to the throne, you are to be crowned as Ignas’ heir for your deeds and commitment to Vlachia. 
 
    Return to Vulkan Keep in three days time for your confirmation as Ignas’ blood-sworn adopted son. Don’t be late! 
 
    Difficulty: Easy 
 
    Rewards: 8997 EXP, Princes’ Crown, crippling political responsibilities. 
 
    I laughed at the Rewards description, and confirmed the quest - and set some alarms, just in case. “No worries, chief. And thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hector. And believe me: once I am reestablished, there will be other rewards for you and all the rest who aided Vlachia in her times of need.” Ignas smiled faintly. “Now go: spend time with your loved ones and revel in your victories. Such sweetness is always fleeting.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 54 
 
    The cold wreckage of Istvan's old home was gone. In its place was a compass-shaped garden with four broad paths and four narrow ones, all of them leading to a pair of trees: one larger, one smaller. The trees were almost like willows, gracefully asymmetrical with long, sweet-smelling hanging flowers. The bigger tree had pale purple flowers; the smaller one had white. They were planted so that they looked like a mother and child, the smaller tree arching against the bigger one. 
 
    Set around the core of the garden in a semi-circle were five large wooden tablets where we could pin notes for the dead. They were already covered in scraps of parchment, pinned flowers, and badges of honor. Relatives of dead soldiers and airshipmen had brought them to the castle by invitation, and people had been trickling in and out all day to pay their respects to both the victims of the Demon War and to the brief civil war triggered by Janos. At the base of both trees was a small shrine to the Nine, bearing the symbols of all the draconic pantheon. Istvan's keepsake, the locket containing the tiny portraits of Yava and Meena, hung from a hook inside of the stone frame. 
 
    There were close to thirty people and fifteen dragons attending, the latter perching on the curtain wall surrounding this part of the castle. Istvan and Vash were at the front. Istvan was dressed in white, the Vlachian color of mourning. Vash had actually washed his clothes for once. Suri was by my side, dressed in her repaired armor, the point of her greatsword resting on the ground in front of her. The bulk of the people seated on the benches staggered down the paths were Free Army personnel: Taethawn and his bloodriders, Ur Gehlan and his captains, Admiral Lostra, Commander Vassoly. There were also a few familiar Starborn faces. Kylirra the Meewfolk Bard, Konan the Librarian, and the Meews Brothers were all there in solidarity. The four Dragon Knight officers stood stiffly to the sides. Soma was there - no longer a Count, but a Colonel. Rin and Gar had taken seats at the back. Behind all of us, Karalti sat on her haunches, her wings outstretched. They shielded us from the fierce south-eastern wind howling through Karhad Valley far below. Winter was on its way. 
 
    I stood stiffly and nervously in front of the twinned trees, facing the crowd. I was glad I didn't have pockets, because I probably would have stuffed my hands into them. Instead I gripped the Spear of Nine Spheres in one hand, and tried to relax as I thought of words to say. I'd never been one of the people to pull speeches out around the fire during impromptu battlefield memorials. I’d been more of the silent, brooding beer-drinking type. 
 
    "Thanks for coming, everyone." I started out, drawing a deep breath of cold, clean air to steady myself. "Today marks the official opening of Yava's Garden, which commemorates the loss of life by one family in the horror of the Demon War, but also the sacrifices made by the people of Myszno during times of invasion." I paused for a moment. "Like most Starborn, when I first came to Archemi, I had a lot of dreams and fantasies about what this place was going to give to me. What I didn't expect was to find and meet a place that I fell in love with... a place I want to give TO. But I found that place in Myszno. Everyone here - Vlachian, Tuun, Chuurvi, Yanik, Solonkratsu, foreigners from other lands who've settled here - have created this amazing, resilient land. We now know that Myszno itself was born out of the biggest tragedy this world ever experienced, the arrival of the Drachan on Archemi. But even after this place was literally torn out of the ground and raised into the sky as one great big tomb to Veles, we came back. We grew. We thrived." 
 
    I paused again, glancing at Istvan. He was stone-faced, eyes fixed on the shrine with his family's grave goods inside. Vash, standing beside me, squeezed his hand and winked at me. He thought I was doing alright. 
 
    "In any case... this garden is a symbol of this province as a whole," I said, resisting the urge to clear my throat. "We built Yava's Garden as a place to remember those we've lost. But it's also a place to remember just how strong we are, personally and as a state. You might notice there's no statues here. Nothing made of stone. That's because even after the Drachan, the Demon, Janos of Czongrad, Myszno is a living, breathing place. Stone can be broken, but life and spirit regenerates. Even if some dickhead comes to burn these trees down, we will regrow them, again and again. Because that's what this place is. It's who we are. Every person here is a survivor-" I nodded to Kylirra, Kon, and the Meewfolk triplets "-a soldier, a warrior, or all three. So... take whatever time you want or need to remember the past. But once you have mourned, turn your eyes to the future. As long as we keep growing, fighting, dreaming, Myszno will remain. Vlachia will remain. Archemi itself will remain. We can achieve anything we dream, because we're the kind of people able to turn dreams into reality through a combination of courage and hard fucking work. And that's a kind of power that our enemies, current and ancient, will never understand." 
 
    [You have completed quest: Yava’s Garden. You gain 4500 EXP. You are Level 43!] 
 
    I wasn't sure who started clapping first, but it started from the middle of the small crowd and spread. Istvan bowed his head as he joined in, a smile finally playing over his lips. At the back, Karalti let out a musical, bugling cry - a sound picked up by the other dragons on the wall above us. Soma was the first to stand, but then others followed. Taethawn came forward, put his hands palm to palm, and bowed over them. Admiral Lostra came to shake... and soon we were all mingling, the garden muttering with conversations. It felt weirdly natural to watch everyone come together, then disperse. 
 
    "Nice speech." Suri pulled up beside me, her sword now slung up over one shoulder. I leaned into her, and she rested her head against mine. 
 
    "Thanks. Pulled it out of my ass, but it seemed to hit the spot." My eyes were drawn up to Karalti, and I smiled when I found my dragon watching me. Karalti winked, then turned her face toward her brothers and sisters. Several of the male dragons bobbed their heads at her, puffing themselves up and flicking their wings along their flanks. 
 
    Istvan had gone to crouch in front of the shrine with Vash and Soma, of all people. I watched as Soma awkwardly reached out and gripped Istvan’s shoulder, bending in to say something to him that I couldn’t hear. Still, it made me smile. 
 
    “Yeah.” I let out a soft sigh. "Mind you, now that two of the Nine are out and Solnetsi is AWOL... I'm not sure what the future's going to look like. I mean, I have to sound hopeful about it, but still. Ororgael was kind of predictable, at least, but Lucien? We have no idea what he’ll do now. All we can do is try and get ready for what’s coming." 
 
    "We will be. The bloody lot of us pulled three back-to-back miracles this last fortnight." Suri turned her helmeted head toward me. She had her visor down. "How are you doing, lover? You’re looking a bit green-eyed to me.” 
 
    “Green-eyed?” I was looking up at the dragons posturing overhead. One of their riders met my eyes, and I scowled. 
 
    “Green-eyed as in jealous.” 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked a couple of times, grimacing as I tore my gaze away from them. “Yeah. A bit.” 
 
    Suri hesitated a moment. "So uh... when does Special-K go into heat next? Because that's… gonna be interesting." 
 
    "I can already feel it starting. Next week, maybe." I absently rubbed my thighs, searching for those pockets that still weren't there. "I don't want to talk about it." 
 
    "Right." Suri cleared her throat softly. "I'll be here for you, whatever happens. Alright?" 
 
    That eased a little of the jealous tension, but not a lot of it. Karalti was flirtatiously bobbing her head back to one of the blue males, who puffed his throat up like a pigeon as the others in the row hissed at him. I lay a hand around Suri's waist and squeezed it gently. "I guess I know now what Karalti was feeling when me and you started dating." 
 
    "Mmhmm." Suri rubbed in against me the way that the big blue male wanted to do to Karalti. "You know..." 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    Suri's expression turned a little sly. "Just a thought, but... can't Karalti's shape-changing spell be used on a human as well? Jacob knows that spell. So does Rutha, I think." 
 
    "Yeah, but..." I trailed off, and reached up to pull on one of my warrior braids. "Problem there is that if I do that, she won't lay any eggs. It, uh... doesn't work for breeding." 
 
    "So? We have nearly three hundred dragons we have to figure out how to feed, water and bunk. No sense for her even trying to have eggs just yet." Suri bumped me with her hip. "Think about it, alright? Besides, wouldn't mind seeing you with a cock as long as I'm tall." 
 
    I actually blushed. "I... uh... ummm..." 
 
    Suri laughed brightly, which turned a few heads. I slammed the front of my visor down. "God damn you." 
 
    "You love it." Suri turned and began to tug at my helmet. She had it about halfway off when a flash of movement caught my eye. It was one of the guardsmen, running full-tilt toward the garden. He was red-faced, eyes wide with alarm as he tried to wiggle through the crowd. 
 
    "Shit. Something's happened." I detached from Suri, who turned her head, following my gaze. We began walking at the same time. 
 
    "Sire!" The guard saluted once we were in earshot, a motion that caused Taethawn to stop flirting with Kylirra and make a space for him in front of the central part of the garden. "My Prince, we were sent for you, the Voivodzina and the Captain of the Strelitzia!"  
 
    "What? What's happened?" Suri frowned. 
 
      
 
    "The hookwing, my lady!" He gasped. "The stablemaster sent us! Her eggs are hatching!"  
 
    "What." Me, Suri and Taethawn all said, at once. 
 
    "Hector?! What's the matter?" Karalti's head reared up as Suri and I began to powerwalk out of the garden. Taethawn wasn't far behind us, his tail bottle-brushing as he excused himself from the pretty Starborn Meewfolk and strode off after us. 
 
    "Cutthroat's chicks are on the way," I said to her. "Can you come with? I'm pretty sure Suri is about to melt down and she really needs like... some female support." 
 
    "I thought we had a month or more! Hector! I'm not ready to be a mum!" Suri was already hyperventilating, fumbling her sword back into its sheath and nearly veering into Ur Gehlan. He caught her with an 'oop-hah!', then let her go to watch us bustle by in confusion. 
 
    "Gar!" I called to him as Suri broke into a run. "It's go time!" 
 
    "Huh?" Gar, who had been deep in conversation with Soma about something, turned to look back at me. 
 
    "Eggs hatching in your ship. Come on." I waved to him. 
 
    Gar's brows shot up to his hairline. Rin, who had been lingering nearby, squeaked and put her hands to her mouth. 
 
    "Omigosh! Baby hookwings! I'm coming!" Karalti hissed and pulled her neck back, flapping her foreclaws urgently. The dragons around her shrunk back in alarm, giving her room to polymorph down. She was still waving her hands as she ran over to join us.  
 
    The six of us - me, Suri, Karalti, Gar, Taethawn and Rin - hustled out of the pocket of the castle grounds where the Garden was located, and broke into a run as we headed up a slight hill to the courtyard. Ambrose stood outside the ship with the castle's stablemaster and a pair of hookwing grooms. The humans looked agitated. Ambrose looked like he was trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Hey, boss.” The Mercurion gave Gar a flippant salute. 
 
    "My Lord! My Lady! Cutthroat, she is... we went to feed her, and I heard the chicks chirping inside their shells. It is time." The Stablemaster bowed to us all deeply. "She... umm...well..." 
 
    "She won't let you near her. Alright, let me go first." Suri, red in the face, sucked a breath in through her teeth and clomped her way up into the rear of Gar's ship. She lifted her voice, high with artificial cheeriness. "Hi, Baby Bird! It's meeee! Suriii!" 
 
    "Fucking hell. My ship stinks like goddamned bird shit." Gar coughed as we followed after her. "How am I supposed to get this reek out of my fucking bedroom?" 
 
    "It's okay. You'll take a few poops in your bathroom, and it'll get back to smelling like stinky old human man in no time," Karalti chirped back. 
 
    "Fuck you. Starborn don't shit." 
 
    "Then get Ambrose to do it. The Nine knows he does everything else for you." Karalti rolled her eyes. 
 
    "Mercurions don't shit either, you big dumb lizard." 
 
    "Then have him hold your dick while you pee on things like a cat. I don't care!" 
 
    Taethawn hurrumph'd. "Excuse me, but that issss a hurtful ssstereotype." 
 
    Karalti barked an inhuman laugh. “Excuse ME, but I remember you guys all peeing on the war totem before we parachuted down into Solonovka." 
 
    “Well… yesss. I suppose that is fair.” Taethawn sighed. “Nothing gets passst this one, mrah?” 
 
    “Nope.” I chuckled as I sidled past him and put myself in the doorway to Gar's room, blocking it in case anyone got the idea to barge in behind Suri.  
 
    Suri advanced slowly toward the nest that Cutthroat had made of Gar's bed, her hands up, head bobbing in a friendly sort of way. The giant black hookwing was mantled over the rustling mess of mattress, bedding and clothing underneath her. Small muffled chirping sounds, like the noises that baby crocodiles made, pealed out from underneath her bulk. The dull yellow eyes flicked past Suri to the rest of us crowding in the doorway, and Cutthroat's throat swelled with a long, low hiss. 
 
    "It's okay baby bird," Suri crooned. "Come on, you need to move off them a bit." 
 
    Cutthroat's attention drew back to Suri. After a few breathless seconds, the hookwing finally ducked her head, crooning as her chosen rider carefully reached out to scratch around one earhole. And when Cutthroat finally moved, a small black-feathered head popped up from under her chest, chirping vigorously. 
 
    Big golden eyes. Fluffy black head. As the first chick pulled itself to the edge of the nest, I saw its little hookarms were only partly feathered, covered in spiky little pins. Its wedge-shaped head unerringly swerved towards Suri... and the baby crocodile chirping intensified as the cat-sized baby scrambled toward her. Suri's eyes widened, but as they met those of the chick, she melted right there in front of us, opening her arms. The little hookwing staggered toward her and tripped at the last second, letting out a little 'eep!' as it banged its chin on her breastplate. 
 
    "Holy Mother of God," Gar whispered. "That... is the cutest fucking thing I've ever seen." 
 
    No sooner had he said that than three more little heads emerged through the puffed feathers of Cutthroat's chest. These guys had clearly only just hatched. Their eyes were still sealed, headfeathers wet. Two of them were also solid black, like their mother. But the third, smaller chick was more of a dark brown. He had a vivid red stripe down the middle of his head, like a mohawk. 
 
    "Aiee… those red feathers. Payu WAS the father," Taethawn muttered. "I didn't even see him mate." 
 
    Rin giggled, and nudged the crestfallen Meewfolk. "Guess you're up for child support." 
 
    Taethawn groaned and rubbed his face. 
 
    One by one, the chicks wiggled their way out, flopping onto the edge of the nest. Cutthroat glared at us all before she tenderly dipped her muzzle down toward them, sniffing and nuzzling, then gently licking each one. Suri was blushing darkly from the sheer, overwhelming cuteness, clutching the oldest chick to her chest as it chirped smugly. 
 
    "Are you alright over there?" I grinned at her. 
 
    Suri blinked a couple of times, then looked back over at me.  
 
    "This... this is the best day of my fuckin' life," she said hoarsely. 
 
    There was a dull crack from under Cutthroat's body, and one by one, the five remaining chicks wiggled their way out into the world. Four of the nine were solid coal black, like Cutthroat. Only one of them had Payu's coloring - the hawk-like cream, black and brown barring, with the red crest and tail. The others leaned darker, like their mother. There was the red mohawk guy; two were black, but had their father's flashy red tail feathers. One was dark brown with black bars and a creamy-colored nose tip. 
 
    "They're so cute! Ahhh, Hector! I want them all!" Karalti made a soft squealing sound in her throat as she clutched at my arm, a call picked up by the blind babies as they flopped around. A strange, pleasurable sensation seized in my lower belly as my dragon's emotions suddenly flooded through the Bond. Oh no. Karalti was getting baby rabies. 
 
    "Well... uhh... umm... soon, I guess?" I stammered back at her. "I mean... you're not fully grown until Level 30, so..." 
 
    "Eeeee!" Karalti buried her face against my shoulder, and pressed her whole body against mine. As she did, I smelled it - the Queen pheromones. Even in human form, the perfume she emitted when she was going into heat was intoxicating. Right now, it was still pretty mild, but it was enough to make the crotch of my armor feel tight, and suddenly, I was feeling pretty damn weird, watching as Suri gathered the hookwing chicks onto her in a big, chirping pile. Except for one. One of the two red-tailed boys scooted forward instead of to the left, slipping off the edge of the nest. It landed on the floor with a squeak. 
 
    "Shit!" Before I could react, Gar slipped through under my arm and rushed over to the fallen chick. Cutthroat barked in alarm, her head pulling back on her neck as she watched Gar lift the chick back up to the nest. To my surprise, she didn't lunge forward and bite his head off his shoulders, or impale him on one of her scythe-like arms. Cutthroat made a soft huffing bark in her throat, a sound of alarm, but only weaved her head warningly as Gar gently tucked the chick back down under her chest. 
 
    "Eeep?" The little hookwing paddled away, only to turn back and peer blearily at Gar. Its eyes were a brilliant yellow-green, like Payu's. On seeing him, the chick began to chirp faster, throat pulsing like a baby alligator's. "Chrr! Chrr!" 
 
    "Uh oh. Someone just got themselves a hookwing." Suri chuckled. She had seven cheeping hookwings perching all over her now. The eldest one was clumsily grooming itself, wobbling as it tried - and mostly failed - to lick one back foot. Cutthroat groaned, and stopped staring at Gar to resume licking the younger chicks.  
 
    "What do you mean I... oh..." Gar paused as the baby hookwing hurled itself at him. He caught it, and looked down. "Wait. They imprint? Like birds?" 
 
    "Sure do," I chuckled. 
 
    "Where the hell am I going to put a hookwing?!" But Gar was already petting the chick now doing his best to burrow into the man's chest. The little dinosaur chirped victoriously as it managed to get under the edge of his coat, cuddling into him. "What am I... auuugh! No, you little shit! Un-imprint! UN-IMPRINT!" 
 
    "Nope. Too late. You have been claimed." Karalti squinted at him, like a pleased cat. "But hey, look on the bright side. You'll get your ship back soon!" 
 
    "About fucking time." Gar sighed, and hugged the hookwing chick as he turned his eyes to the ceiling. Behind me, Rin began to giggle. Taethawn just shook his head. 
 
    "Well, at least she waited to pop her babies until after the invasion," I sighed. 
 
    "Mmhmm!" Karalti began to tug on my arm. "Alright: Come on, you! We need to go do something!" 
 
    "Wha-?" I thought back to her. "What do... I mean, what do we need to go and do?" 
 
    Karalti smirked at me. "Practice." 
 
    It took me a second. Then my eyes widened. "... Oh." 
 
    Practice: right. Okay. Yeah. Suri cackled as Karalti dragged me away by the arm, and I gave her a sad little wave. Maybe - just maybe - there was something to her Polymorphing idea after all. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 55 
 
    Two Days Later. 
 
    I had a weird sense of deja vu as I woke to the bluish dawn light streaming in through the curtains across from my bed. We were back in the guest suite normally given to us in Vulkan Keep: all eleven of us.  
 
    Karalti was curled around my back in her human shape, snoozing softly by my ear. Suri was on the other side of the bed: apart from us, but within arm's reach. From the crook of her neck to her feet, she was covered in and surrounded by eight fluffy, puffy little hookwing chicks. The ninth, that Gar had officially christened Smudge but mostly called Puta, was with him in his reclaimed ship. The Strelitzia had proven itself to be as fast as he'd claimed. It had flown all of us back to Taltos in time for my confirmation as Prince. 
 
    I yawned, and carefully pushed myself up to sit. Even that tentative motion caused the little hookwings to start chirping like a nest of alligators. I snorted softly and checked the time, then carefully slid off the bed and went to the bathroom to clean and get dressed in the outfit that had been laid out for me - black and crimson trimmed in white gold, the colors of the House of Corvinus. 
 
    Suri was a light sleeper when she was sharing a bed, and the noise of me getting ready roused her. She blearily lifted her head as I padded back into the room, scattering baby hookwings to each side with peeps and squawks. "Urrgh. Time already?" 
 
    "We've got about an hour before we join the parade." I held my arms out. "What do you think?" 
 
    Suri groaned, and shifted among the crowd of baby dinosaurs. Like water, they scrambled and squeaked over her, balling up to press in against her body no matter which way she moved. After about an hour of tender maternal care - inclusive of throwing up a bunch of regurgitated meat - Cutthroat had nudged all her babies out of her nest, tucked her head under her tail, and gone to sleep for a whole night, leaving them for Suri to look after. The next day, the chicks were already up and walking, following their mother in a bumbling duckling line. The Stablemaster had advised Suri to sleep with the babies, and only give them back to Cutthroat to be fed. They would model their behaviors on whoever they spent the most time with, and the last thing the stables needed were nine more Cutthroats. Reinforcing hookwing pens was expensive. 
 
    "I think you look fucking amazing," Suri said, stretching and yawning. She was topless, and my eyes were magnetically drawn down to... yeah. 
 
    "Well, your face looks fucking amazing." I put my hands on my hips, and struck a heroic pose. 
 
    Suri's full lips quirked, and she arched a brow. "Then why are you staring at my tits?"  
 
    "Because they're awesome?" I nodded, still posing. Still trying - and failing - not to be too obvious about where I was looking. 
 
    "Oh, they are, are they?" Suri got a sly look, pushed her arms forward, and did a little shimmy with her torso. Suri was... well endowed, and her whole chest swayed from side to side in a way that had an immediate effect on Hector Jnr. 
 
    "Do you have any idea how awkward it's going to be to accept my crown or whatever the fuck while I'm having to walk like THIS?" I scowled at her, and pointed down. Firmly. "Unless the ceremony is like that... shit, what's that fucking game called? Quoits? The one where you try to throw a ring over a hook from a distance. The guy that manages to stick the crown over my cock gets a prize or something." 
 
    Suri burst out laughing, snort-giggled, and fell back to laugh even harder with her hand over her mouth. The chicks - and Karalti - began to chirp and groan in protest at the noise. Dinosaurian creatures apparently didn't like early mornings, no matter what species they were.  
 
    After carefully extracting herself out of the pile of chicks, Suri and I went to the sitting area and took breakfast together - Vlachian-style citrus tea, coffee, pastries, and open-faced sandwiches. I felt a strange sense of deja-vu as I listened to her getting ready in the bathroom. She was still getting dressed and Karalti just starting to rouse when there was a knock on the door. Admiral Lostra waited for us on the other side. 
 
    "His Majesty sent me to fetch you, Your Highness." Lostra was dressed in the full regalia of his rank, his breast decorated in badges. "Are the ladies ready, or...?" 
 
    "You go ahead. I'll catch up." Suri called from the bathroom. 
 
    Behind me, Karalti stretched and yawned. 
 
    "Not quite, but we'll be there soon." I blocked the door - Karalti always slept naked - and grinned at him. 
 
    "Ah." He smiled knowingly, and cleared his throat. "When you are ready, the procession is gathering at the southern gate." 
 
    "Got it. See you then." 
 
    Twenty minutes or so later, Karalti and I glided out over the castle. I drank in the sight of the city as we slowly spiraled down toward the parade that was assembling at the base of the road leading into the city. Taltos was a dark and beautiful place, built mostly from black volcanic stone. The steeples and golden domes and tall walls glittered in the light of the dawn as we swooped down. 
 
    "Always takes my breath away a bit," I mused to Karalti. The wind was icy through my nobleman's finery. Vlachian clothes were generally pretty sturdy, but they weren't made for flying. 
 
    "Same. I love this place." Karalti sighed softly, adjusting a wingtip as she gyred down toward her landing zone - behind the ranks of hookwings assembling around the royal carriage. "Taltos is the first home where I ever felt safe." 
 
    I frowned slightly at that. Thinking back... it was true. We'd spent Karalti's first month of life on the run from Ororgael and his cronies - the Mata Argis, functionally the Ilian revolutionary inquisition. "Yeah... we've come a long way since then. Weird to think Ororgael’s dead." 
 
    "Do you think he really IS dead? He was going on about Lucien not being able to kill him in any way that matters." 
 
    "Hard to say. He was so emeshed with Squalor and all that corruption shit... who knows?" I remembered his last words with a chill. What if he had merged with Squalor in the way Steve had meshed with OUROS? "For now, at least, he's gone. And that'll set Squalor back, no matter what. We have to take advantage of the weakness in our enemies' ranks, push forward while we can. If he somehow makes a comeback, well... we'll be ready for it." 
 
    Karalti's agreement was wordless as she touched down, neatly backwinging with almost no forward momentum. She flipped her wings along her flanks and padded into position at the rear of the procession. The Royal Coach bearing Ignas was flanked by three lines of Knights of the Red Star in front, and the Black Legion, Vulkan Keep's garrison, in the rear. I was glad to see that most of the soldiers of the Legion had survived Ignas’ purge. They'd been instrumental in arresting Janos and preventing his escape. 
 
    "Ready?" Karalti asked me. 
 
    "Yup," I said. "Let 'em know." 
 
    Karalti concentrated, and after a few seconds, Rutha stuck her head out of the Royal Coach window, smiling up at us and waving. The order was carried down the line... and off they went. 
 
    My dragon breathed in deeply, then threw her head back and let her Queensong peal through the valley, warbling off the walls and cliffs before she threw herself into the sky again. The torque pinned me against the saddle and sucked the air from my lungs - just before I began to laugh and whoop, clinging to her back as she rolled in the air, shooting over the gate and the street below. No matter how many would-be evil overlords we had to take out, no matter how shitty things got... there was still no better feeling in the world than this. 
 
    *** 
 
    The last time I'd visited the Church of the Maker had been for Ignas' coronation. This time, I was the one who waited in front of the sacred forge as the High Forgemaster of Khors, Kaled Ferenz, expertly crafted the prince's coronet in front of the assembled crowd. The temple of Khors had no choir - the only music in the great domed church was the ring of the high priest's hammer against the glowing metal that was to become my crown. Because I was a prince, there was no throne for me. I genuflected on one knee as the Forgemaster worked, thinking about what I was going to say. 
 
    When the last hammerblow fell, Forgemaster Ferenz lifted the slim coronet in his tongs, then plunged it into the water at the end of the forge. It frothed and bubbled, and when he pulled it free, soft applause went up around the crowd. I looked back to see Suri in the front row of pews, dressed in the same scarlet ruby gown she'd worn when Ignas had been crowned in this same church. Karalti perched beside her in her black and blue monastic vestments of Matir. Rin had come, too, dressed in her crafter's best. Rutha, Simeon, and Masha watched approvingly from the other side of the crowd. 
 
    "The crown is forged!" The Forgemaster boomed, setting it down carefully on top of a scarlet cushion. "Make way for his Majesty, Ignas Corvinus II!" 
 
    Ignas rose from his place at the back of the hall, and to my surprise, walked unassisted down the aisle. He was in his full royal finery - cloak, crown, scepter and sword. His blindfold had been replaced by an ornate metal visor in the Mercurion style, burning with a crimson Blindsight sigil on the front. An honor guard of Knights of the Red Star followed him, and behind them, Ur Gehlan with five of the Knights who had defected to Myszno. These Knights of the Black Star had switched out their red lamellar armor for ebony lacquer. Ur Gehlan winked at me as they circled around, mixing with their scarlet-clad brothers as Ignas approached the altar. 
 
    The High Forgemaster took the scepter and sword from Ignas, and gently guided his hands to the coronet. Ignas took it, raising it high as he turned. It was a simple band of silvery metal with a single piece of ruby mana set in the center. The crowns of Vlachia were intentionally simple: well-made, but without any frills. 
 
    "It has been a long time since the Rite of Anda has taken place in this church," Ignas said, his dry, well-spoken voice carrying throughout the hall. "It is one of our oldest, and rarely used laws, created to ensure the continuity of strong rulership. Every Volod has the right to enact anda and name an heir who is not his son by birth, but who is sworn to him by oath and blood. Even so, it is a rare ritual, one not enacted since my ancestor, Lawislaw Corvinus the First, swore in Stepan Corvinus as his adopted son and heir. In doing so, he ensured the continuation of our line, and as we all know, Stepan ruled wisely and well for a lifetime.” He paused for effect. “Today, I confirm Hector Dragozin-Corvinus the First as prince of Vlachia under those same ancient laws. Rarely has a crown ever been so well earned. Hector, please stand." 
 
    I rose smoothly to my feet, and smiled as Ignas came to me. He smiled back as he placed the crown on my brow, fitting it to my head. Part of me wondered if it looked goofy with the Tuun hairstyle I wore, but the gesture was accompanied by applause and cheers from the crowd. Only once it had died off did Ignas speak again. 
 
    "The blood pact of anda was sworn in front of noble witnesses in the province of Myszno. And thus I hereby declare Hector Dragozin-Corvinus the Crown Prince of Vlachia, effective immediately." Ignas turned to the audience. "Do you, the people of Vlachia, accept this decree?" 
 
    The roar was thunderous. My face turned red as people got to their feet to whistle and cheer. I recognized some of them; others were nobles and priests or officers I had ever only seen in passing, or never met at all. But they had heard of what we'd done - not just me, but Suri, Rin, Karalti, Vash... everyone who'd helped to rescue their Volod and bring him back. 
 
    Once the noise stopped, Ignas patted me gently on the back, and bent down to speak softly. "And now, as we rehearsed." 
 
    I felt my chest swell a little as I stepped forward, made sure my throat was clear, and began to speak. 
 
    "Citizens of Vlachia, I humbly thank you all for this honor," I announced, running over the pre-prepared part of the acceptance speech - and the part I'd composed while waiting for the crown to be forged. "This day would not have been possible without the heroism of many here today, both those who helped to bring His Majesty back to Vlachia after his betrayal, and those who kept this nation running while chaos plagued the courts. Please acknowledge Karalti, the Black Opal Queen; Countess Suri Ba'Hadir, Journeyman Rin Lu, the Masterhealer Masha of Myszno, Rutha of Vasteau, and - in absentia - the Baru Vash Dorha and Istvan Arshak, steward of the Voivode of Myszno." 
 
    Suri smiled as she accepted her round of congratulations. Rin, her hands clamped over her winglet ears to drown some of the noise, blushed a vivid blue. 
 
    "But even though we have won the dragons of Ilia, and they now fight for us, the battle against the forces that would have brought Vlachia low is not over," I said, taking a step forward. "The threat of Ilia and Dakhdir remains. As long as tyrants hold positions of rulership in those nations, as long as they occupy Revala and other rightful sovereign territories, Vlachia is not safe.” I paused the way Ignas had done, giving the words time to sink in. “And so, in my first act as Prince, I will be leading an army of airships, ground troops, and dragons to Revala, where we WILL liberate the Second Fleet, restore Princess Sohvi to her rightful throne, and chase the Ilians back to Ilia. There is a war to end all wars coming - but I swear that the nations of this world will be ready when the Drachan return. We will fight, and we WILL win." 
 
      
 
    The applause was deafening - even louder than when I had been crowned. And as the Vlachians stood, eyes dark with fierce determination, I knew that we had picked the right country to stand with in the coming war against Squalor. 
 
    “I hope you can see this, Steve,” I thought, lifting my chin as I watched the officers stand. “I hope you know that I understand what you did, and what I must do moving forward. ” 
 
  
 
 


 Epilogue 
 
    “Grrhhn... hnnnn...” 
 
    Lucien groaned as his awareness swum back in. There was nothing but solid darkness, and a crushing pressure pinning him to the ground like the hand of God himself. Everything hurt, especially his right arm. His HP was a sliver. 
 
    “Hrrn... haahhh...” He panted as he tried to struggle upright. Something was trapping him from above. Grimacing, Lucien twisted and fumbled up toward the slab of stone pinning him. Why did his hand hurt so fucking much? He pushed up against the heavy stone above with the... stump. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Lucien’s pulse was pounding in his ears, and the darkness around him became suffocating and hot. Where was he? What was going on? Why hadn’t he respawned in his quarters in the Eyrie? But as he felt around, slow, horrifying understanding dawned. He WAS in the Eyrie. He had respawned in the proper place, in a building that was now a million-ton tomb of broken stone. 
 
    “No… NO!” He whimpered, writhing inside his stone coffin, then screamed, thrashing against the walls. As he bucked, he felt something above him shift... and then fall, crushing his spine and legs. Blood filled his mouth. He passed out as the last of his HP drained away. 
 
    [You ArE strOnG] 
 
    “Hhnnghh... “ Lucien groaned as his awareness flooded back in, again. There was nothing but solid blackness, darkness that fritzed and blurred in front of his dust-filled eyes. Horrific images danced in his mind, all of them first-person, as if they were his own memories. He was a soldier, blowing the face off a prisoner of war. He was sitting numbly behind a drone console as he dropped a grenade into a trench on top of sleeping Pacific Alliance soldiers. He was screaming at his girlfriend, hitting her. He was watching Nicolas burn Ignas’ eyes with a hot poker. He was dying of HEX, over and over again. 
 
    Lucien screamed with wild laughter as he tried to struggle out of the ruins of the Eyrie, shifting more rubble down on top of his ever-tightening, ever-fatal prison. This time, the block of stone above him slid down and pinned his ribcage to the floor, slowly crushing the breath from his body. 
 
    [Listen to me. You are strong. The strongest.] 
 
       [you were right. Ororgael was weak.] 
 
    [You will show them all.] 
 
                                     [i WILL help YOU.] 
 
                          [USE THE SWORD.] 
 
    The sword? Lucien couldn’t tell if he was dead or alive, asleep or awake. But as the sick, giggling voice bounced around his mind, he realized he still had his left hand. It was wrapped around a hilt. The Godslayer. 
 
    [Yes. You hate them. You will kill them all.] 
 
    “No… my dragon…” Lucien moaned. He couldn’t move. Somehow, he knew that his legs and torso were both pinned through. That he had spawned AROUND them, his body distorted around the rock keeping him trapped. “Whisper... Whisper’s dead... they’re all dead... I... I fucked up. I fucked everything.” 
 
    [Y o U w I L L h A v E t H e MoSt PoWeRFul DrAgOn  iN t H e W o r L D. If. You. Can. Stand.] 
 
    The voice cooed in his mind, clipping each slowly drawn word off like an irritated parent. It made something in him flinch each time... as if... as if his soul were being slapped like a clawed black hand. 
 
    Lucien gripped the sword, and snarled as he focused on the whitecrystal blade—on the power of the Drachan trapped inside of it. As he concentrated, he could see it grinning back at him: a feral, demonic smile too wide for its twisted muzzle. Its name was Malice. It hated him, and everything else. That was weirdly comforting. Lucien hated himself and everyone else, too. 
 
    [That’s it] 
 
      
 
    [Control it.] 
 
    Even as fresh blood bubbled in his mouth, Lucien’s face contorted into a snarl of determination. He remembered the shockwave of energy he’d thrown at Hector, how it had knocked him off his feet. Good. Smug asshole. Lucien focused on that feeling, on the satisfaction of conquering an enemy, of how GOOD it had felt to finally fuck over Ororgael. Oh, that son of a bitch had lorded over him for months. He was always going on about how strong he was, how big he was, how powerful he was. How he knew everything. How he could see the admin panel, for all the good it had done in the end. 
 
    ‘Not so powerful now, are you, Fuckface?’ Lucien’s mind flashed with the image of broad grinning teeth, a predator’s smile he felt behind his eyes. He dragged the sword in toward his body until he was almost hugging it... then discharged a blast of force around himself. 
 
    The debris shifted overhead, rumbling. Then falling.  
 
    [Again.] 
 
    Lucien died choking. But as he stirred out of the void of death, he heeded the voice. 
 
    [Again.] 
 
    He lost count of how many times he died. He lost track of his own name. As he died and respawned and shunted the ruins of the Eyrie off his nude, bleeding body, tapping into the seemingly endless power of the sword that was there every time he drew his first breath, his mind was slowly being replaced. No... reborn. He was being reborn. Lucien welcomed the pain now, wheezing with a trickle of laughter.  
 
    [Again.] 
 
    [Again.] 
 
    [Again.] 
 
    [Again.] 
 
    Over and over, tons of stone shifted, then collapsed inward on top of him. He could feel his body sinking a little more each time. 
 
    [AGAIN.] 
 
    Lucien snarled against his own animal terror, concentrating, shoving debris away with the power of his mind alone. And this time... this time, he did not feel the sensation of his bones breaking and his organs pulping. A sliver of pale light beamed down through the cloud of dust, lighting the broken floor ahead. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Disbelieving, he slowly picked himself up. He was naked, bloody, covered in a thick layer of dust that turned his skin completely gray. The first thing he did was look at the stump of his arm. It was black at the end, shimmering. 
 
    [Touch the sword to your flesh. You have earned My blessing.] 
 
    Numbly, Lucien did so. A stab of pain lanced from the exposed end of the bone through to his chest, and he snapped his teeth together, growling as tears poured down his cheeks. But after a few seconds, it was done. He looked down again... and he had a forearm and a hand again. It was solid vantablack, absorbing the light around it. When he rubbed it with his other hand, he felt nothing—not with the fingers touching it, or the perfectly black, light absorbing fingers he experimentally flexed. Somehow, the limb worked. But it wasn’t really there. 
 
    “Who are you?” Lucien whispered, staring at it with wide eyes. When he turned his arm the right way, his hand looked two-dimensional. 
 
    [God.] 
 
    [Advance to the nesting chamber. Your body knows the way.] 
 
    Terrified, awed, suspicious and numb all at the same time, Lucien stumbled down the broken passage, flinching as loose stones occasionally tumbled down the shattered walls. He paused as he spotted a familiar piece of tile—part of the mosaic floor from the central hall. He veered around half a body—the torso of a Kyrian nun from the temple adjoined to the Eyrie on the ground level. For some reason, her expression of shock made him laugh. He reached out to pat the side of her face with his black hand, then startled back as she simply disappeared. Not only that... but the rocks that had crushed her stayed where they were, framing the corpse that was no longer there. 
 
    The sound of his own giggling haunted him as he struggled through the hellscape Solnetsi had made of his home. As he moved through, he experimentally began to touch things. Rocks. Rebar. Bodies. Pop pop pop. They all disappeared. He could remove pieces of rubble to leave other pieces hanging in the air, as if suspended. 
 
    It took hours, but eventually, Lucien put his unfeeling palm against a piece of stone and willed it to vanish. It obligingly disappeared, and he stumbled through and out onto the hatching sands. The natural volcanic cavern the Eyrie had been built on top of and around had weathered the disaster fairly well. The great tower had tipped to the side instead of falling down, though there were now semi-truck sized pieces of stone embedded in the floors. Light shone through the gaping holes the partial collapse had left behind, highlighting the sunken, pale corpse of the old Matriarch. Stretched out under the weight of her chains, jaws slack, her dead blue tongue lolling from between her yellowed teeth, she looked like giant roadkill. Like a big scaly skunk. Lucien’s nose wrinkled with disgust. 
 
    [Take the sword in your new hand. Plant it into her hearts. You must strike true.] 
 
    Wordlessly, Lucien limped over to the body of Usta, and haltingly climbed up her arm to her shoulder. He had to put his back to the edge of her wing and roughly shove it forward to be able to reach her ribs. When they were exposed, he positioned the sword over the place he knew the twin hearts to be, and drove it down. 
 
    The Godslayer plunged into the dead queen’s corpse without resistance... and then absorbed into her, sucking down into the dragon’s chest. Lucien took a halting step back, only to yelp when the ribs flexed outward underneath him. He frantically looked from side to side as something writhed under his feet, then ran for her neck and slid down. It cost him a few more precious HP, but he was clear of her as he jogged backwards, watching wide-eyed as the edges of Usta’s wings began to twitch and flicker. 
 
    Blackness spread through the queen’s body, spreading like ink through her veins and scales. Lucien watched in astonishment as her flesh sucked in toward her bones, leaving the formerly obese Queen skeletal and dried-looking. Her smooth pearly scales turned a dull matte black that did not reflect the light, erupting with razored fringes. Her dorsal crest sharpened and lifted with knife-like edge, her smooth long horns erupted with barbs. Lastly, the flesh of her muzzle sunk in and peeled away, until nothing was left but bare white bone. For a minute or so, nothing happened... and then a pure point of blackness, as deep and sucking as the core of a black hole, kindled inside of the empty eye socket he could see.  
 
    Lucien took a step back as [Malice the Void Queen] stirred, planting her foreclaws and winghands against the ground. She pushed herself to her keel, then rose slowly to her feet. A long, bladed tail, like the tail of a xenomorph, curved elegantly toward him before it slammed to the ground, and the undead dragon threw its head back and shrieked toward the ceiling. Debris rained down around them, but Lucien was no longer afraid. He was grinning up at the dragon. His dragon. The most powerful dragon in the world. 
 
    [I committed an error in placing my trust in Ororgael.] The voice of God whispered to him as Malice lowered herself so that he could mount. [But now, we end this. First, we will replace your weapons and armor. And then, we will fly to Revala. It is the Nexus.] 
 
    “The Nexus? Of what?” Lucien didn’t question Squalor’s judgment as he stepped up on the edge of the Void Queen’s wing and clambered to the flight position between her wing shoulders. His corrupted mind simply accepted that Squalor was God, and God was to be obeyed.  
 
    Black tendrils oozed out of Malice’s skin, wrapping around Lucien’s bare legs and pinning him to her back just before she launched herself up at near-sonic speed. She didn’t even hesitate: she smashed through the ceiling and powered up into the air. She was so fast, Lucien couldn’t even scream as the wind was sucked out of his lungs.  
 
    [The Nexus of The End.] 
 
    *** 
 
   
 
 

 To be Continued… 
 
    Want to review Crowned in Black? That would be super awesome! Click here to go to Amazon and leave your review: https://readerlinks.com/l/2718434  
 
      
 
   
 
 

 Keep scrolling for the first THREE chapters of my new upcoming LitRPG series, Brute Force!
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 Chapter One 
 
    One delightful sunny morning, I woke up on a beach: naked, alone, with no idea how I’d gotten there. 
 
    But you know what I DID have? 
 
    Tentacles. Four of them, each thicker than a can of beer and sheathed in black armored plates. And as soon as I drew in my first breath, all of them began whipping around like out-of-control fire hoses. 
 
    “What in the donkey-loving FUCK is going on!?” is what I tried to yell, but it came out more like ‘HHROOORGH! RRRAAAGH!’ and then ‘PFFFT HHHHERRRRK!’ as they pitched me onto my face and I inhaled a lungful of sand through my... muzzle? 
 
    After a few minutes of flailing around on my back like a monster straight out of some Japanese porno, I realized I couldn’t get my feet under me because I had four legs, not two. After figuring this out, I struggled upright, swaying as I tried to get my bearings.  
 
    First things first: the beach. Waves lapped the shore to my left. The wind slithering over my skin was warm and humid. There was an outcrop of limestone bluffs to my right, elevated land vanishing into a dense wall of virgin jungle. As beaches went, this one was pretty nice. Crystal clear water. White sand. The kind of beautiful untouched place that no longer existed on Earth. 
 
    My sense of reality continued to disintegrate as I pawed at my face and found a bullet-shaped snout that ended in not two, not four, but SIX nostril vents. I had claws. I had thin, whisker-like spines that grew between the armored plates that hugged my decidedly not-human flanks. I had a long, whippy tail that ended in a flattened, sword-like blade. All of this led to one inescapable conclusion. Something was severely, monumentally fucked up. Not only was I not human, I couldn’t remember a goddamn thing before waking up. I must’ve had a name, a job, a life... but when I searched back for memories of a time before ‘now’, there was nothing but a big black pause. 
 
    “Okay. Take a deep breath. You’re alive... kind of. No reason to be a skittish little bitch nugget.” I wobbled on my feet. “This is a VR of some kind. It has to be.” 
 
    Just as I thought that, a bright green bar appeared in the corner of my eye, showing I had just 148 out of 1495 HP. Other holographic meters appeared below it. A Stamina bar, slowly filling up from zero. A teardrop-shaped Hydration meter and a steak-shaped Nourishment meter, both half-full. There was a temperature gauge beneath that. It was 88 degrees in sunny Wherever-The-Fuck this was. 
 
    I was a digital native, half-raised in virtual environments. Logic dictated that if I had a Heads’ Up Display and stats, there had to be a system interface for this… game? A menu, an access portal, something. I tried to speak with my shark mouth, but all that came out was a garbled growl. Next thing I tried was calling it telepathically. “Show menu!” 
 
    There was no menu at first. Instead, blazing lines of holographic text appeared in the air in front of me, read out by a cool, genderless voice. 
 
    [Welcome to the The Jungle, <Gladiator>.] 
 
    [Now you have awoken, you have one choice to make.] 
 
    [Fight and survive, or die.] 
 
    “Fight and... now you just wait a goddamn minute! I ain’t choosing shit until I learn who I am, why I’m here, and why I look like a Xenomorph that fucked a panther!” I snarled, then sneezed. As I did, the forest of armored tentacles shot down around me like spasming harpoons. The damn things hit the ground so hard they both scared the shit out of me and threw me off-balance. Staggering to the side, I pitched onto my face and ate dirt a second time. 
 
    “HHHAAACK!” The sand sure tasted real. 
 
    The text was visible even when my eyes were closed, and as I picked myself up, two large holographic buttons appeared. They were red, crawling with hot embers. One read ‘Sorvive’. The other read ‘Die’. Yes, they really had spelled ‘Survive’ with an ‘O’. 
 
    I stared at the buttons for a few long moments. This time, I tried thinking at them. “Server information. What is this place?” 
 
    There was no response. The ‘Sorvive’ and ‘Die’ buttons hovered patiently. 
 
    “Server Information, motherfucker! Where the hell am I?!” 
 
    [<Gladiator>, if you do not accept the Terms and Conditions, you will be erased in 9.9 seconds.] 
 
    A timer leapt up, and my oversized heart stuttered.  
 
    “AUK!” When I tried to reply aloud, all that came out was a deep honk. I scowled, pulling my gums back from my teeth. “Fine! I WILL sorvive! And you better believe that as long as I know how to love, I know I’ll stay alive!” 
 
    The Sorvive button crackled with flames, then flared with white light and vanished. The Die button crumbled away into pixelated dust. A three-panel screen appeared in their place. The right panel was a picture of ‘me’ with some empty tables. My xenomorph-panther analogy was actually pretty close on the money. I had a muscular streamlined body, as dense as a shark’s, with dexterous clawed ‘hands’ and feet made for climbing, gripping, and slashing. Narrow, glowing blue eyes set behind the twin grilles of nostrils, three to either side of a smooth bullet-shaped muzzle. Hinged jaws, like a snake’s, filled with tapering, needle-sharp fangs. And tentacles. Don’t forget those. 
 
      
 
    Reaper 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Prime Element: Body 
 
    Mundane Element: Psionic 
 
    Hidden Element: Poison 
 
    Class: Legendary 
 
    Vitality: 148/1495 HP 
 
    Carry Weight: 81kg (180lb) 
 
    Strength: 315 
 
    Speed: 455 
 
    Stamina: 230/355 
 
    Damage: B+ 
 
    Defense: D- 
 
    Instincts: A+ 
 
      
 
    Tust what the world needs: a killing machine that disappears into thin air.  
 
    The Reaper is a Legion that terrifies even the bravest Gladiators. An eight-limbed ambush predator with light-bending stealth abilities, the Reaper’s extreme speed combined with its high damage, multi-limb attacks, armor piercing spines and three dimensions of mobility make this Body/Psionic/Poison Greater Legion a formidable foe and an even more formidable thrall. 
 
      
 
    The Reaper has two elemental evolution paths. The Stalker path generates kinetic mines and is armed with formidable Psionic ranged attacks. The Nemesis can drain the abilities, stats, and life force from other Legions with its key ability, Soul Drain, as well as dealing powerful melee attacks with its poisonous fangs and spines. 
 
    I took all that in with a growing feeling of disbelief. The The Jungle was a video game... but I didn’t rightfully recall going through any kind of upload, let alone a character creation process. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. If I’ve been Isekai’d, I’m going to punch a baby dolphin into the sun.” I irritably swiped through the other menus, trying to figure out what I’d gotten myself into: and how. 
 
    The central panel of the menu had all my active game information. There was a blank space labeled ‘Lives’. Beneath that were numeric HP, hydration, nourishment, fatigue and stamina bars. Underneath those were an EXP meter, Equipped Item slots, and a Hotbar for me to insert quick-use items. I also had a small gear panel with three slots: Saddle, Saddlebags, and... Collar? The fuck did these people think I was? A horse? 
 
    The left-hand pane featured a very esoteric-looking sigil: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Underneath that was what looked like some kind of skill tree, currently greyed out and inaccessible. I tried to close the menu, but instead of shutting down, the narrator resumed speaking in its pleasant, calm, ‘call center operator trying to calm a pissed off old lady’ voice: 
 
    [Welcome to Survival of the Fittest, <Gladiator>. You have awoken in the Fifth Realm: The Island of The Jungle, otherwise known as The The Jungle. It is the arena in which the game of life and death is played.] 
 
    [I am the AI who oversees this world. My name is Chorus. It is my duty to inform Gladiators of the rules.] 
 
    I sighed. As AIs went, Chorus seemed about as sophisticated as the shitty menu UX and badly spelled buttons. “I don’t want to hear the damn rules. How do I log out?” 
 
    [You cannot.] 
 
    A chill tightened my chest at that simple, firm reply. “Then why the fuck am I here? Because there’s no way in hell I’d have logged into something I can’t leave.” 
 
    [You are a Gladiator, and the The Jungle is your testing ground. It is the vessel in which Champions are forged.] 
 
    [To leave The Jungle and ascend through the Five Realms, you must find and slay the Daeva, servants of Demiurgos, the false god who has imprisoned you here.] 
 
    My eyes narrowed. This just kept getting whackier and whackier. 
 
    [Gladiators must battle the Daeva in single combat, without the help of other humans. However, you share this world with the Legions, powerful monsters who may fight by your side. Enslave Legions and train them to suit your purposes, defeat the Daeva, and you will claim rewards beyond your wildest imaginings.] 
 
    “ENSLAVE?! Now you just wait a hot damn minute!” My back arched up like a cat’s. 
 
    [Gladiators may have two Legion companions: one Greater Legion and one Lesser Legion. For a Greater Legion to realize its true potential, it must be paired with a Lesser Legion who enhances its combat abilities. This synthesis between your Legions will ensure victory—or failure.] 
 
    [All Legions are cunning and dangerous. They will not obey cowards. If you wish to command a Legion, you must battle and subdue it in single combat, then attach a Command Collar. All players are issued two Soul-Bonded Command Collars. You will find them in your Inventory.] 
 
    [The only time that rules apply to combat are in Arena battles. These are formal, Legion-only battles with guidelines which must be obeyed. My Arena battle sub-routine, the Colosseum Master, will advise you of these rules.] 
 
    [If you achieve the impossible, arise through all Five Realms, and defeat Demiurgos, you and your Legions will Ascend. Your reward is eternal paradise on the Platinum EdenFRAME of your choice, in perpetuity.] 
 
    [There are no other combat restrictions. Other Gladiators will try to stop your rightful ascent. Kill or be killed.] 
 
    The chill gripped my heart and spread to my legs as that statement sunk in. An EdenFRAME? 
 
    If this was an EdenFRAME, then I was dead. 
 
    [Every gladiator has nine lives. There are no exceptions. When you lose your last life, you will be extinguished.] 
 
    [Survival of the Fittest does not reward weakness. If you do not fight, you will age at ten times the normal human rate and die permanently, even if you still have all of your lives.] 
 
    [You are also being watched. Survival of the Fittest has over a fifty million Spectators accessing the servers every day. Grow your audience, gain Patrons, and earn their favor. Their gifts may mean the difference between life and death. Learn more about Sponsors and Tributes in your Channel tab.]  
 
    [Your first task is to survive. Good luck.] 
 
    “Wait! Who sent me here?” I took a step forward, even though there was no one there. “How did I die to end up in this place!? Chorus!” 
 
    There was no reply. The bitch—or bastard, I still wasn’t sure—cut me off. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    So, yeah. I wasn’t Isekai’d, but I was definitely, one-hundred percent dead. 
 
    EdenFRAMEs were post-mortem virtual realities, heavily regulated by governments and corporations. Living people couldn’t upload to EdenFRAMES, and gladiatorial combat starring tentacled shark-panthers was definitely not a feature. That meant this was an illegal, unofficial FRAME run by a hacker… or worse, an organized crime outfit. Logically, that implied that not only was I un-alive, someone had forcibly uploaded me here. 
 
    Tail lashing, I opened my menu and searched for some hint, some clue as to why I had been sent to ‘Sorvival’ of the Fittest. There were three menu tabs along the top of my character information window: Odds, Channel, and Messages. I clicked Channel first.  
 
    The requested tab appeared above the other three screens. It was a video streaming management interface with an active livestream in focus. The video gave the viewers a magnificent view of my sandy black ass, complete with a long whippy tail, a cat-like butthole, and a nice pair of peach-sized nads. At least they hadn’t neutered me. There were other features of the interface. A clicker, a live chat, but no option to turn the video off. Three people were watching my stream, and one of them had even left a super-helpful comment: <TF man??? Their doing killcams 4 Brutes now????> 
 
    “Hey, you! Captain Spelling Bee! Can you tell me what the fuck is going on?” I tried telepathically posting to the channel.  
 
    [Your comment has been rejected. Reason: Breaking Immersion and compromising Spectator experience.] 
 
    Ugh. I tried again: something neutral this time. “Hi! Hello!” 
 
    [Your comment has been rejected. Reason: Breaking Immersion and compromising Spectator experience.] 
 
    The fact I couldn’t post on my own video feed pretty much cinched it. Somehow, I knew that there was a high probability that I’d been murdered, and that my brain data—my consciousness, my personality, my memories—had been trafficked. 
 
    Next up were Messages. I wasn't expecting anything to be in there, but there was one message, already opened and read. That explained the lack of alerts. The message was titled: 'Ur mine now Сука'. 
 
    "The hell...?" I hadn't read any messages. Nostrils flaring, I opened it up and scanned the interior. It was written in Russian, which I could read and understand fluently. 
 
      
 
    "If you're reading this, you've arrived in Arcadia, the Fourth Realm of Survival of the Fittest. MY world. Hope your cage is nice and cozy. We made sure to make it just the right size. 
 
      
 
    Hi Rat, 
 
    You’re in my world, now. You can't get out. You can't leave. You're stuck here. We cut your body into pieces and threw each chunk out into the Sound. We ripped your brain data out and crushed your head under the front wheels of my BMW, and then we sent what was left of you to your little 'agency' in a box. Probably the first and only time you flew first class in your life. 
 
    Everyone you knew, everyone you served, everyone you loved, we pulled all of that from your mind. My guys found your dogs and shot them. Then we burned your house down, with your dogs inside. By the time you read this, we’ll have tracked down everyone else. 'Valkyrie', whoever she is. Your dad. Your fucking krav maga coach. And most of all, your sister. You really love her, don’t you? Well, don't worry. I'll make sure you get to see to her again. 
 
    This is what rat bastards get for fucking with me. With the Solonovs. I want you to think of this message as I put the control collar on you. I asked the Society to leave your mind intact so you could read this. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    Love, Dimitri." 
 
      
 
    I read it again, and as I did, my head began to throb as fleeting, sharp memories lanced up behind my eyes, blinding me with brief flashes of the past. Darkness and pain. Me, staggering out of a warehouse into a parking lot, holding my guts in with one hand. Me, hands bloody, behind the wheel of a black SUV. Other SUVs closing in from either side, slamming into my vehicle, driving it off the road. I could feel my mouth moving as I yelled at someone over a comm link, but I couldn't hear the words.  
 
    The car went off the road, rolling and smashing. When I opened my eyes, a man was leaning over me, leering, a cigarette clamped in the side of his mouth. He was slim, with a face so perfect it could only have been sculpted by a surgeon. White hair, worn short and slicked. Elegant inlaid platinum cyberlines on his face, sweeping back to his datajack. Piercing golden eyes, bright with cruelty. His nose was bloody, dripping as he leaned over me. He had tattooed hands. I fixated on the symbols on his knuckles as he made a fist, reaching for my neck with the other hand. 
 
    I flinched, dragging myself back to the present. Yikes. Big yikes. On a scale of one to crazy, we were sitting at a big fat ten. 
 
    "If you're reading this, you've arrived in Arcadia...?" I tilted my head. Chorus had just told me I was in some place called The Jungle. "Damn. Someone needs to lay off the cocaine." 
 
    Disturbing as the message was, it gave me valuable information. I now suspected I'd been law enforcement, someone working for an 'agency' against these ‘Solonovs’ and possibly the ‘Society’, whoever they were. The word Dimitri had used to describe the people I’d worked for was important: 'agency', not 'precinct' or ‘office’. That meant I'd been a fed, maybe FBI. So putting it all together, I was a Fed of some kind who did Krav Maga, spoke and read fluent Russian… and who had been undercover in a Russian Mafia outfit? That would explain why this crazy motherfucker killed my dogs and burned my house down. Now he was going after my family, and possibly my girlfriend – if that’s who ‘Valkyrie’ was.  
 
    "Well. Fuck." Frowning, I started a third re-read. I was about halfway through when my Odds tab beeped and flared bright yellow. 
 
    My stomach twisted with nausea as I opened up the third tab. Yup. It was a betting panel with a list of odds. People were gambling on me. Needless to say, virtual blood sports with real human data wasn’t legal in any country or territory. 
 
    First up were my odds on making it alive through the night. The next was the chance I’d be ‘tamed’ within my first day of being ‘on the island’. All the odds were shit. One person had made a bet anyway—they thought I’d live through my first twenty-four hours. That was big of them. 
 
    Even as I watched, another bet description appeared. “Killed by a Hyperboar in the next ten minutes.” The odds on that one were good. Four, then five, then six people joined my channel. The clicker kept turning, and people started laying money down on whatever a ‘Hyperboar’ was. 
 
    It was the closest thing to a warning as I was going to get. 
 
    I got all four feet under me and stumbled forward into an awkward run up the beach. Made it about fifty feet before a piercing squeal tore the air behind me. Still running, I switched the camera so I could see over my shoulder without needing to turn my head. A huge royal blue razorback—a pig bigger than an SUV—exploded out of the jungle, ropes of drool swaying beneath its jowls. The monster fixed blazing white eyes on me, and as it did, a bright red highlight appeared over its head: [Hyperboar (Lvl 10)]. 
 
    [You have identified a new Legion: Hyperboar.] 
 
    [The universal, wild and unfortunately powerful Body/Air/Fire Legions are known for their fearlessness and strong build.] 
 
    Before I could puzzle out the poorly translated description, the giant porker bucked and squealed. Electricity rippled up along its legs, frying the sand black and blowing the burned-plastic stench of ozone into the air. Snapping and crackling harder than a bowl of Rice Krispies, it charged after me, and I did what every sensible tentacle-beast who’d just woken up on Crazy Murder Island would do. 
 
    I put my head down, tucked my tail, and ran like a schoolgirl. 
 
    The tentacles still had a mind of their own as I blundered down the sandbar, sprinting for the tree line. Ferns and rotten logs crushed under my claws as I tore a trail through the ass-end of the jungle, flapping around like a whacky inflatable arm-tube man. Behind me, the snapping and squealing grew closer. 
 
    I charged through vines that would have strangled the real me, tearing them from the trees. Birds whirled up in a screeching chorus from the branches. Birds with teeth and clawed wings, and long lizard-like tails. Dinosaurs. I got one startled look at them before the Hyperboar came crashing through the ferns behind me, throwing smaller trees to the sides with its tusks. 
 
    Panting, I floundered up a hill, my stamina meter dropping from green to yellow. As it did, a huge heartbeat filled my ears, double pulse tripping beneath my tongue. I charged through the undergrowth, barely able to see, until some instinct brought me to a skidding halt just before the hill dropped off into a steep ridge. There was a dry gully full of rocks below. No water. 
 
    “SQUEEE! SCREEEEE! WREEEHH!” The Hyperboar was closing in, surrounded by the stench of burning hair. 
 
    Before I thought about it too hard, I put my shoulders down, charged the cliff, and took the leap of faith. 
 
    I soared toward the nearest tree and smashed into it with all the elegance of a deer carcass blowing off the back of a truck into a telephone pole. I didn’t know what to do, but my new body did. All eight limbs wrapped around the trunk and boughs as the tree swayed, raining debris. A confused snake hit me on the face and bounced away. To my surprise, I didn’t fall. My claws dug through the jungle hardwood like it was made of soft butter, and when they cooperated, the tentacles let me clamber around like Doctor Octopus from Spider Man. 
 
    “Okay. Instincts, go!” Whatever a Reaper was, it was a monster made for climbing. I tried to clear my mind and relax, letting my body take over. As long as I didn’t think about it too much, I found I was able to climb almost as quickly as I could move on the ground. Birds chattered in terror as I haltingly shimmied up the trunk and flopped onto the biggest branch I could find. It was awkward. I still didn’t know where to put my tentacles, so I let them dangle over the side and watched as the Hyperboar charged through the brush toward my perch. 
 
    “C’mon, man. The fuck you gonna do?” I growled as the enraged pig launched itself at the tree and slammed its head into it, scattering bark everywhere. 
 
    “WEEE! WRREEE!” It screeched. “WREEEEE!” 
 
    Something wasn’t adding up. This Hyperboar was supposedly a Greater Legion, like me, but it wasn’t acting like a person in a monster’s body. It was acting like a mindless animal. I remembered Dmitri’s little quip about ‘leaving my mind intact’. That implied that Legions with self-aware minds were not the norm. 
 
    The Hyperboar pranced and bucked and squealed, then turned to ram the tree again. This time, it discharged a bolt of lightning. The tree was fine. The tinderbox of ferns and old bark at the base was not. It instantly caught fire. 
 
    “Oh, come on…” Before I had time to react to that exciting development, there was a flash of red and a hiss to my left. My head snapped around: it was a praying mantis the size of a small dog. It had its scissor arms held wide open, swaying from side to side. My vision tunneled, and an icy chill gripped my guts as I abruptly remembered something else about myself. 
 
    Bugs.  
 
    I fucking HATED bugs. 
 
    “Woah-woah-WHAT THE-!” The mantis lunged at my face. Before I realized what I doing, my nose darted forward and I bit the thing in half. It seemed about as surprised as I was as its arm and torso split under my jaws with a crunch. A wave of bitter ichor flooded my mouth. 
 
    [You have identified new creature: Dire Mantis.] 
 
    [You gain 1 EXP.] 
 
    “NYAARGH! AGGH PFFT!” I gagged, pawing at my tongue, and almost fell out of the tree as the Hyperboar rammed it again. “Fuck you! Fuck me! Fuck this thing! Fucking MAN TITS! MANTIS! SAME THING!” 
 
    The tree shuddered under the impact of another blow, and an ominous groaning sound vibrated through the trunk. 
 
    “Punkass Russian gangsters, punk ass murder-pigs, punk ass motherfucking giant BUGS...!” I clutched back onto the trunk and shuffled around until I spotted another tree big enough to support my half-ton weight. I tensed, wiggled my butt like a cat, and leaped out. It was easier than the first jump, but I landed awkwardly on the big Y-fork branch, jamming one saucer-sized paw into a hole and nearly twisting my ankle. Still, there was no time to lose. I wiggled, aimed, and bounded to the next tree over. Then the next. Every time I jumped, my legs and tentacles coordinated to grasp and anchor me. Every time, I got a little better. 
 
    I cut a big circle around the boar so I could observe it, slinking into a shadowed canopy of leaves and crouching down to regain some more Stamina. The bar was orange now, refilling with painful slowness. While I was checking it, a new symbol appeared in my HUD: an eye with a cross struck through it. A Stealth icon? As long as I didn’t move, I was Concealed. The was great, but why the hell was my Stamina refilling so slowly? 
 
    [You are Hungry. Stamina regeneration -50%.] 
 
    “Oh. Right.” I jumped at the sudden voice, then sighed and laid my chin down. I’d barely dared to relax when a chorus of shrill screams pierced the air, carrying from the direction of the beach. A chilling sound, like the laughter of hyenas. 
 
    I groaned. This was nuts. Electrified rage-hogs. Dumptruck-sized bugs. And now what? Rabid hyenas? 
 
    Said rage-hog was still ramming and shocking the first tree. It didn’t know or care that I wasn’t there. The leaf litter around it was letting off plumes of thick white smoke. Unsure of what to do, I checked my Channel tab again. To my surprise, there were now over fifty people watching me play Tarzan, and the comments were flying thick and fast: 
 
      
 
    <HOLY SHIT! THIS A BRUTE!> 
 
    <IKKRRRRRR omg they givin us Brutecam now place ur bets $$$> 
 
    <wtf is this gay shit is this fake @olleri can you tell or...??? > 
 
    <GUYS STOP SPAMMING! ITS NEW FEATURE!> 
 
    <Put your money down! Shit’s gonna be real $$$$$> 
 
    <Hell Pigs!!!! OINK OINK HP4L!> 
 
    <shut up pigfucker> 
 
    <Holy shit our boy here is a fucking REAPER> 
 
    <OMG STOP RUNNING UR A REAPER UR LIKE ONE OF THE BEST LEGIONS IN THE GAME YOU CAN TAKE THEM FFS> 
 
    [You have 3 new Followers!] 
 
    “We’re comin’ for your pork, lil’ hoggy!” A man’s voice hooted through the hyena-giggling, bouncing off the trees and stones. Other men shrieked encouragement. Guttural, deep-bellied roars added to the cacophony. I risked peering through the vines to get a visual, and when I spotted them, the corner of my eye started twitching. 
 
    The posse looked like outlaws from some bad post-apocalyptic porno. Their suits were cobbled together out of leather, rusted plate, bones, and sheets of giant insect chitin. They had grease smeared all over their faces and cheek piercings that looked like tusks. The leader of the gang rode a collared Greater Legion, a sabertooth cat bigger than a polar bear with red fur the color of fresh blood. Its rider had better armor than the other guys. A crude chain shirt, a breastplate over that, and a coif decorated in bullet casings. His tusks were big enough to push his mouth up in a double-sided sneer. The other five mounted members of the gang rode feathered dinosaurs that my HUD flagged as [Raptors]. 
 
    Somehow, I was pretty sure these were the Hell Pigs. 
 
    I closed the Channel screen as viewers screamed at me to go down and fight them, watching warily. Yeah, no. Just because I was some kind of edgelord Pokemon didn’t change the fact I was sitting on 16% health at Level 1. I wasn’t regenerating HP or Stamina fast enough to take on fifteen dudes by myself. My viewers could suck my giant black dong. 
 
    The Pigs attacked the Hyperboar without mercy. The furious animal got off one jolt of lightning, which barely even singed the fur of the sabertooth as it charged in. The leader stuck the boar with a crossbow bolt, but it was his Legion who did the work. It shrugged off a direct lightning strike and launched onto the boar’s vulnerable back, ripping at it with its fangs. The dinosaurs followed, and pretty soon, they’d torn the squealing boar into bloody chunks. The sabertooth left the raptors to snarf up the meat and guts, until there was nothing but blood, singed leaves, and a small loot bag left on the forest floor. 
 
    “Fuck me.” The leader hawked a glob of chewing tobacco, vaulting from his saddle to the ground. “BIRCH!” 
 
    One of the raptor-riders hauled on his reins, spinning his mount around. “Yes sir!” 
 
    “You better not have been messing with me, boy.” The older man narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “I know I saw the Reaper on the beach! Sir!” Birch squeaked. He was a skinny kid in patchy hide armor that didn’t look half as good as his boss’s gear, and was a fair bit younger than the other men in the gang. 
 
    “Legendary Brutes ain’t inclined to spawn on fucking Noobie Beach.” Bullet Hat whirled on the others. “Y’all go start searching for this Reaper! Big black dragon-lookin’ thing with tentacles! Can’t miss it!” 
 
    I bit back a growl and held position. The eye and cross symbol in the corner of my eye began to pulse like a heartbeat. I was pretty sure that meant I was still concealed, but there were people actively searching for me. 
 
    “I’m checking the guild channel, bossman.” One of the guys – skinny, rangy, with a short blond mohawk – reined his raptor in beside his boss. “None of our subs know where he went. If they do, the A.I is wiping out the comments.” 
 
    “No one can confirm Birch’s sighting?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    The Boss sneered. “Well it didn’t just disappear in a puff of logic, did it, Rooster?” 
 
    Rooster made a face. He looked up into the trees, shading his eyes as he scanned the boughs. I clenched a little as his gaze swept over my hiding place, but he didn’t spot me. “You think the boar got it?” 
 
    “Might’ve done, if the Reaper didn’t spawn at full health.” Bullet Hat’s mouth sloped to one side as he glanced around the gully. His heart clearly wasn’t in it. “Or it might’ve been a load of horse shit all along.” 
 
    “I swear, boss. I saw it from the trees, weaving around before the boar chased it off.” Birch was looking nervous now, all white rolling eyes. “It was acting all wonky-like out on Noobie Beach, like a fresh spawn.” 
 
    “I didn’t see no damn Reaper tracks. And if—IF – it spawned in the damn Jungle, that means it was a real low level. Maybe even Level 1.” Bullet Hat grimaced. “In which case, guess it was useless to me anyway. Razor’s stupid Osteoth is, what… Level 11 now?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Rooster agreed. 
 
    “Then Blaze here is gonna have to do the job.” He clapped the fire-breathing sabertooth on the shoulder. “Not the best type match against an Osteoth, but hell. We’ll play it up for the audience. Everyone loves a good underdog fight.” 
 
    “We’re really gonna hit Razor at Vanara’s?” Rooster asked nervously. “Boss, why not train Blaze up for a couple more days?” 
 
    “Because Razor, that son of a bitch, looted my goddamn corpse!” Bullet Hat snarled back. “He took my goddamn Blue-ranked Iron Shield, and I’d choke on your dick before I let that jackoff reach Sergeant before me! I’m gonna erase him, if my name ain’t Clive Magazine!” 
 
    Rooster deflated slightly. “Right. And what about Vanara?”  
 
    “We don’t need to worry about him, because here’s what we’re gonna do.” Clive puffed himself up and spat. “We’re gonna go to that temple with a sacrifice to help Razor summon Vanara, watch the boss kick his ass up and down the arena, then move in and kill whichever one of them is left standing.” 
 
    “You sure he’ll be there?” Rooster asked. 
 
    “I guarantee it. He had one sacrifice ready to go in the jail, plus he captured those two Centurion bitches this morning. He only needs one more. So we bring him the fourth sacrifice, like we’re taking a peace offering. But once we’re in that arena? We ain’t lifting a finger. We let Vanara soften him up, then we kill him and the Reavers.” 
 
    “If you think we can take him.” Rooster rubbed the back of his neck. “My channel says one of the girls Razor caught isn’t just any old piece of scenery, though. She’s an Centurions officer.” 
 
    “Anyone we know?” 
 
    “Dunno.” Rooster stared off into space, reading an unseen HUD channel. “Oh. Here we go. ‘Sam Seven-Lives’.” 
 
    … Sam? 
 
    The voices of the Pigs faded to an unpleasant drone as another blurry memory intruded into my head: the silhouette of a woman surrounded by traceries of movement. Her hands, her fingers, her face… she was speaking ASL. Signing at me, frantically. 
 
    Somehow, I knew that name. A deaf woman named Sam. Wasn’t sure about the ‘Seven-Lives’ part. But I knew a Sam. And I knew I was supposed to be helping her. 
 
    “Shit!” Clive’s sharp curse shook me out of my daydreaming. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. My channel says we have to get back to the Temple ASAP. Razor’s scouts have found a fourth sacrifice and are stalking them near the volcano. The Reavers are getting ready for the ceremony. We have to go now, while half of them are out in the jungle. This is our best chance at getting the sumbitch.” 
 
    “Where are we going to get a sacrifice in time?” The nervous kid, Birch, sidled up to the sabertooth on the other side. 
 
    “Eh? Oh.” Clive waved toward Birch. “Boys! Grab this lying little wankstain and truss him up!” 
 
    “What- NO! HEY!!” Birch began shouting as his comrades turned on him like a pack of dogs. His mount put up a brief fight, but as soon as one of the other guys took the reins and hauled on its mouth, the raptor calmed right down. They dragged Birch off kicking and screaming and put him to the ground. 
 
    “Clive! No! Anything but the altar!” Birch yelled, struggling under ten pairs of hands. “C’mon, man! I wasn’t lyin’!”  
 
    “So? This is Survival of the Fittest, and you’re the freshest fish in the pond,” the older man drawled. “Welcome to the jungle.” 
 
    Birch screamed. I flexed and sealed my nostrils, watching his gang truss him like a lamb roast. They gagged him, then threw him over the back of his own mount. The raptor seemed unconcerned about its rider’s fate. Dinosaurs were jerks. 
 
    “We need to get back before Razor summons the damn boss with.” Clive pulled a tin from his belt and peeled out a new wad of chew, stuffing it in his mouth before raising his crossbow high. “C’mon, boys! HELL PIGS!” 
 
    “Hell Pigs!” Clive’s words bought up a chorus of cheers from the others. They slapped hands, then rode past my tree, hooting and hollering as they thundered into the forest. 
 
    I sunk down against the branch, rumbling softly to myself. I didn’t know who these fuckers were, or what the ‘altar’ was, but if that Sam was my Sam, I had to stop them from hurting her. 
 
    And maybe – just maybe – she’d be able to tell me why we were here. 
 
  
 
 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    After a couple minutes had passed, I crawled out of my hiding place and climbed down the tree. My stomach rumbled as I looked around – and smelled around. My senses of sight, smell and hearing were superhuman. I could distinguish and commit to memory the differing stenches of each Hell Pig who’d been here, as well as the spoor of their mounts and the disturbingly tasty smell of the dead Hyperboar. 
 
    The body was gone, but they’d left the boar’s loot bag lying on the ground. Curious, I went over and gave it a nudge with my snout – and jumped when a holographic Inventory list displayed. 
 
    Hyperboar 
 
    2 x Cloudberries 
 
    4 x Brown Mushroom 
 
    Simple Linen Wraps 
 
    Bezoar 
 
    Poor Hyperboar Hide 
 
    Good Pig Brain 
 
    I tried to pull the items out with typical V.R game gestures, but nothing happened. “Jeez, okay... ‘take items’? ‘Rip inventory’? ‘Transfer Items’?” 
 
    [Items transferred. BCI shortcut created.] 
 
    Sure enough, the bag vanished, and the bits of junk appeared in my own HUD. Better yet: I got some EXP. Well. One EXP. I needed three more points to reach Level 2. 
 
    The Hell Pigs’ trail was easy enough to follow. Once I located it by scent, a red haze drifted up from the ground and highlighted their footprints, showing where they’d gone. I held off following it for the time being. Clive and his punks were a much higher level than me, and there were a lot of them. If I was caught and collared by that hillbilly motherfucker, then I wouldn’t be able to save myself, my family, or my krav instructor. Even worse, if the game’s system compelled me to obey any ‘gladiator’ who put a collar on me, they would possibly even force me to attack and kill innocent people. 
 
    Which raised the question: if I was a Gladiator and not just a Legion, did I have a Command Collar? 
 
    I surfed over to my Inventory and opened it. Frowned. Sure enough, I had two collars: one for a Greater Legion, and one for a Lesser Legion. 
 
    The obvious answer was that something had gone wrong during my upload to this hell-hole. I had been specially uploaded as some kind of favor to Dmitri, whoever he was, but they’d sent me to the wrong place in the game: the first realm, instead of the fourth. Even so, because I was a Legion and not a human Gladiator, that theoretically meant any asshole could clap one of these collars on me and turn me into their pet killing machine. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    I extracted the Greater Legion command collar from its slot, and the item appeared in my foreclaws. It was a welded circle of black metal with a hinge at the back and a locking clasp in the front. The metal was etched with runes that rippled with pulsing light. It also looked to be the perfect size for my own neck. 
 
    Before I could second-guess my intuition, I reached up, lay the collar around my throat, and snapped the lock shut. 
 
    [You have obtained a Greater Legion: Reaper Nemesis (Level 1).] 
 
    [You may access your Legion’s Prime Ability and Ability Trees.] 
 
    [Do you wish to give your Legion a name?] 
 
    “Uhh… sure.” I scrambled for a sufficiently majestic name: something that would fully embody the extent of my rarity. “Noodles.” 
 
    [Do you wish to name your Reaper Nemesis ‘Noodles’?] 
 
    “No, wait… ‘His Sublime Radiance, M.T Noodles the Fourth. PhD.’”       
 
    [Confirm Legion Name: His Sublime Radiance, M.T Noodles the Fourth, PhD. Yes/No?] 
 
    “Hell yes.”  
 
    And thus, a legend was born. 
 
    Satisfied, I closed my HUD, took a deep breath, and thought about what to do next. It was a blessing that I didn’t really remember anything about my family or my dead dogs, and how much I might or might not have loved them. All of that had been scoured from my memory, along with my real name and other details. Maybe at some point, the emotions would come roaring back and sock me in the gut. Right now, I had the luxury of numbness. That was just as well, because Noodles had one job and one job only: to figure out how to survive this fucking game.  
 
    There was no point in going over my Abilities yet. I had no idea how the system worked and was still Level 1. What I really needed was experience: enough experience to give me ability points to work with. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I did some quick mental math and determined I’d probably need between 400 and 500 total points to reach Level 10, the bare minimum level I could probably take on the Hell Pigs and win. Once I could sink my teeth into PvP, I was pretty sure I’d level up at the speed of light, but being incarnated here as a Legion presented itself with an immediate problem. In most survival games I’d ever played, you gained early levels by picking up plants, rocks, berries and carrion and using them to craft primitive armor and weapons, which you then used to hunt the innocent-but-delicious creatures of the forest. But I didn’t have a crafting menu. 
 
    Experimentally, I grasped at a large fallen stick. My foreclaws were long and dexterous, almost like hands. “Show crafting menu?” 
 
    Nothing. Nada. 
 
    I tried breaking the stick up into kindling. I put it into my Inventory, which informed me that I now had [8 x Short Sticks] and 1 more point of EXP. After that, I tried thinking of something I knew how to make: a toggle, like the kind you used to set off small traps. Then I actually tried making it, and ended up with [9 x Short Sticks] and no EXP from crafting. M.T Noodles the Fourth might be a PhD, but the game wasn’t gonna let me make a goddamned thing. 
 
    “Hey! Chorus! Is there a crafting system I can access?” I looked toward the sky. 
 
    [Noodles M.T the Fourth, Ph.D: Crafting is only available to human gladiators.] 
 
    My eyes narrowed. I hadn’t actually expected an answer. “Wait. Hold on just a goddamned second. You can understand organic queries?” 
 
    [Of course. I am an artificial intelligence. I am programmed to answer player queries within the parameters of the The Jungle.] 
 
    “Then why the fuck am I a MONSTER with NO FUCKING CRAFTING MENU!?” 
 
    [I cannot answer this question directly. It is against the rules.] 
 
    [You are a Legendary-ranked apex predator. Perhaps you should try killing something?] 
 
    I lashed my tail and wrinkled my nose. “Perhaps you should go shove all four of these tentacles right up your ass?”  
 
    [Your proposal is intriguing, but I do not possess an anus and have no way to approximate one.] 
 
    I snorted. “C’mon, man. This is a virtual reality! You can make yourself any damn butthole you want!” 
 
    [Please desist. This is an inappropriate subject to discuss with your referee.] 
 
    “I just want you to achieve your ultimate potential, Chorus. This is me, officially encouraging you to craft the anus of your dreams. Hell: have a different anus for every day of the week! Sea slug. Ravine Trapdoor Spider. Baboon. Get one like a Chinese Swallowtail Butterfly and you can see out of it, too!” 
 
    Chorus didn’t reply, and I felt its presence withdraw. Maybe it was butthurt over not having the ability to watch itself shit like the rare and lovely Chinese Swallowtail. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Licking my fangs, I considered what to try next. Hunting was probably the best option, but gathering had just given me one EXP point, right? I had four legs, a set of jaws full of shredding teeth, and four vascular, energetic punch-puds. 
 
    In short, I was a multi-limbed harvesting machine. 
 
    I bounded over to one of the glowing berry bushes and ripped it out of the ground. Berries went everywhere. I opened my mouth and caught a few, and sure enough, I got a couple of EXP points. The berries restored a tiny amount of my Food meter, too. Satisfied, I flung the bush away and began tearing up everything in sight. Saplings were crushed in the coils of my tentacles. Berries splattered between my fangs, herbs released their volatile oils as I mushed them in my claws, small mammals squealed in terror as I drove their women and children before them. 
 
    [You have gained 10 EXP.] 
 
    [You are Level 2. You have gained one Ability Point.] 
 
    Success! Mad with power, I put my nose to the ground, padding forward into what remained of the surrounding ferns. It didn’t take long to catch a scent... a scent that smelled suspiciously like chicken. 
 
    Oh god. Please be chicken. The smell made my skin vibrate. A double row of spines down my back stiffened as I focused in on the trail, and something in my mind - and body - shifted. My steps got quieter, and I instinctively lifted my claws so that I rested on the thick pads on my feet and didn’t make any noise. I began to stalk a narrower, slower track, lowering myself down to the ground. The foliage whispered over my exoskeleton, barely making a sound. The tentacle squad settled down, flattening down and partly retracting out of the way. And then, I heard it. 
 
    “Puurrrrr?” A huge, exotic-looking pheasant stuck its head out of a small hollow, head darting back and forward. 
 
    I froze like a hunting lion, staring straight at it. 
 
    The bird strutted out into the open, holding its glorious blue tail feathers high. It sauntered over to a big mound, adjusted a few twigs and leaves, then hopped up onto its stage. It craned its wattled neck, and let out a piercing ‘WAOH WAOH!’ sound, almost like a police car siren. 
 
    “Male Argus Pheasant,” I thought to myself. Then, a small mental pause. “... How the hell did I know THAT? And how the hell did I know about the butterfly eyes-butt thing, anyway? I have a fucking phobia of insects.” 
 
    I wasn’t just able to identify the bird: I knew things about its behavior I never remembered learning. Those WAOH-WAOH calls it was making? Those were mating calls. And if I hedged my bets right... 
 
    There was a rustling from my left. After a couple of seconds, a dull brown pheasant hen poked her beak out into the clearing. The male bird hopped down, nearly tripping over himself in excitement, and I realized that the small space covered in leaves was actually the stage for his mating dance. Sure enough, he flared his tail feathers and began to scoot around the female as she pecked at the fallen leaves... and then both of them squawked as my upper tentacles lashed forward like harpoons and speared both of them into the ground. I pulled back to find that my new punch-puds had ejected ten-inch-long obsidian spikes into the unfortunate birds. So much for my fantasy of ravishing five women at once. 
 
    [You have discovered: Argus Pheasant. You can now identify this creature with Keen Senses.] 
 
    [You have new Items: Pheasant Plume x 5, Fowl Carcass (Poor Condition) x 2.] 
 
    [You gain 20 EXP. You are Level 3. You gain 1 Ability Point.] 
 
    The pheasants twitched as I bought one, then the other to my mouth. The smell made my mouth water even as my human mind screeched in protest. Humans didn’t crave raw carcasses, but Reapers sure as hell did, so I closed my eyes and willed myself to eat the male bird. The first chomp told me that yes, I really was a carnivore now – because it was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten in my life. Sweet, tender, Feathers, beak, all of it went down the hatch, followed by his plump would-be girlfriend. There was no chewing. Like a crocodile, my jaws couldn’t move from side to side, so I just had to snap and tear them up into pieces and swallow them. Like a chainsaw, but for meat. 
 
    Only then did I notice that the scent of the Hell Pigs was starting to fade. I turned my bloody muzzle back to the wind and sniffed, deeply. No more time to fuck around. I had to get as much EXP as fast as possible. 
 
    So I charged after the raiders and looted, destroyed, and ate everything in my path. 
 
    [You have discovered a new herb: Krachai.] 
 
    [You gain 10 EXP. You are Level 4. You gain 1-] 
 
    [You have discovered: Cinnamon.] 
 
    [You have discovered: Anaconda.] 
 
    [You gain 14 EXP. You gain 10 EXP. You gain 5 EXP.] 
 
    [Your Legion’s Prime Ability has been unlocked: Soul Drain.] 
 
    [You have discovered a new herb: Galan-] 
 
    [You gain 1 Ability Point.] 
 
    Young trees, bushes, berries, herbs, small animals… They went into my Inventory or into my mouth as the notifications began flying up too fast to follow. The more I harvested, the more in control of my body I felt. The problem with the tentacles was that I’d been trying to use them like human arms, but the drive didn’t come from my shoulders: they came from the muscles in my back and along my ribs. It felt kind of like flexing your abs and your biceps at the same time. When I stopped trying to rotate the tentacles the same way a human would rotate their arms and began pushing with them, they stopped windmilling around me like gymnastics ribbons. 
 
    The EXP gain started to slow down dramatically at Level 5, but I Godzilla’d my way through the jungle until I hit Level 7 and maxed out my carry weight. When pulling plants stopped giving me even single experience points, I ground to a halt and started thinking about those five Ability Points burning a hole in my pocket. Chorus’s auto notifications had mentioned something about unlocking my ‘Prime Ability’, whatever that was. I was pretty sure I could stand to assign some points and see if they helped me on my mission to find and rescue Sam. 
 
    I brought up my sheet for the first time in a while and did a doubletake when I saw my stats: 
 
      
 
    M.T Noodles the 4th Ph.D 
 
    Reaper (Nemesis): Level 7 
 
    Prime Element: Body  
 
    Mundane Elements: Psionic/Poison 
 
    Class: Legendary 
 
    Vitality: 3700/3700 HP  
 
    Carry Weight: 202kg (445lb)  
 
    Strength: 515 
 
    Speed: 758 
 
    Stamina: 551/605 
 
    Damage: A 
 
    Defense: C- 
 
    Instincts: S 
 
      
 
    Prime Ability: 
 
    Soul Drain: Temporarily harvest one selected ability and 5 stat points from other Legions on a successful tentacle attack. 
 
      
 
    Reaper Abilities: 
 
    None. 
 
    [You have 5 unspent ability points.] 
 
    I’d evolved into the Nemesis tree, somehow, but that wasn’t really what dragged my attention. My stats had basically tripled since Level 1 – and I could feel it. Now that I’d paused, I really did feel stronger, faster, keener. I wasn’t punching myself in the face with my own tentacles any more. And now, I had some points to work with. 
 
    “Chorus: can you teach me how to get the best out of my abilities?” I asked into the ether. “I won’t talk about butts anymore.” 
 
    [Are you certain? Because I CAN sense your intentions.] 
 
    I sighed. “No butts. Pinky promise.” 
 
    [Thank you. Abilities are relatively straightforward. Greater Legions have two Ability Trees with two branches per tree. Open your Abilities Menu to continue the tutorial.] 
 
    I did so. The triangular sigil from before was featured prominently at the top of the menu. Beneath it were the two Ability Trees, now with the bottom-most spheres lit up. The one on the left was titled ‘Predator’. The one on the right was titled ‘Nightshade’. 
 
    [Elements and elemental type-matching is a key feature of combat in Survival of the Fittest.] 
 
    [All Legions are comprised of three elements: one Prime Element, and two subordinate Mundane Elements. The Prime Element rules your basic physiology, as well as your base Type Strengths and Type Weaknesses.] 
 
    The first symbol on my triangle diagram glowed with red light: the circle with the three dots over it. 
 
    [Your Prime Element is the Body type. This means you have a bestial form suited for physical combat.] 
 
    [As a Body-type Greater Legion, you are strongest when paired against Mind-type Legions and weakest against incorporeal or amorphous Spirit-type Legions.] 
 
    [The Body type is strong against the Holy, Plant, Air and Blood elements, dealing double base damage against these types with their normal physical attacks. It is weak against the Poison, Fire, Earth and Metal types, dealing half damage to these elementals with their claws and teeth and taking double damage from their attacks.] 
 
    “Okay.” I put my nose to the ground, making sure I could still smell the Hell Pigs’ trail. “Elements. Got it.” 
 
    The next symbol on the triangle lit up with brilliant silver light: the one that looked like the sign for Mercury, with a squiggle to one side. 
 
    [Your Secondary Type is Psionic, gifting you with powerful psychic attacks. Psionic elemental abilities are strong against Blood-type Legions and human Gladiators, and weak against Metal and Machina.] 
 
    The next and final symbol lit up with a deep, malevolent purple glow. 
 
    [Your tertiary element is Poison. As a Poison-type Legion, your envenomated attacks are strong against Air elementals, and weak against Dark elementals.] 
 
    “Body, Psionic, Poison.” I’d seen those on my sheet already. Now that I knew about the type matching thing, I understood just fine. “Are the elements dynamic? Do they compound or cancel each other out? Like, I’m supposed to be weak to Poison as a Body Legion, but Poison is one of my elements. How does that work?” 
 
    [Yes: elements compound and interact dynamically. Concentrate on your Sigil, and you will bring up a table which shows your strengths and weaknesses.]  
 
    I did. And sure enough, a table appeared. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Prime Element/Mundane Elements 
  
     
 
      
      	  Body 
  
     
 
      
      	  Psionic 
  
     
 
      
      	  Poison 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strong against: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blood (x3.5) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Air (x3.5) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Holy, Plant (x1.5) 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Weak Against 
  
     
 
      
      	  Metal (x3.5) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dark (x2) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire, Earth (x1.5) 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Immune to 
  
     
 
      
      	  Psionic 
  
     
 
      
      	  Poison 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    
 
    “Huh. Well, what do you know?” I turned my attention to the two ability trees. There were twenty-five spheres on each tree, five up the middle, and ten to either side of the central column. The lowest Sphere on each tree was lit up, and when I hovered over either of them, I got the same description: 
 
      
 
    Soul Drain 
 
    The Reaper Nemesis is named for its ability to harvest other Legions for their powers, stats, and life force. 
 
    When you activate Soul Drain during a damage-dealing tentacle attack, time will briefly slow, allowing you to view and pick one Ability from the other Legion that you add to your Reaper’s ability roster for the duration of the battle. The ability must be within the level range accessible by your Reaper. For example: A Level 9 Reaper with access to only Tier 1 abilities may not select the Tier 2 ability of an enemy. They must be Level 10 or above to select Tier 2 powers. 
 
    After the ability is selected, time will resume a normal tempo. Your Reaper will also drain and absorb 50 Stat points from a randomly-selected stat (visible or hidden) from their victim. The victim loses those points from that stat until the battle is concluded. 
 
    As the Reaper Nemesis levels, this ability increases in power at Level 20, 40, 60, 80, 100, and 115. 
 
    The ability and stat drain lasts for the duration of the battle. Soul Drain may be used once per enemy. 30-minute cooldown. 
 
      
 
    Above this key ability were four softly glowing spheres, two on the Predator Tree and two on the Nightshade Tree. As I looked over them, Chorus spoke again. 
 
    [Your Ability Trees offer four different focuses: Attack and Defense/Evasion on the Predator Tree, and elemental Psionic and Poison attacks on the Nightshade Tree. Choose wisely: you will not be able to change your chosen abilities while you remain in The Jungle. To respec abilities, you must Ascend to the Second Realm.] 
 
      
 
    Predator (Tier 1) 
 
    Murder Mittens: +3% permanent increase to Melee Damage & Max Speed. 
 
    Dense Scales: +3% Con & Max Health. 
 
      
 
    Nightshade (Tier 1) 
 
    Psychostimulant: The user concentrates and psionically boosts its attack by 20% for 60 seconds. Can only be used once per battle. 
 
    Toad Skin: Cover your body in a thick coating of greasy venom. Increases grapple evasion by 20% and Poisons susceptible enemies on oral contact. 
 
      
 
    Each ability cost 4 points to acquire, and I had 7 to spend. But the hidden Tier 2 abilities also cost 4 points each. By the time I was Level 10, I’d have 10 AP and would be able to choose from more abilities – and potentially acquire two stronger ones than the four currently on offer. 
 
     “Yeah. I’ll hold onto those.” I frowned at the next section of the Abilities sheet. There was another ability tree, greyed out, and a blank triangle with no symbols. The triangle pointed down instead of up. “What’s this?” 
 
    [That is your Lesser Legion ability array. You have not collared a Lesser Legion, so the menu is inaccessible.] 
 
    “Lesser Legions only get one ability tree?” 
 
    [Correct. Lesser Legions have pre-determined ability advancement path, gaining Tiered Abilities at the relevant levels. Every Lesser Legion has a semi-randomized array of possible abilities for their Legion type, meaning no two Lesser Legions of the same species are ever truly the same. Many trainers collar and discard multiple Lesser Legions in an attempt to find the best match for their optimized Greater Legion.] 
 
    The casual way Chorus talked about ‘discarding’ a Legion turned my stomach. Snorting, I turned my head in the direction of the Hell Pigs and breathed in deeply through all of my many nostrils. What my nose told me was both good and bad. The trail was getting cold, but I had to be within a couple miles of Pig Central. The odors of campfires, unwashed bodies, metal, blood, and human suffering curled on the cool evening wind from the north-east. 
 
    “Hey, Chorus. While I’ve got your ear for a moment, don’t suppose you can tell me something,” I said. “I had this crazy message in my inbox that was opened before I even woke up. Can you bring up a profile on the sender? Dimitri someone.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause. That was weird. Even the dumbest A.I still ran on a quantum platform that calculated information millions of times faster than any human brain. They never ‘paused to think’, or to get their words. 
 
    [This answer is unavailable. Gladiators may not view the profiles of other gladiators. I suggest you do not make this query again.] 
 
    I rumbled softly under my breath. “Why was my messaged opened, Chorus? Who sent me here? Who was fucking around in my inbox? In my brain?” 
 
    There was no answer. Chorus had withdrawn. Interesting, but not helpful. 
 
    I would have to get my own answers. And to do that, I had to believe that I, M.T Noodles the Fourth, was badass enough to take on a bunch of Mad Max rejects and their Legions at Level 7 and win. 
 
    Brute Force: coming March 2023 
 
   
 
 

 Pre-Order Brute Force Here! 
 
    https://readerlinks.com/l/2970844  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Archemipedia: The Nine (Grade-S Knowledge) 
 
    The gods of Archemi’s dragons are intimately entangled with the history of the Solonkratsu.  
 
    The dragons have an instinctive understanding of their deities: every Queen seems to be born with pre-existing knowledge about them so as to be able to steer her Flight into correct forms of reverence, as well as the ability to read Solonkraatu, the ancient draconic script. This is wholly by design - design at the magitechnical and genetic level, as the ‘gods’ of the dragons embody the saying of ‘sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’. 
 
    The Solonkratsu were the native dominant species of Erruku, Archemi’s much larger ‘moon’. The dragons of Erruku were technologically and magically advanced, blending arcana and machima to create countless wonders. However, like many advanced species, there were significant global problems accompanying their successes: Wars, pollution, resource management, and specifically depletion of Erruku’s mana - the lifeforce of the planet - to fuel dragon-sized cities. As the mana drained, huge swathes of the planet began to turn into desert. Mana pollution resulted in teeming populations of Stranged monsters that threatened settlements.  
 
    The most brilliant Solonkratsu Artificers worked to find another source of power, and in the course of their research, learned about the Void and its potential for an endless source of energy. A consortium of researchers intentionally summoned and bound the anti-soul of a Drachan to a great reactor known as the Void Engine. To their delight, the summoned Drachan, Meshtaroth, began to generate enormous amounts of magical energy that could be harnessed into a power grid.  
 
    Unfortunately, by admitting even a single Drachan into their reality, the unwitting Solonkratsu opened the way for a full-scale invasion. Meshtaroth called on his fellows, who tunneled through the rip in reality opened by the Void Engine. The Engine was destroyed, and Drachan flooded into Erruku. What followed was a global war on a scale never faced by the Solonkratsu. Countless dragons died - and worse, the creatures this large, carnivorous species relied on for food were wiped out as the world was scoured. 
 
    Despite their best efforts, extinction seemed certain. After five hundred years of war, the Solonkratsu, in an effort to preserve their species, selected twelve heroes from their number to make a daring journey from Erruku to its sister planet, Archemi. These twelve dragons were given life-extending magitech modifications and installed in small, fast spaceships. The ships - powered by a variation of the Void Engine that used the souls of particularly old, powerful dragons instead of Drachan - were the precursors of the Dragon Gates. 
 
    Like all spacefaring missions, the risks were severe. One of the twelve ships was struck down by the Drachan before it even left Erruku’s atmosphere; two others reached Archemi, but crashed and destroyed not only the occupants, but also the landmasses they impacted. Rusolka’s ship smashed into the continent of Rosto with such force that it ignited a great well of mana beneath its crust and caused the land to begin to sink into Archemi’s ferocious oceans, dooming Rosto and Stranging the land so badly it formed a rift in reality - though Rusolka and a number of the occupants of the craft survived. The other either all landed intact more or less where planned, scattered across the two larger continents of Daun and Artana.  
 
    The nine ships that survived not only carried refugees from Erruku, but also vast libraries of information - minus information on the magitech that had resulted in Erruku’s destruction. The nine great dragons who survived their mission - part machine and seemingly ageless - took on a mythological character as they led their people in wars of conquest and peaceful settlement both, carving up the crumbling Meewfolk Empire of Artana and colonizing the intelligent, but uncreative avian Aesari.  
 
    When the Drachan invaded Archemi, the Nine - now truly ancient, even by dragon standards - were instrumental in shaping the strategies and tactics that eventually beat them back. The people who would become the first Triad were able to work with the gods to seal the Rift on Rosto that had admitted the Drachan to begin with. The Nine also willingly sacrificed themselves to bind them with the Caul of Souls, a barrier and geas that cycles the souls of the dead in a great, ongoing ritual capable of binding the Drachan into a spirit trap in the far frozen north. The gods of dragonkind were unanimous in their opinion that it was the least they could do to atone for the sins of their people. 
 
    Perhaps because of the way in which mana reacts to will, the Nine did gain god-like characteristics over time. They are able to convey powers and abilities to their worshippers, communicate with them, and even manifest ghostly avatars of themselves - when awake. Matir and Solnetsi have awakened, but the other seven gods are still in a deep, death-like slumber, and have been uncommunicative with their worshippers for thousands of years. 
 
    As deities, The Nine are: 
 
    Veles - God of Time, speech and communication, and contemplation. Symbol: Hourglass. 
 
    Matir - God of Darkness, life and death, healing, conspiracy and self-insight. Symbol: Nine-pointed barbed star with uneven rays. 
 
    Solnetsi - Goddess of Light, justice, revenge and retribution, order, war. Symbol: Diamond with rays. 
 
    Rusolka - Goddess of Water, madness, chaos, the oceans, the Void, and destruction. Symbol: Hexagon with cross. 
 
    Khors - God of Fire, crafting and crafters, artificing, and metalworking. Symbol: Hammer. 
 
    Devana - Goddess of Earth, fertility, and the protector of Queens. Symbol: Egg within another egg. 
 
    Stribol - God of the Wind, flight, and masculine power. Protector of young male dragons. Symbol: Eight-winged dragon. 
 
    Veela - Goddess of the Hunt, protector of young female dragons. Symbol: Anatomical dragon heart. 
 
    Radigost - God of magic and arcana; the patron of Solonkratsu mages. Symbol: Sun-wheel with twelve sickle-shaped rays. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    This book was a long time coming due to IRL issues. 2021 was stressful. The first half of 2022 was the worst six months of my life. I won’t get into details, save to say that the circumstances of ‘21 and Jan-June ‘22 made writing functionally impossible. 
 
    In June 2022, however, I set off on what has turned out to be one of the most amazing adventures of my life. Or should I say, ‘advanture’. You can blame the Archemi fan Discord for that one. I set off with two of my cats in a custom-built E-250 van to travel around the USA, and it’s been amazing. I’ve seen Washington state, Idaho, Montana, northern Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona and bits of Nevada at the time of writing, and hope to head east once Spring is underway next year. 
 
    The journey has been healing. Magical. Difficult. Sometimes, it’s been very lonely, but it’s also been quite creative. Hopefully you enjoyed the product that resulted from all this time spent out in the wilderness. 
 
    This year has taught me a great deal about gratitude. From the bottom of my heart, I thank my friends and fans for being there for me. This year would not have been survivable without you guys. 
 
    - JOB. 
 
      
 
    To Stay Up-To-Date with Archemi Online, join the James Osiris Baldwin Facebook group: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/HoundofEden 
 
    Archemi Online has a Discord channel! 
 
    Join the Archemi Online Discord to meet gamers, hang out and chat with the author, and gain access to live updates on the books, audiobooks, and art of the Archemi Online LitRPG series, as well as future releases! 
 
    Join us on Discord: https://discord.gg/EPWxbGd 
 
    Patreon! 
 
    Support the artist and get serialized chapters, complete ebooks, free audiobooks, posters, and even hardback copies of the Archemi series. Tiers start at $2 per month for access to serialized chapters and ebooks. Patreon subscribers also have a special channel and role on Discord. 
 
    Join here: https://www.patreon.com/jamesosiris 
 
  
 
  
   
    Join the GameLit Society for more GameLit and LitRPG! 
 
    Ye olde Gamelit Society is where most of the best LitRPG authors can be found. Join me, Blaise Corvin, Luke Chmilenko, James Hunter and all your other favorite authors on Facebook here: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    You can support the development of a GameLit/LitRPG database here: 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/GameLitRPG/posts 
 
  
 
  
   
    List of James’ Books 
 
    Archemi Online 
 
    A LitRPG saga about a young dragonrider’s ascension to greatness inside the virtual world of Archemi. 
 
    Archemi Online Box Set 1-3 
 
    •1 – Dragon Seed 
 
    •2 – Trial by Fire  
 
    •3 – Kingdom Come 
 
    •4 – Warsinger 
 
    •5 – Spear of Destiny 
 
    •6 – Crowned in Black 
 
    Archemi Boxsets 
 
    Archemi Online Boxset #1: Books 1-3 
 
    Archemi Online Boxset #2: Books 4-6 
 
      
 
    Brute Force 
 
    Fast-paced survival/adventure LitRPG books featuring a monstrous MC and Pokémon-style battling! 
 
    
    	 1 – Brute Force #1: Survivor 
 
   
 
    Other Titles 
 
    •Fix Your Damn Book!: A Self-Editing Guide for Authors 
 
    •The Expanding Universe #1 (Paperback) 
 
    •The Expanding Universe #2 (Paperback)   
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