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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to my mom, who has been unfailing encouraging ever since I began this (admittedly strange) career.

Thanks for reading all my stuff, Mom, even my monster girl HaremLit titles.  It’s a little awkward for me, but I still appreciate the moral support.

 

-BC

Foreword

 

If you’re a Delvers LLC fan, please read this!

 

Okay everyone, this is going to be a different type of foreword than normal.  I’m not including my bit in here about what GameLit or LitRPG is anymore.  If anyone is new to the genre and somehow reading this book before the other three in the series, please check out my breakdown of LitRPG and Gamelit here: Link to Gamelit history.

Most of you have been waiting a long time for this book.  One thing I need to let you know is that you won’t have to wait long for the rest of the books in the series.  I’m dedicated to Delvers LLC being my second finished series (Nora Hazard was my first).

 

A quick note:  Reading the Nora Hazard series or the Surviving Ludus anthology is not necessary to enjoy this book.  But readers who have read all the related stories will have a far better understand of Ludus, and the background of some characters.


I’m very proud of Golden Handcuffs.  This book has a lot of things I needed to include before the next giant, high octane plot arc.  Golden Handcuffs was originally going to be 150k to 200k words, but the story just didn’t work that way.  Instead of releasing a giant tome that I would have to price differently etc, I’m just working hard to get all the books out one after another.

Also, instead of 5 books, the Delvers LLC series is slated to be 7 books now.

So you’ll get more books, faster now.  Just be patient with me, please. : ) In fact, work on Delvers LLC 5 will have already begun by the time this book, Delvers LLC 4, launches.

This book is 107k words long, pretty close to the length of Delvers LLC3, Adventure Capital.  It was a little bit of a risk to release now in 2020 instead of next year after both books are done, but everyone has waited long enough.  To be honest, it would have been more financially savvy to wait.  I would have just felt too guilty.

 

Something I don’t think that I have communicated well before is that the Artifice Universe is not going to end after the Delvers LLC series is finished.  I’m planning at least two more series that will pick up after the last one.  The separate series will have different themes, so readers who want to follow the adventures of some of the characters in Delvers LLC can hang out with them from beginning to end, or people who only like one or two of the series can enjoy them individually.

I’ve had a plan of how everything was going to shake out since before I finished the first book, Welcome to Ludus.  Delvers LLC is the series that made my writing career, and I promise I am at least as invested as any reader.  Trust me.

On a side note, one thing that always trips me out is how some readers who identify with either Henry or Jason more than the other get upset if they feel like their favorite character is not getting enough limelight.  I kind of get it.  Back when I used to read Wheel of Time, Perrin chapters bored me to tears.  If you ever feel like one character has gotten too much focus, just always remember that there is another book coming.  Not every book can have a Jason limitbreak, Henry blowing up monsters as they exit their dungeon, or Nora Hazard going toe to toe with her arch nemesis.

Anyway, I’m really happy that I am picking up the Delvers LLC series again.  Staying motivated as an artist has not been easy in 2020, but I know I’m not special.  Lots of folks have suffered in different ways.  If you are picking this book up in 2020, I want you to know that I appreciate you, and I am humbled by the fact you are reading my work at all.  I will have Delvers LLC 5 written ASAP and it’s going to be the most action-packed, high energy book I’ve ever written.

There’s a bad moon rising on Ludus…

 

Thank you, all of you,

 

-BC

 

Blaise Corvin Patreon (where alpha chapters are posted)

 

Bad Memories

 

“In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.”

-Winston Churchill

***

Rocky ground crunched underneath his stone sandals. The barren landscape extended in every direction to a bleak, magenta-hued horizon. A star overhead looked close enough to touch, and the ground baked in fiery anguish.

Dolos pursed his lips in distaste. This place is beneath me. Someone long, long ago had locked the planet down, prohibiting flight and most other types of fast travel. This little outpost had great security. He didn’t dare take to the sky, even though walking made him feel like a dirty mortal. If he really wanted to, he could probably break the rules, but just getting here in the first place had used up more resources than he liked.

Walking was truly such a chore--while flying as he normally did, he could multitask easier, reviewing research. He couldn’t even make himself larger to take longer steps. Form switching would be far more difficult in this place as well.

“What a dreadful place,” he said out loud. “And ugly.” Only strategic significance had put this chunk of rock on anyone’s map, but it had been so important, scars of past battles dotted the entire planet. The evidence of eons-old violence blended with the inhospitable nature of the place.

Crevices full of harsh shadow dotted the landscape, their shapes almost like the silhouettes of monsters.  Monsters… so many I know personally, his lips quirked at the thought. Nothing around him moved as he walked towards the one solitary object of note in the distance. At first it was nothing but a speck on the horizon, but as he approached, it materialized into a rounded structure.

While Dolos continued moving toward the domed building, he did passive sweeps for life signs or other threats. Old habits die hard. He chuckled at the thought, but suddenly came to a stop. He’d detected something hiding in a crevice between him and the domed building. “How annoying.”

Whatever lurked in the shadows was fairly large, and had to be unbelievably tough to survive on this planet. It must also be very old, twisted, and probably malevolent and dangerous too. Most things usually were dangerous and twisted after enough time, at least in Dolos’ experience. He absently tapped a sandled foot on the ground before making up his mind to continue forward.

When he’d gotten a bit closer to where the creature was hiding, he scanned it more thoroughly. “Ah.” Now he knew it was easily fifty feet long and probably survived mostly off light, heat, and radiation from the nearby star. He smiled, relishing the coming conflict. Despite his relatively non-violent lifestyle, it felt good to flex the old power from time to time.

After reaching the point just short of where he judged the beast would attack, he came to a sudden stop and waited. It didn’t take long for the would-be ambusher to realize that Dolos knew it was there.

With very little sound, the creature swarmed up from behind an outcropping of rock. Its green, fleshy bulk pulsed with purple growths. A mass of barbed tentacles reached from several stalks on its midsection, writhing in anticipation. Nightmare jumbles of spikes, sickly-looking leaves, and thick, twisted limbs propelled it forward. Its trio of iris-less eyes, wide and manic, focused on its intended prey with hungry purpose.

Such a large, perfect killing machine, adaptable to almost any environment, living for thousands of years, equipped with offensive, biological weapons was obviously not natural. Nature engineers for predation, not pure destruction. Lilith on the other hand had her own ideas of how she could improve on nature.

Ah, Dolos thought. It looks like Lilith is still creating “children.” Either that or some of her pets are enormously long lived. He was oddly pleased as the enormous monstrosity slapped tentacles towards him and opened its maw of sharp, serrated teeth. The creature was terrible, but also kind of wonderful. He considered bringing it to Ludus. Something like this would be perfect for the Wild Lands.

A thousand possibilities ran through his mind in a moment, and he eventually dismissed the idea. There would be more potential problems from taking this thing home with him than there would be just destroying it.

He slowed down his perception of time, watching the beast lumber towards him. With a brief effort of will he sharpened his vision and carefully studied its eyes. Then he sighed regretfully--there was no intelligence there. This thing was only a lesser demon, just a gengineered attack animal. Dolos felt a bit disappointed. It would have been much more fun to destroy something that could understand its own powerlessness.

At just the right moment, he slammed a shield into place before the plant demon could reach him and observed its efforts to tear him apart. Chuckling darkly, he crossed his arms, watching it struggle. Eventually, he realized he was stalling and made a face. He really did not want to enter the building in the distance, but time was wasting. With a shrug, he casually held up a hand, facing outward.

A small shimmer flickered in front of his palm and a torrent of violent energy lashed outwards. The concussive force of the explosion made the rocks and soil behind Dolos jump. From its point of origin, the energy wave expanded in a cone, ripping the creature to shreds and decimating the landscape behind it. Rocks and pieces of green monster flew everywhere in a cacophony of destruction and chaos.

Dolos stood at the focal point of the violence he had just created and felt nothing but boredom. In the distant past, he might have felt pleasure at destroying something so single-minded, but now he just felt dirty. All of this, everything was beneath him. The only thing that mattered was The Work, he knew this now.

Dolos slowly lowered his hand. He knew what he was, what he’d been created for, but his true calling had always been research, not combat. Plus, giving in to his baser urges would just lead to more temptation. He felt no guilt for what he was, but he had no desire to fall into the dark, either. There were no illusions concerning where that journey would take him. Plus, while he hated the Host, he hated the Mutineers even more. He was suddenly overcome with revulsion and spat. The spittle crackled as it passed through the poisonous air and sizzled when it hit the hot ground.

He eyed the spot where his spit had already evaporated--only a slight residue remained.  “Interesting,” he mused. He really needed to check his saliva soon to see what it was actually made of these days; it had looked like it had been about to catch fire. With a detached calm, he watched the rocks continue to fall from the recent explosion. Not much surprised him anymore, not even the dirty Terrans.

Eventually, there was near silence again on the sad little planet, just sounds of tiny rocks settling broke the hush. A flurry of dust swirled as Dolos viewed the destruction he had wrought. He flicked a few specks of dust off his multi-colored robes, shrugged, and began walking again. “What a chore,” he complained. He had not had to make a social call like this in at least a few thousand years. Annoying.

When he reached the domed structure, he came to a slow halt and regarded it silently. The domed building blazed white and flashed with incandescent hues, a result of radioactive bombardment. What passed for a sun in this solar system did not play nice. 

Dolos grimaced, briefly flashing perfect, blocky teeth. His bright outfit suited his tastes. In this place, the extreme radiation and strange energies bounced off of his protective barriers, making other, flashing colors appear over the fabric. His bald head flashed, and his stone crown felt heavy on his brow.

Then again, it was always heavy. It hadn’t been designed to be worn without his Mantle. 

As he examined the shimmer of energy protecting the building, he felt a bit impressed despite himself. The structure appeared to have completely ignored the passage of time. Neither he nor his brethren had built it; they lacked much of what they’d been created with and had replaced what was lost with … other things. Still, some of the Old Ways came naturally after all this time. He waved his hand over the structure and muttered, “It is good” in Enochian.

Nothing happened for a few moments. Suddenly, a hollow creak sounded and the entire structure silently turned in place. When it stopped, Dolos faced a portion of wall indistinguishable from any other until it moved as well. A doorway silently irised open and the soft white luminescence of the interior’s light spilled out. Dolos frowned--he didn’t like reminders of the past.

He entered the building and ignored the chill he felt as the door silently closed behind him. After an exhale, indulging old habits, he resigned himself to reality. If this was a double cross of the lethal variety, he’d already know. Otherside knows there were plenty of opportunities to attack me while walking around outside like a bleating mortal.

He was suddenly reminded of the conversation that had prompted him to travel to this foolish rendezvous. He almost hadn’t come, and probably would not have even answered the call if he hadn’t just dealt with Asag. In fact, it had only been the slight edge of mania or even fear in his contact’s demeanor that had teased him out of hiding.

It took a lot to shake Ereshkigal. If she was spooked, something interesting was afoot.

Dolos walked down the impossibly long hallways, making a beeline for the door of the command center. The walls seemed to shiver and undulate in shadow despite all the stark lighting. This place is tainted. He made a point not to look at one of the doors he passed. It seemed no different than any other door in the hallway, but he knew what it was. Horrible things had happened on this planet during the First War. In fact, this entire building was a piece of history from the time shortly after he made his Choice.

He narrowed his eyes and paused before opening the door to the command center. As much as we talk of how the Loyalists were weak, I wonder if we would have had the stomach to do what they did. He idly scratched a cheek. No, I think I would have. It definitely would have produced wonderful research.

Still, that had all been a bad business. When he’d created Ludus, he’d made sure that it was as far away from places like this as possible. Some memories were best left buried…just like the rest of the bones in this planet should be.

Dolos hit the release to the door of the command center. He didn’t know how he could predict where she’d be, he didn’t even have to think about it. As he passed through the doorway, he snorted. After you’ve known someone for a few dozen eons, this is a simple matter.

His associate herself stood on the raised observation deck on one side of the room. She had not changed a bit. She wore black with random sparkles of real starlight winking here and there, and her hair was up in an elaborate tower.

Ereshkigal was busy staring at readouts and adjusting sensitive-looking equipment when he walked in. After the door had silently opened, Dolos had only taken a single step into the room before Ereshkigal spun in place lightning fast, red eyes narrowed, lips pulled back from sharpened teeth. 

Her fangs gleamed with the sheen of venom and energy crackled around her fingers for a brief moment before she recognized him and relaxed. Her mental probe had not been… pleasant. Dolos understood the necessity, but this was one of the many reasons he shunned his own kind. Mortals were terrible to work with, especially Terrans, but he didn’t have anything to fear from them. They were also critical to The Work.

He quirked an eyebrow as Ereshkigal went back to her dials. Despite himself, he was impressed that she’d been able to detect his presence. He’d been as sneaky as possible, as a test if nothing else. There were very few beings that Dolos respected both for their strength and deviousness. Ereshkigal was one of them.

Since she wanted to make him wait, he was more than willing to stand in one place, mentally reviewing data. In fact, his High Priestess Enheduanna had just sent him some wonderful new information about her Duanna orb-Bonded subjects. Duanna orbs. Dolos was not fond of the name she’d given her creations, but Duanna was quite possibly the greatest researcher and scientific mind he’d ever met among the mortal races. Giving her freedom had been wise.

He pored over the data. Enheduanna had been monitoring an Areva D-‘Bonded who had chosen very interesting powers and was currently making a name for herself in Hanana. She was not the only interesting test subject, either.

The Ludan Nora Hazard seemed promising, even if she was a hopelessly stupid street criminal. Despite being born on Ludus, her Terran ancestry still placed her among the lowest of the lowly mortals. She was still better than Henry Sato and Jason Booth, the two Terrans he’d recently visited. They’d been performing even better than expected, providing wonderful data, but they were just utterly dreadful to deal with.

Luckily, there were other groups providing data on the same level, though. There was the mostly Fideli group in Accendo, and a few other groups in that country that were nearly on the same level. An Areva group and a mixed-race group in Hilil showed promise, but would probably die in the next few months now that Hilil was being invaded. Pity, Dolos though.

His thoughts were interrupted when Ereshkigal turned again. She cocked her head at him, probably curious. They had not seen each other for hundreds of standard years. Dolos knew that he was considered eccentric even among his peers. Most of them knew about The Work, and his experiment planet Ludus. While others had abstained from The Struggle over the last millennium or two as well, his reasons had been different. Not all of his brethren understood his efforts or gave him the respect he deserved, but they would one day, oh yes. After all, he was the pinnacle of existence in his specialty.

A Mutineer like Asag, or one of the Listless, could never understand Dolos. The Mutineers were often painfully dull, and the Listless tried to fill a void with pleasures and distraction, but Dolos had The Work.

But unfortunately, because he had avoided The Struggle for so long, he didn’t have much influence these days in social gatherings like this. Despite being one of the most dedicated Griseus researchers, he was largely ignored other than his notoriety from working with the Dhu. It was a travesty of justice. The entire universe should know of his greatness. He was still not entirely sure why Ereshkigal had wanted him here, though.

It couldn’t be for a raid. Sure, he was decent in a fight, but most of the former Host were, especially the Griseus. His research was not complete yet, either. While Ereshkigal was smart enough to see the value in The Work, this meeting couldn’t be about his experiments.

After a few terse seconds of subvocal communication, his fanged associate crossed her arms, posture subtly communicating skepticism. Dolos decided that part of her standoffish blustering was genuine, but she really would not have requested his honored presence if she didn’t need him for something. He bowed and smiled widely at her.

She didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, she manipulated controls and buttons for a few more moments before turning to speak. “You were the last to arrive. I will call the others here.”

The woman didn’t do anything obvious, but a few moments later, other Griseus Ereshkigal had invited filed into the room. Dolos knew them all, and tried to identify some commonality between the five of them.

Sita was as emaciated as usual, her form wrapped in bandages, six large, unnatural rats scurrying around her feet. He knew she hated sharing the same name as the Terran Sita, much less the Loyalist who had gone by the name, but she would always be too proud to change her aspect. Dolos thought she was stupid, and wanted to needle her about the name, but kept his mouth shut. Only The Work mattered now, and dealing with Asag so recently had scratched the itch of defeating his peers in battles of wits. Not only that, if a battle were to damage this planet, he had no idea what would happen. Sita was useless, but Great Dolos needed to preserve his magnificent life. He mentally nodded at that.

Chehuateteotl came next, her form shrouded in darkness, the sound of weeping and screaming faintly following her wherever she walked. The next to enter the room was Imbaarih, his golden headdress tarnished, fishy face missing scales and crinkled with lines of age. He carried his chipped, golden sickle limply to one side. Dolos knew it was all an act. The devious bastard always presented a weak front.

Then Ravana entered, his signature goggles glittering as he moved his head from side to side. The information interface had ten light-catching facets, and contained some of the most sensitive diagnostic and data interface technology in the universe. Ravana walked proudly despite his missing arm and half of his face being burned away. 

Dolos had seen the ancient fight where Ravana’s scars had come from. He was still amazed the old goat had survived. The fact that he’d never regenerated the limb or cast off this form for another was curious, but it probably had something to do with the 10-eyed interface. Perhaps it was like Dolos’ stone crown, and presented complications. That made sense.

Last through the door was Gremory. Gremory always liked to be fashionably late. Ereshkigal turned from what she was doing as soon as Gremory entered. Dolos knew even a being as arrogant and powerful as Ereshkigal did not turn her back to Gremory, The Gremory.

As usual, Gremory’s entrance had a certain flourish. He flounced in wearing his usual aspect, a once-beautiful robe in artful tatters, his wide golden belt tellingly tarnished. He’d been crying again, Dolos could see. There were tracks in his heavy makeup. But despite all that, the atmosphere around Gremory crackled, and Dolos tried to avoid notice.

Gremory crashed to a stop, the artful decorations in his hair bobbing. Then he put his hands on his hips. “Ereshkigal, your taste in clothing is as appalling as ever. Now that the other machalu you invited are here,” he said, looking around quickly and making a moue of distaste, “reminding us how far we have truly fallen, could you please be good enough to just tell us what has you acting so fidgety?”

Ereshkigal regarded him levelly, and Dolos could feel the energy in the air. On any other day he’d pay to see these two clash. Oh, Gremory was definitely the more powerful of the two and would probably win, but Ereshkigal was devious and just flat-out mean. Dolos would bet she’d do lasting damage, and Dolos hadn’t missed Gremory’s blanket insult. He filed it away. Dolos knew when to keep his peace, but he would never forget a slight.

He winced, though. Gremory using True Speak, Enochian, had not been pleasant. The powerful Griseus’ questions had made the very air tremble and Dolos had seen some of Gremory’s true form waver beneath his aspect. He looked away. Dolos was not strong enough to gaze directly at one of the more powerful Fallen’s true form for very long without pain.

Ereshkigal rolled her eyes. “Gremory, while you may be the most powerful here, even you would be uncomfortable if we all began speaking Enochian. I suggest we set aside these squabbles. Do you not remember what this place is?” The reminder seemed to make Gremory deflate a bit. Dolos remembered the door he’d passed on the way to this room and frowned.

Gremory made an impatient gesture, saving face while he backed down. “Get on with it then.”

Ereshkigal nodded, regal. “What I have to tell you--Actually, I will just show you.” She pulled a lever and the observation portal of the command center silently slid up. Dolos noted a view of silent space above, the image projecting three dimensionally into the distance. He frowned, puzzled, but then gasped. Eons of playing dangerous games, all of his effort to maintain exterior self-control crumbled in the moment he understood what he was seeing.

It was a breach in reality. It was real. The Enemy were really coming back, this was proof. This breach was small, not like the ones during the First War. The Aetherkin had poured through those gaps like--Dolos shook his head. He had memories that he did not have time nor the desire to relive.

This new breach displayed in the observation portal displayed was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Only a handful of locations in the universe could have identified this one had even occurred, much less provided any meaningful analysis. However, prior to the charnel house this facility had become, it had functioned as an early detection site meant to pinpoint and monitor breaches. This was a Host facility.

Dolos squinted some more at the monitor but could not make any further sense of the readings. The Breach was relatively small, but also very strong. This new breach in reality, despite seemingly impossible and flying in the face of the First Covenant to begin with, was...wrong. The resonation, its signature, were all abnormal.

Puzzled, an abnormal state of affairs for the Great God Dolos, he glanced around to see the reaction of the others. They all displayed varying degrees of shock with two notable exceptions. Ereshkigal had not even glanced back at the display; her gaze had remained fixed on her “guests”. Dolos followed the direction of her scrutiny, and saw that Ravana, never one for subtlety, or intelligent thought for that matter, seemed noticeably bored.

Dolos looked from Ravana to the viewport and back, before delicately gathering power for a quick, brutal shield. By the slow but deliberate movements around him, he judged the others in the room had made the same observation and resulting realization as well, probably preparing their own defenses. One did not survive the First War and live to watch planets be born and die without a healthy dose of situational awareness.

Then as every Griseus in the room tried to distance themselves from Ravana, Ereshkigal spoke. She spoke Enochian formally, the language of the Host, enunciating each word clearly and with the maximum impact she could muster. Enochian, the first known language in the universe, laid truth bare, its speaker’s power affecting the world around them. Despite the changes Griseus had endured after their fall, they all still had the right to speak the first language. Most of the Fallen usually avoided it--real truth was rarely comfortable for any other than the Host, or the Old Ones.

However, Ereshkigal did not flinch, even as the room suddenly seemed enormous, lights dimmed, and the Truth manifested. Dolos wept blood as he beheld those around him. He took little solace in the fact the others probably found him just as beautiful and terrible.

Every being in the room seemed surrounded by a kaleidoscope of images, sensations, sounds, and feelings. The past was laid bare, the present, and innumerable futures spread into the distance for each of them. Their true forms manifested as well. While Dolos could still see the aspects that each of his Fallen brethren were currently wearing, their other forms, including their First Form loomed in the background. Every Griseus was a giant of blazing beauty, excruciating ugliness, wonderful creations, and awful deeds. Dolos Saw that two even had actual wings kept tightly wrapped around their true forms like tattered cloaks.

Largest of them was Gremory, but Ereshkigal was almost terrible, unbearable, blazing like a violet sun of oily darkness. Dolos realized he might have grossly underestimated Ereshkigal’s power. She shined so brightly, tasting of incandescent anti-light. Dolos realized he was losing his grip on himself and raised protective barriers in place around his mind. When he wiped away the tears of what passed for his blood these days, it felt like he was touching several faces at once.

Ereshkigal squared her shoulders, speaking loud and true, never taking her eyes off of Ravana. “Brethren, as you can see, The Enemy has come to our universe again. How this is possible, I do not know. However, staring at the breach will do little. The Griseus need to mobilize.”

“Why us?” Dolos forced himself to ask. “Why the Griseus at all?” Part of him wished he hadn’t come. There was still much to do on Ludus. But part of him felt like it was waking, lying dormant for this day to come. After all, hadn’t he started The Work for this moment? Yes, there was still much to do, but the stakes for success were even higher now. He had never been closer to his rightful place at any time in his existence. 

Ereshkigal answered, “I knew that if I contacted the Mutineers, at best they would ignore me. At worst, they would tear me to pieces. The Lightbringer himself could have gotten involved.” She shuddered and continued. “I would have been ignored by the Listless and the Loyalists. The Host would have no reason to talk to me much less believe anything I say.”

Dolos had to admit her logic was sound. He nodded.

Then Ereshkigal spoke further, “I invited you all here because of your status. The other factions call us Griseus, Grey, neither light nor dark. Grey is difficult to turn light, but can easily fall into darkness.

“I know that because of your stations, you had probably received some of the same rumors and messages that I have recently. Now we know those rumors to be true. 

“While mobilization is needed, it will be difficult. Normal modes of persuasion will not be sufficient--even self-preservation wouldn’t motivate those like The Listless. No, I reasoned that I needed an example, a reminder of the dark times during the First War. None of us have fallen in ages, but we are all still vulnerable.

“I decided that at least one from this group would have probably been seduced by the dark and would have fallen. This entire set-up has been a dangerous gamble, but living in a world of grey, one does what one must for survival. I needed information. As you all know, information is power.” 

Ereshkigal nodded back at the display behind her, then pointed at Ravana, her finger suddenly crackling with potent energy. “Ravana, explain yourself. Also, let me remind you to keep the peace lest we wake what lies below.”

Reflexively, they all glanced at the floor. There were few things that could truly frighten some of the most powerful beings in the universe.  As it happened, the planet they stood on was one of them.

Ravana looked around slowly, his arrogance and betrayal on display while Ereshkigal spoke. Within the field of merciless truth generated by spoken Enochian, the beginning signs of his transformation were obvious as well. Cracks of shadow ran down his neck, originating somewhere under his goggles. He had truly fallen. “It is as you see,” he calmly announced, speaking Enochian, the truth of his words sickening, like fetid oil oozing through the air.

Ravana smiled again and dropped a mocking bow. He spun toward the door and began walking away.

Dolos felt a sudden idea present itself, a way to possibly get a bit more information.  Such a thing would never work on himself, but Ravana had always been a fool, and falling completely to darkness had probably not made him any smarter. Dolos spoke up, casually asking, “So where is the new army at, then?”

The goggled traitor turned. “What do you mean?” Luckily, he was not speaking Enochian anymore.

Dolos shrugged nonchalantly, doing his best to radiate low-level disdain. “I know a simple creature like you probably doesn’t know the plans of your new allies, but I would think a new invasion would be an army. It is fine, if you don’t know, though. After all, a cripple can only be trusted with so much information, right?”

Ravana snarled, “There is no army, the--” He stopped speaking and glared.

Dolos smiled, attempting to show all of his teeth. He knew in normal circumstances, he might need to use the shield he’d prepared. He’d normally only needle one of his kin like this from his own place of power. However, standing in a building sitting on top of one of the most unstable places in the universe helped. Ereshkigal radiating bloodlust behind him probably didn’t hurt either.

Ravana’s lips tightened and he stormed out of the room with a stiff back. The last of the imagery from all the spoken Enochian faded a few moments after he was gone. Ravana would be long gone the moment he left the building. Dolos had come with multiple escape plans, and he highly doubted the newest of the Morningstar’s merry band of lunatics would have come unprepared.

“Dolos, we must talk.” He turned, and quirked an eyebrow at Ereshkigal. Her expression was complex. She’d succeeded in her plan, and had no doubt recorded this entire exchange. Now she had the leverage needed to put various plans into motion, but had also confirmed the loss of yet another Griseus into darkness.

“Oh? We do? What about?”

“You know what we need to talk about,” muttered Imbaarih. “That bizarre planet of yours. Isn’t this when you are going to tell us that you told us so?”

“I told you so.”

Ereshkigal gritted her teeth. “War is coming. You were here and saw what just happened. Is your...work done? Do you have anything to produce, or has your efforts been meaningless? Your work?”

“The Work?” Dolos put emphasis on the words. “You mean my many brilliant experiments, and all the sacrifices I have made for the greater good of the universe? You need my greatness now, yes? My magnificent vision.”

From one side of the room, Gremory chuckled. “He is going to be like this forever now.”

“Your orbs, and all of that, yes.” Sita’s voice was a sigh, like winds carrying the smell of death. “All you have ever talked about for thousands of years has been this planet of yours. It is why our sister made that bet with you.”

“Oh yes, her.” Dolos waved a hand, dismissing the matter. “I will deal with her soon. We made a bet is all.”

“Dolos.” Ereshkigal had put an edge to his name, and he sighed. He was having a great time, but pushing Ereshkigal too far would probably not be wise.

He complained, “Truly, you people do not know what I have endured. I have not been able to get the stench of the disgusting Terrans off of me for the last millennium. Do you know what Terrans do when they are bored? Whatever the Griseus over Terra are doing, it must be flirting with darkness in truth, perhaps even involving the Aetherkin. Merely keeping Terrans occupied with wars and other distractions has been a full-time job. I have been exhausted.”

“We have all heard variations of this before,” said Gremory. He pushed a lock of hair behind his ear. “Answer the question, Dolos.”

With a frown, he answered, “I am almost ready, The Work is almost complete. I just need for my most promising research groups to continue feeding my minions the correct kinds of data.”

Chehuateteotl’s voice was a soft, otherworldly wail as she asked, “What experiments have you been doing? What is Ereshkigal talking about?”

“Oh that did it. Now he will never stop.” Gremory leaned back against a wall, radiating displeasure. Normally, Dolos would be wary of the other Griseus, especially in close quarters like this, but not now.

No, they needed him.

Dolos had just gotten proof of a new breach, evidence that the First War was not truly over. Another Griseus had fallen to the dark. He was standing near one of the most cursed places in the universe, but he was in a great mood. He hadn’t been part of The Struggle for a long time, and he had barely associated with most of his kin, but all things change.

“The experiments themselves are simple, if elegant. No, it is dealing with all the dreadful mortals that take a toll, not to mention the Mutineers. My word, I had to deal with Asag recently.”

“Asag? You actually met him in person?” asked Sita.

“Oh yes, but dealing with him is far better than speaking with filthy, disrespectful Terrans--” Dolos began to explain, at length, the trials and hardships he’d endured. 

Propriety

 

Bezzi-ibbi wiped sweat from his brow and decided to take a break. He was resilient, but it would be shameful to hurt himself from training right before he and his friends met again. After training for a month, he’d be reuniting with Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi tomorrow for a ceremony at the palace. Time had passed quickly. Out the corner of his eye, he noticed a large Mo’hali man approaching.

“Terrace-pala, have I received any messages?” Bezzi-ibbi turned to his attendant and as usual, spoke in Panum, the Mo’hali language. To not acknowledge the man would have been impolite, and it would have made him a better target. Bezzi-ibbi preferred not to be rude or vulnerable whenever he could help it.

As a member of a branch Clan of the Jaguar Clan in Berber, Terrace-Pala was far, far below Bezzi-ibbi in station, and his bow reflected that. The servant even rolled his shoulder to better display his neck, a sign of submission.

The display made Bezzi-ibbi frown, but he corrected himself before the servant straightened. His mothers had taught him how to properly respect Mo’hali of every level, especially in the Jaguar Clan. Rudeness could invite or even force the claw, and nobody would even be able to protest.

The Clan chiefs, and the leaders of the Clan were actually held to a higher standard than others, too, and Bezzi-ibbi could never forget this. Being around so many other races for so long had almost made the jaguar race Mo’hali boy forget how to behave around other Mo’hali. The way Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi acted around each other definitely had taken some getting used to. When Rark-han had been part of their group, it had helped keep Bezzi-ibbi grounded, though. He missed the wolf man.

Terrace-pala responded in Panum. “No, young master, no new updates about the Officer Academy commencement ceremony tomorrow, either. Would you like any refreshments?”

No news from the palace? Bezzi-ibbi didn’t hide a frown this time, and Terrance-Pala’s whiskers bristled in alarm. With a mental grunt, the Jaguar Clan Hero smoothed his expression. He’d always known his mother Henna-ibbi had rubbed off on him as a child, and he took after her more than his birth mother, Banna-ibbi. The last few months had left their mark too.

He still wasn’t used to being feared. Despite still legally, technically being a child, his status as a Mo’hali Hero of the ruling class demanded respect. He’d been trained from birth in all manners of necessary schooling: diplomacy, science, history, even dance. And like all ruling class youth, he’d been trained to fight. Mo’hali children around Bezzi-ibbi’s age were still stronger than an average Terran male, faster, with quicker sight and reaction times.

Of course, in addition to all of this, he was also a member of Delvers LLC. Now he had another reputation by association, and he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

Ever since Aodh O’Breen had become king, about a month ago, the city had been rebuilding. However, it’d also collectively been poring over every aspect of the new king’s life. The fact that he’d been in an adventuring team, and that they’d come out of a hellgate to save the palace, but hadn’t been in time to rescue the queen had been a story run near-constantly through every publication since he’d taken the throne.

All the conspiracies that suggested Aodh O’Breen had been aiming for the throne had been put to rest after he, Vitaliya, and Gonzo had voluntarily submitted for a truth test. As a result, Aodh was considered a true hero king, but his friends, Delvers LLC, had gotten a reputation for being monsters.

After all, who crosses a hell world like it was nothing, then popped into the middle of a burning city just to kill more true-demons? Of course, this wasn’t exactly how it had happened, but nobody wanted to believe Bezzi-ibbi about it. He assumed the others had been about as successful trying to set the record straight. Berberites seemed unwilling or unable to accept that Aodh had been the one saving the Delvers’ lives, not vice versa. 

All of the rumors had actually grown after the Mensk reporters had investigated Aodh’s two fiancees. Bezzi-ibbi had to admit that Tanushree Bobrik, from the influential Bobrik Family, had instantly cemented herself as a popular and powerful new face in the capital. Nora Hazard, Aodh’s other woman, was the one that made Bezzi-ibbi pause, though. The handful of times he’d met her, she’d smelled of blood, and his arm had tingled.

His arm only tingled around danger.

Nora Hazard was also being hailed a hero of Berber. The Terrans in Mensk in particular seemed to revere her. To her credit, she hadn’t actually done anything to take advantage of her newfound celebrity yet, at least as far as Bezzi-ibbi knew. In fact, he was fairly certain that she’d been using her downtime to train just like he had been.

It seemed to Bezzi-ibbi that Aodh O’Breen had gotten himself a fiancee extremely fast in the first place, but two of them? Bezzi-ibbi could hardly imagine it. 

He wished he knew more, though. The fact he knew so little about what was going on in the capital and had largely been getting information via newspapers or newscrystals like everyone else was a problem, especially since he had to attend an important function tomorrow.

Maybe he should arrive a day early, reconnect with his friends ahead of time. Yes, that would be a good idea. He’d been furiously training for weeks. He felt weird to stop now, but what he’d done would have to be enough. There was time for one more exercise before he washed himself.

“Terrace-pala, please pack my things and prepare my transport this afternoon to the palace. We need a runner sent ahead so we won’t get held up at security. Also, please let Representative Taylor Tisnell know that I will require her presence for training.”

“Is that all, Bezzi-ibbi?” The man had used an inflection in Panum that showed respect to Bezzi-ibbi’s Clan, and called him Young Master. There was no translation for it in Luda or in English. This type of formal speech was tricky, because it practically required a similar sort of response or it could be considered an insult. Normally, speaking like this was reserved for very formal occasions, and was only appropriate for the man to use now at all because of a technicality based on how Bezzi-ibbi had formed his request in Panum.

In Mo’hali culture, springing this sort of thing on a superior was generally considered an honor trap.

With an inward sigh, the boy responded in the same manner. “Yes, Terrace-pala. Thank you.” He’d called the man a trusted servant and advisor with the inflection of his words.

Terrace-pala walked away with his tail twitching, pleased with himself. The man had likely been angling for an opportunity to force this etiquette exchange for weeks. Now that he’d gotten an honored response, he could brag about it for years to come. On the other hand, he’d likely been ready to attack Bezzi-ibbi if he’d been disrespected, even knowing he might be killed if he’d tried. Honor would have demanded it, though.

Bezzi-ibbi watched the man go and sucked on one fang. He could understand why other races thought Mo’hali customs were strange and prickly. Despite knowing how to navigate them, he could barely understand them sometimes himself.

Now the seeds of disrespect had been sown, though. Something would need to be done about Terrace-pala. The man was worth investing time and energy in. Terrace-pala reminded Bezzi-ibbi of Rark-han in a way, a man of humble station who could be more than he’d been born as. 

Bezzi-ibbi was proud of being Mo’hali, but he knew the weaknesses of his race, particularly the Jaguar Clan. Mo’hali had a reputation for struggling with mathematics, science, and organization, but Mo’hali were not particularly great at thinking long-term, either. This was why all Mo’hali understood the necessity of the ruling class, and why early education was so important for promising youth.

However, despite being merely a servant in a distant branch family, Terrace-pala had performed admirably as Bezzi-ibbi’s aide, demonstrating the kind of thinking and proactiveness that usually only came from training. His natural-born talent was obvious. 

Bezzi-ibbi had been impressed. One way Terrace-pala reminded him of Rark-han was how much further both of them might have gone with the right guidance earlier in life. Instead, Rark-han’s life had been tragic. He’d been a bandit, lost his honor, almost been killed by Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi, just to die later as Bezzi-ibbi’s subordinate. The memory still stung, and Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t forgotten the man’s note, or his last wishes.

He’d vowed to honor them and now that he was in Berber, he might have an opportunity to do so soon.

The young Jaguar Troubadour continued to think as he did light training. He drew a blade from his metallic arm, replaced it, drew it again, changed its shape, and did casual acrobatics, all while manipulating his Hero field, extending fingers of magic-nullifying power.

His metallic flesh had been spreading, moving slightly past his shoulder. He didn’t think it would move much farther now, but the size of his Hero mark was already fairly large, and becoming very useful. Now that his entire shoulder was made of the mysterious metal, it could easily bear his entire weight. He jumped into a backward flip, using his metal arm to push off the ground while slashing with the blade in his other hand.

After landing, he extended his arm and with the ease of practice, elongated it into a whip, grabbing hold of a distant pole. Then he jumped up and sling-shotting himself forward. He’d drawn inspiration for using his ability like this from the way Uluula-Pairose-ibbi had used her enchanted bracers.

The wind flattened his fur as he flew through the air. With precise timing, he whipped his arm around to grab hold of a different pole. He guided his body in an easy arc as he slashed at imaginary enemies. After his feet touched down, he reverted his arm to its original shape and sheathed his sword directly into it, letting the metal return to where it’d come.

After fighting almost non-stop for months, Bezzi-ibbi had been training seriously, and the results spoke for themselves. Sometimes his progress even astonished him. Less than a year ago, he’d been captured by criminals in Mirana. Now he was fairly confident that he could have freed himself and killed everyone in that building.

Of course, over the last month, he’d had great practice facilities too.

His training area didn’t belong to the local branch of the Jaguar Clan, a fact that hurt his pride. Instead, this was a royal Berber training facility, and other than a skeleton staff of Jaguar Clan branch family members working as guards and servants, Bezzi-ibbi had it free to himself. His only guest was his prisoner--half-given, half-forced on him by Tanushree Bobrik. 

Since Bezzi-ibbi was still waiting for the prisoner and didn’t want to tire himself out further, he scanned the grounds, still wondering how to deal with Terrace-pala.

The walls of the training facility, part of a villa on the very edge of Mensk, were made of thick rammed-earth, hard as concrete. Each wall was at least a dozen feet high, wide enough to withstand even the most powerful magic attacks. The roof that ran over the walls kept the rain off, and also made climbing over them rather difficult. Both the walls themselves and the plaster they were protected with could be easily repaired by an earth mage.

The soaring villa rose over one wall, not too far away, and Bezzi-ibbi frowned. Representative Taylor Tisnell was likely being difficult again today; it was the only explanation for how long it was taking her to arrive. The Mo’hali servants in the villa didn’t complain, but Bezzi-ibbi knew that they were treated poorly by the Terran woman. 

Normally, other races wouldn’t dare be rude to Mo’hali, much less hurl insults. Representative Taylor Tisnell was from the Tisnell Family, though--a noble. Despite her prisoner status, she knew she was protected. Her ties to the powerful and influential Garter Family were fairly well known among the upper crust of Berber. Any Mo’hali that attacked her would risk dishonoring their Clan, and against a second-rank orb-Bonded, they’d likely have no chance of harming her anyway.

For the Mo’hali at the manor, it was a terrible, teeth-gnashing situation. 

A bit over three weeks ago, Tanushree hadn’t known what to do with the woman. The representative had been investigated a few days after the attack on the capital, and quietly arrested. The official arrest charges had been, “suspicion of cowardice.” In reality, there was no suspicion, Tanushree had told Bezzi-ibbi in private that the woman had hid in her room during the entire demon attack on the palace. For a regular person, this would have been reasonable, but the representative had gotten her Dolos orb from the Berber government due to her position. With her power came responsibility.

As a powerful orb-Bonded, if the representative had acted, fewer lives would have been lost that night.

With so much bustle around King Aodh O’Breen’s coronation, Tanushree had needed the woman out of the palace, so she’d sent her to the same Villa as Bezzi-ibbi, and had asked him to keep an eye on her. In addition to that, Aodh O’Breen had ordered the orb-Bonded politician to train with Bezzi-ibbi if he asked her to.

Despite the fact that Taylor Tisnell had openly questioned the new king’s legitimacy, even she didn’t dare to directly refuse an order like that. Yet.

So she’d been put on house arrest, and Bezzi-ibbi despised her. He was sure she’d actually been trying to kill him at least a few times when they’d sparred. With that thought, his eyes widened and he clapped his chest with one hand in amusement. Now that he thought about it, he realized he had the perfect plan to deal with all of his current, short-term problems.

He laughed, and his brothers Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi would have recognized the sound.

Almost like she’d been summoned, the door to the training area opened and Taylor Tisnell stepped out, chin in the air as she scanned the area and settled her eyes on Bezzi-ibbi. Her mouth twitched.

After spending so much time with Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi, Bezzi-ibbi had forgotten about some of the racial tensions that existed on Ludus. Mensk was a mostly Terran city in a mostly Terran country that had strained relations with their Mo’hali neighbors to the north. Representative Taylor Tisnell was more or less human Ludan ruling class, as Bezzi-ibbi figured it. In some ways, it made her blind, though.

Terrans didn’t train for leadership like Mo’hali did and didn’t usually know what to do with it.

Bezzi-ibbi’s mother Henna-ibbi had always said that a good hunter practiced patience. She also said a lazy scavenger would often mistake good hunting for laziness. Bezzi-ibbi could see the wisdom of her words now.

Behind the Terran woman, Terrace-pala bowed and began to leave, but Bezzi-ibbi flicked his ears at the man, gesturing for him to stay. On top of the training area walls, two Mo’hali guards took their stations. The women were mainly there to watch their “guest” Taylor Tisnell.

Representative Taylor Tisnell looked the same as she always did, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, her expensive clothing showing no sense of style. She was middle aged for a Terran, or at least she had been before she’d gotten her orb, and hadn’t been ‘Bonded long enough to regress in physical age. Bezzi-ibbi had a really hard time judging these things, but he thought she was probably considered relatively attractive for a Terran woman.

As usual, she had a barely disguised sneer, no doubt insulted that she could be given orders like this. Her opinion of Bezzi-ibbi and her disdain at being placed under his authority had been obvious for weeks.

Behind her, Terrace-pala noticed the disrespect and bristled. His posture was ramrod straight and his frustration didn’t show on his face, but his tail swished. Bezzi-ibbi wondered if the Terran representative knew how much the Mo’hali around wanted to give her their claws.

As he watched her approach, Bezzi-ibbi decided she had to be aware of it, she just trusted heavily in her backing and position. Her individual, orb-Bonded power was substantial, too. Normal Mo’hali weren’t much of a threat, at least individually. Plus, if any attacked her and she killed them, she’d not only be a hero to some, she could probably use the scandal to her advantage, maybe even spinning it in her favor for her inevitable trial. In fact, that might be her aim, instigating all the Mo’hali in the villa, aiming for more political embarrassment.

Mo’hali servants must be a lot less frightening than demons, thought Bezzi-ibbi. The fact that an elected official of the Berber ruling class could be so useless and short-sighted, even after her capital city and entire country had been attacked was completely dishonorable, but also stupid. The representative’s attitude, ignorance, and selfishness offended him.

She came to a halt, placing her hands on her hips. The sword on her belt was one of the villa’s training swords, but as a second-rank orb-Bonded, even a lazy and unimaginative one, she was still very, very dangerous.

Realistically, Taylor Tisnell could choose to leave almost whenever she wanted.  The only thing keeping her from doing so would be how it would end her career and make her a wanted criminal. She obviously believed she could beat the cowardice charges being leveled against her, or she wouldn’t have stayed.

Jailing orb-Bonded or powerful mages was always complicated, at least without a Mo’hali Hero to suppress them, and Heroes weren’t very effective against natural mages. They were also usually too valuable in their own right to be used as a jailkeeper.

This was why Lady Tanushree Bobrik assigning Taylor Tisnell to be Bezzi-ibbi’s “training partner” had been so brilliant.  Bezzi-ibbi could recognize the intelligence of the move even though he’d had to suffer Taylor Tisnell’s presence for the last few weeks. She smirked. “You requested I come?”

“Was no request,” replied Bezzi-ibbi in his characteristically broken Luda. He still hated the language. Speaking English with his brothers Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi was a thousand times better.

The woman’s smile dropped and she stopped pretending to be civil, which was fairly standard for most of their interactions. “So what do you want this time, you smug little furball?”

Bezzi-ibbi grinned and exclaimed, “To train!” Showing the nasty woman his teeth seemed like the right thing to do. He was aware of the effect it had on Terrans, and keeping such a war-like race on their toes had proven helpful time and time again. Mo’hali may snap at each other or draw blood, but Terrans were sneaky, and if they hated you, they were just as likely to write a nasty letter as kill your entire family and salt the ground afterward. Bezzi-ibbi loved his Terran brothers, but the two of them had just driven home how dangerous their species could be.

“Fine, same as usual?” Representative Taylor Tisnell responded, her voice monotone. If Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t been looking for it, he wouldn’t have noticed the way her eyes subtly dilated, or her very faint forward lean. She was likely planning to try killing him again.

“Yes.” Bezzi-ibbi answered, showing his teeth again. The beast in his heart howled, growling, straining to be set free. A little over a month ago, he’d left the hell world Brecken, but he’d brought something with him, something dark. He’d felt it stirring, and his training bouts for the last few weeks with Taylor Tisnell had been as much about containing this new force within as developing new fighting techniques.

He hadn’t shared this information with anyone else yet, but he had a hunch that his brothers might be experiencing something similar--perhaps all the members of Delvers LLC were. Mareen Jacobs definitely was; her changes were obvious, as was her struggle. Bezzi-ibbi didn’t want to discuss the matters with his brothers, but they were Family, and he really should.

Then again, for all he knew, the others had already had a meeting about it. It was definitely time to rejoin his friends.

Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t been expecting any warning from Taylor Tisnell, and he didn’t get any. One moment she was standing there, sneering at him, and the next, she leapt forward, practice sword extended, point in line with his eyes.

The strike was fast, but Bezzi-ibbi was faster, blocking the blade with his metal arm and leaping back, drawing a sword from his limb as he did so. He narrowed his eyes and it was Taylor Tisnell’s turn to grin at him. Neither of them generally pushed to their full ability, but that strike had been much faster than usual, similar to the handful of other times Bezzi-ibbi was sure she’d tried to kill him.

There were witnesses after all, so Taylor Tisnell would need to appear like she was practicing in good faith in order to both kill him and get away with it.

The next few moments would probably seem swift and frantic to an observer. Despite being young, Bezzi-ibbi was a Mo’hali Hero, and Taylor Tisnell was orb-Bonded. But even as he went through the motions of training, Bezzi-ibbi was actually thinking about how best to enact his plan. He needed the Representative to slip up and attack him seriously, and be obvious about it--she had to make a mistake.

Maybe he could taunt her.

As Bezzi-ibbi blocked another couple flicking attacks, he wondered what he could say that might get a reaction. Only one thing really came to mind. Taylor Tisnell had been receiving and sending MMBs, or Magic Messenger Birds, ever since she’d come to the villa. This had gotten Bezzi-ibbi thinking before.

After sparring with the woman for three weeks, Bezzi-ibbi had a hard time believing she was really a coward. Then again, if she’d been in league with the Asag cultists, she would have left her room and participated in the battle for the capital, aiding the demons, right?

Also, during the time she’d been staying at the villa, the Mo’hali servants had informed Bezzi-ibbi that Taylor Tisnell had been near-constantly receiving and sending the MMBs. Intercepting one of them would be very difficult, and definitely not worth incurring the little creatures’ wrath, but the situation was very curious. A week ago, Bezzi-ibbi had tasked a servant to watch carefully to see which directly the MMBs flew, and they’d all actually headed away from Mensk, not into the city.

Very interesting. Bezzi-ibbi had his suspicions about the woman. Maybe now would be the perfect time to bring them up.

He barely dodged a wicked-fast swing of his opponent’s sword, and marveled at orb-Bonded power. Taylor Tisnell didn’t look much different than other middle-aged Terran women, but now she had the endurance of an athlete in her prime, and she moved like a striking serpent. She’d never volunteered what abilities she had, but as far as Bezzi-ibbi could tell, she could generate power and speed in a straight line. This meant her swings were fast, she could gracefully hop several yards, and she could throw things nearly as fast as Henry-ibbi could when Bezzi-ibbi had first met him.

She was also durable and strong, which made sense since her body needed to withstand the forces she was putting on it, especially her joints.

Bezzi-ibbi launched a finger of Hero power at the woman, but she’d already moved. After their first few training sessions, she’d figured out that he could strip her power like this, and now she never stayed still. Bezzi-ibbi had tried keeping a bubble of Hero field around himself, but she somehow always knew when he was doing so. Whenever that happened, she stayed out of his range and threw stones at him.

The first time she’d tried to kill him had been while she’d been throwing stones, actually. One had come in at full speed, enough to end him if it’d connected with his head. Of course, after it’d missed, she’d apologized, claiming it’d been a mistake. Her eyes had said otherwise.

Bezzi-ibbi growled as he launched himself backwards into a lightning-fast, skittering roll. He spun back to his feet, weapon held in a guard. When Bezzi-ibbi got back to the palace later today, he wanted to have a discussion with Tanushree Bobrik about more appropriate ways to deal with prisoners than giving them opportunities to kill him.

He sprang forward, tail out straight behind him for balance, and managed to almost get ahold of the woman’s sword with his metal hand. She mostly dodged him, then hit his Hero arm with an open palm, breaking the weak grip. Then the young Hero still managed to lunge forward, stabbing with his blunted metal training weapon he’d created.

Taylor Tisnell dodged backward, sword up, frown deepening. Bezzi-ibbi decided to push her a bit before trying to goad her with words. He generated a throwing star out of his arm, forming it directly between his fingers. Throwing weapons generally weren’t very effective, as his opponent demonstrated by casually batting the projectile out of the air. Bezzi-ibbi had formed the shuriken with dulled edges for training just like his sword, but even if it’d been a serious weapon, the attack would have still been useless.

What about this then? he thought. With a brief surge of concentration, he formed four stars between all of his fingers, and whirled in the air to get more momentum before launching them. Perfecting a throw like this had taken a lot of practice, and he’d had to commission training stars made for him out of bronze to do it. The amount of metal he could generate from his arm every day was limited.

The orb-Bonded woman frowned as she flashed to one side, then skidded to a halt. The shurikens buzzed through where she’d just been standing. If they’d been sharp and had connected, they probably would not have done terrible damage, but like Jason-ibbi always said, damage is damage.

This is it, this is the time, Bezzi-ibbi thought. He hated speaking Luda, but he didn’t have a choice at the moment--he couldn’t risk being misunderstood. In perfect Luda, he conversationally said, “So, I hear you have been sending a large number of communications.”

The orb-Bonded woman’s eyes narrowed. She was clearly caught off guard. Bezzi-ibbi had never tried conversing with her during sparring before, and this was also a relatively serious question that he’d just asked out of nowhere. “Yes,” she replied cautiously. “Unlike spoiled little animal princes, I have an actual job and I have responsibilities. I can’t just spend the entire day playing with swords.”

“Oh, is that why you refused to leave your room during the demon attack a month ago?” Bezzi-ibbi smiled, and the beast within him roared with ugly laughter as the woman squirmed, trying to understand what was going on.

“How dare you--” she started.

“The way I see it,” Bezzi-ibbi interrupted, “is that you weren’t sure what was going on back then, or, and this is more likely, you knew it wasn’t your comrades killing people. You knew it wasn’t time for you to act yet. There was probably a coup planned for later, like the next day or two to take advantage of the queen’s distracted state, and the cultists’ attack messed up your plans. I think a month ago, you were too slow-witted to realize that fighting against the demons would be necessary to blend in. Instead, you ended up showing what you were hiding under your hunter cloak.”

The way Jason-ibbi spoke had definitely had an effect on him and how he spoke, at least if he had to use Luda.

Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t had much to go on while building his theory, but he’d put the clues together over the last few weeks. He’d also had privileged information about Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi’s mission, that Gonzo and the other Berber intelligence people had recruited Delvers LLC to root out traitors. Since the Asag cultists’ attack on Berber, Bezzi-ibbi’s own intelligence organization had picked up on enough strange, covert signs and counter-signs around the city to theorize that several groups had actually been aiming for the throne, or at least intending to sow chaos.

Bezzi-ibbi had never forgotten about the explosion in Mirana. None of the Asag cultists had used gunpowder, or any other sort of explosives during their attack on the capital, or in Tolstey. That situation had been a different group.

If Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t been looking for it, he wouldn’t have caught the tightening around his enemy’s eyes, the flash of worry. She recovered quickly, and snarled, “These are serious accusations from a useless, foppish little cat. Do you spend as much time on conspiracy theories as you do picking fancy clothes?”

Bezzi-ibbi decided that this had been a weak insult. Then again, if Taylor Tisnell could think on her feet, she wouldn’t be under house arrest in the first place. Now that he’d gotten some confirmation that his hunches had been right, he went for the kill. “You are already under investigation for cowardice, but your situation will grow more complicated after I give someone at the palace the magic messenger bird message I recently intercepted. Being a coward is bad enough, but an actual traitor? You have no honor, Taylor Tisnell.”

The Terran woman’s training sword clattered to the ground, and she looked down as her breathing slowed down. Bezzi-ibbi was on high alert. He must have been right, or at least hit close enough to the mark that she’d lost her composure.

The way Bezzi-ibbi saw it, the Terran woman would have three options; she could either keep her cool, recognizing that Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t given any specifics and he was probably bluffing, or she could just run away. If she did, nobody would really be able to stop her. The last option would be to attack him, kill him, then kill the guards and likely everyone else in the villa to find the nonexistent evidence, then try to cover it up later.

Since she was Terran, Bezzi-ibbi was not surprised that she chose the last option. What did surprise him was how her body began pouring out fog. She bounded forward, and Bezzi-ibbi’s entire world focused, his senses sharpening as he adopted a hunter’s bearing. This was a real fight now.

His hunt was ending.

The orb-Bonded woman darted to one side as Bezzi-ibbi tried to snare her with his Hero field. He leapt to the side just in time to avoid a vicious attack that had come out of the swirling fog. Now he knew how she’d always known about his Hero field--she must have been using a low level of fog around her, and could sense when they’d touched.

The orb-Bonded woman also made a long, curved sword out of dripping mist. That was definitely new too.

Even as the beast within him snarled, Bezzi-ibbi was actually a little concerned that he was otherwise calm. The guards on the wall were crying out, their voices muffled through the thickening fog. Bezzi-ibbi made a dome of Hero power around himself, and the fog dissipated as soon as the two forces met, giving him a small area that he could actually see in.

This ended up just making him a target, though.

Luckily, the first rock that Taylor Tisnell threw at him went wide, and Bezzi-ibbi began running. Now he knew she could see through the fog. Dodging thrown stones, even while being blinded by fog, was possible, but Bezzi-ibbi didn’t want Taylor Tisnell to get frustrated and run away. If she escaped, it would ruin his plans, so it was time to set a trap.

He reached out in the direction he thought the stone had come from, dropping the Hero field around him to do so. Fog rushed in, clinging to his skin and his body, moist and unpleasant.

Bezzi-ibbi’s whiskers twitched, and he growled. Taylor Tisnell had been keeping secrets, but so had he. What’s more, he’d been trapped in a deadly fog before, and had worked out a solution of how to deal with this type of situation if he encountered it again. He would have never imagined that he’d be putting it to the test so soon.

Vibrations through the fog ran through his whiskers, and he amplified them using his keen, Hero-enhanced senses. As a result, he knew when Taylor Tisnell was flashing toward him from behind, sword arcing toward his neck.

Bezzi-ibbi turned just in time, raising his metal arm and turning it into a shield. Taylor Tisnell’s sword crashed to a halt as Bezzi-ibbi braced himself against the powerful blow. He snarled.

As Taylor Tisnell knew, Bezzi-ibbi couldn’t retract his extended hero field in time to transform the reaching line to a bubble, at least not fast enough to catch her in it. However, he could call a small amount back, and in that split second, he’d channeled some of his Hero field into his shield. Now that it was connected with Taylor Tisnell’s magic weapon, it was easy to send a pulse down the magic construct to the weapon’s creator.

It worked.

The disruption the pulse caused was brief, but it was enough for Bezzi-ibbi to trip her and suck in his Hero field, extending a bubble around himself. Now he had her. He’d grown a lot, and he could entirely suppress second-rank orb-Bonded, especially undisciplined ‘Bonded like Taylor Tisnell.

The woman’s eyes widened, and she tried to get up off the ground to spring away, using her ability, but she just fell on her butt. Taylor Tisnell’s mouth opened and closed in horror as Bezzi-ibbi stalked forward.

The fog was already starting to clear around them, so there was no time to say a prayer now; he’d have to remember to do it later. His sword flashed, and the woman’s head rolled from her shoulders. Her body flopped back to the ground, and a pool of blood began spreading on the training grounds.

Yes, Bezzi-ibbi would definitely need to explain the situation to Lady Tanushree Bobrik, but he was confident she would understand the value of the information he’d just gotten and wouldn’t be too angry at him. His brothers Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi would definitely want to know what he knew now, too.

The members of Delvers LLC had all been in the city for a month now. The Officer Academy was starting classes again soon, which would be a distraction, but his brothers still had their mission and Bezzi-ibbi had decided to help as well. He’d already helped to save this country once, why not twice? And with Henry-ibbi’s amazing new inventions, Bezzi-ibbi planned to extend the power and reach of his Clan to this city anyway.

Adulthood was approaching fast. He needed to invest in his future soon if he didn’t wish to be returned to his gilded cage by his Clan. Bezzi-ibbi still planned to be the best Clan Chief he could be, and a famous Jaguar Troubadour. In fact, his first song was nearly finished!

Being a great clan chief was still his first goal, but why not build the Jaguar Clan to be the most powerful Mo’hali Clan on the planet while he was at it? His friend Aodh O’Breen had become king of Berber--there might be a chance. Bezzi-ibbi wanted to protect his friends and his Clan--he would never again let someone just...slip through his paws like Rark-han had. Never.

After the fog cleared, the jittery guards could see Taylor Tisnell’s body on the ground and their tails straightened in shock. In Panum, Bezzi-ibbi called out, “There has been a terrible training accident!"

After a sudden flash of light, Bezzi-ibbi nonchalantly bent to pick up a little wooden box that had appeared on the group and placed it in his pocket. He continued, "I was heading to the capital palace today anyway, and I will relay news of this tragedy at once!”

The guards nodded, uncertain, but Bezzi-ibbi walked toward the door to the training area like nothing was wrong, like nothing had changed. As he approached Terrace-pala, he sheathed his sword back into his arm, and before the man could react, Bezzi-ibbi slapped him across the face, using just enough of his claws to draw blood. He bared his teeth. The man was an excellent subordinate, and Bezzi-ibbi refused to let disrespect fester and ruin their working relationship. If the man could accept the rebuke, maybe he might even become ruling class himself one day.

Terrace-pala was shocked, and his ears lay back like he was about to respond with violence, a potential outcome that Bezzi-ibbi was prepared for. He wouldn’t kill the man if he could help it, but he would if he had to. Either way, Bezzi-ibbi’s honor would be restored. To not force this confrontation would have changed their dynamic in an unacceptable way.

Finally, Terrace-pala got ahold of himself and bowed, showing his neck. His tail was jittery, showing shock and uncertainty. The guards on the walls were stressed as well.

Bezzi-ibbi inwardly sighed, and hoped he wouldn’t have to kill people in the future, traitors or not, to help get a point across. Out loud he said, “The demons are gone for now, but we are still at war! You are all members of the Jaguar Clan! On my word, as of this moment, there are no branch Clans in Berber now! If you are with me, if you hunt with me, we are one Clan, one Family! Guard my back on this hunt, and I will bring you great honor! We will be victorious under the sun, and reach the hunting grounds of our ancestors as kin and conquerors!”

Nothing happened for a second, but then the guards’ ears began twitching in excitement and interest. The dead woman behind him underscored Bezzi-ibbi’s words, and the blood on the air right after the orb-Bonded’s display of power gave his speech more impact. He knew he had them, now. His father and mothers had taught him well.

It was time to get serious, to show his brothers what he could do. He also owed the dead Rark-han a favor.

Terrace-pala bowed lower, deep respect in his eyes and Bezzi-ibbi let the man see his neck as he walked past, unconcerned, a display of confidence. Mo’hali ways were strange to other races, but they were his ways. He’d never done anything like this before, but it was in his bones. Bezzi-ibbi loved his people.

He knew that his mothers, especially his birth mother, might be sad that he was choosing to embrace adulthood early like this, but he didn’t believe he had much choice. He’d left home to join an adventuring team and explore dungeons, but had been sucked into power struggles between countries and gods. Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t been much of a child to begin with, even when he’d been little more than a cub. Now he had to truly embrace his heritage and accept his birthright.

In hindsight, selfishly pursuing his dream as a Jaguar Troubadour had set him up to possibly strengthen his Clan past any height it had reached before. He had to admit that this fact made him feel somewhat vindicated about disappointing his parents when he’d left home.

Bezzi-ibbi left the training area and his confused subordinates behind, anxious to change and wash the blood splatter off of his face. He needed to look presentable when he reached the palace. War was coming, maybe several, and the young Mo’hali Hero refused to take his place on the battlefield without looking his best.

His Clan needed him, his brothers needed him, and he was not afraid to fight. He was willing to face any enemy to be the best Mo’hali he could be, even himself. The weight of responsibility had settled on Bezzi-ibbi like a cloak, and he planned to wear it with the same sense of style as anything else.

Duel to the Death

 

“Are we really doing this?” Jason’s voice was serious.

Henry answered, “I’m not sure we have a choice. Not only that, I think I’d feel like a coward if we didn’t.” He unfolded his arms and rested one hand on his mace, Meteor Origin. His eyes lingered on Breeze. Jason was holding the sword unsheathed in one hand, and its glittering tip was being held pointed at Henry’s chest. The significance was not lost on him.

“If we do this, one of us is going to die for sure,” said Jason. Henry noticed his friend’s hand tighten on his sword’s grip, and tiny arcs of electricity began dancing across the blade.

“I think that’s kind of the idea,” said Henry. He sighed and took a look around where he was standing. They both stood on a hill in the center of a large valley. A narrow, but deep river ran through it toward one side, and an old forest ringed the entire area. Sheer cliffs rose up on the other side of the river, growing into foothills, then mountains.

The area looked similar to the wilderness where he and his friend had first been transported to Ludus, which was fitting in a way, since they were likely about to fight to the death.

“It still feels weird to even think about this. Like, it feels so heavy, so final, you know?”

“Yeah.” Henry slowly drew strength from the earth, flexing his magic. The darksteel he always felt in the back of his soul pressed at its bonds, and Henry began to relax them.

He and his friend were both wearing light armor, and more or less the same gear they’d be wearing if they were traveling. While it wasn’t entirely fair that Jason already had his sword in his hand and Henry was empty handed, he was afraid that if he began reaching for his rifle, his lanky friend might snap and attack.

Jason had changed a lot. The tall, awkward man that Henry had been practicing HEMA with for a couple years was practically gone. Ludus had turned him into a figure of lean muscle, sharp eyes, and grim determination. Jason stood silhouetted against the sky like a visage of Death itself. He didn’t have to try very hard to look menacing, it was just part of who he was now.

“So, one last time, you’re absolutely sure about this?” asked Jason.

“Like I said, I don’t think we have a choice.”

“Alright, fine,” said Jason, then with no other warning, he sprang forward, sword flashing at Henry’s throat.

As his best friend’s sword arced forward to take his life, Henry reacted with hours of dedicated training. Darksteel sprang from his skin itself, forming a thick limb of inky darkness that extended from his shoulder, stopping Breeze’s blade. At the same time, steel armor covered Henry head-to-toe in armor, generated before the electricity from Breeze could touch his skin.

The longsword’s null-time edge was brutal, though. It had already cut halfway through the darksteel limb with the power of the strike. Henry didn’t want to wait around long enough for Breeze to make it through, then likely cut through his magic-generated blessed steel armor like a scalpel through whipped cream.

He sprang back, drawing the pistol that had replaced his exoguns over the last month. 

Magic-accelerated rounds didn’t have any meaningful recoil like bullets on Earth, which had always prevented any auto-loading Earth designs to work. This was why Henry’s weapons on Ludus up until now had always been single-shot, either a simple tube or using a breech. 

One of the many engineering problems with an autoloading weapon on Ludus involved springs. Specifically, steel was the problem since it rusted on Ludus in less than a day, but steel was best for springs because of tensile strength, and a number of other reasons. Other metals were just not on the same level.

Henry had finally figured out the key to improving all his guns: rubber. Ludus had its own analog to rubber, both plant and animal-based. 

After shooting, Henry used his magic to pull back on a piece of titanium he’d embedded inside the slide of his pistol. As the slide moved back, the rubber-powered magazine pushed his ammo upward. Then when the slide was pulled back forward by several rubber bands, it loaded the next round.

Now all of Henry’s guns functioned this way. It was like a magic-powered version of cocking a shotgun, except he could cycle the action with his mind so he didn’t need two hands, and could fire as fast as he could move his magic.

Henry rattled off almost his entire magazine while Jason remained behind a null-time barrier. His friend gave him a crooked smile, and Henry’s heart fell. From behind the protection of his shield, the tall, dangerous, orb-Bonded adventurer used one hand to flick throwing knives sideways, all of them disappearing with a sharp pop.

“Fuck!” Henry knew what that meant.

He leapt forward with some hastily formed darksteel over his head as null-time enhanced blades buzzed through the air behind him. With his free hand, he holstered his pistol, and grabbed Meteor Origin. He’d been sure Jason had been practicing and would have some new tricks, but he wasn’t the only one.

Henry readied Meteor Origin.

It was painful to feed power directly to the weapon, and Henry had to dig deep to find magic that was...thick enough for the strangely shaped mace. After he did, he could feel the weapon’s nature change as it became primed, full of volatile magic.

He swung at Jason’s chest. Henry had already been passively pulling strength from the earth, a lot of it, so his full-power strike would already be enough to shatter stone. On top of that, Meteor Origin exploded.

The blast was shaped in a cone in front of Henry, and most of it was absorbed by Jason’s null-time wall. However, enough violent energy still escaped from the sides that energies and stones from the ground whirled, like they were caught in the middle of two colliding hurricanes. Without his head-to-toe magic armor, Henry likely would have been torn to shreds.

Jason’s shield, made from a razor-thin slice of space-time itself, shattered as the orb-Bonded man lost concentration.

Henry only managed to catch a glimpse of his friend’s surprised eyes before he disappeared, just in time to avoid being mauled by Meteor Origin’s cone of destruction. “Damn,” cursed Henry. He hadn’t been sure if his new, powerful strike would be enough to break null-time, but he’d suspected it. If it had worked, he’d hoped to get Jason with the surprise attack.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he swore, casting eyes upward. He absorbed the darksteel shield he’d been holding, instead covering himself with strategically placed armor plates of the inky-black material. In one hand, he held his mace, and on the other arm, he formed a large steel shield. With the very last of the darksteel he could mold, he pushed squirming lines of it across the shield until it formed a crosshatched lattice. It wasn’t ideal, but should be enough to temporarily stop his friend’s longsword.

Jason could be anywhere. Henry kept moving, staying mobile and keeping his shield moving, making himself a more difficult target. If he were a regular person, he was sure that Jason could have easily cut him up with teleported throwing knives by now, but darksteel armor was tough stuff. Only the undersides of his arms, the back of his legs, his armpits, and all the other traditional weak points were vulnerable, but they were still covered in a layer of thin, flexible steel. His regular armor was still under all of his magical armor, too.

Of course, if Jason got a clean hit with Breeze, none of it would matter.

Henry’s instincts screamed, and he turned with the finely honed reflexes of months of constant combat. Meteor Origin slammed sideways, blocking Breeze. The longsword’s null-time edge blurred the air before screeching against Meteor Origin. A smell like ozone filled the air and hair on Henry’s neck rose. Dangerous.

He shuffled to the side, slamming the edge of his shield at Jason’s face. His friend back-pedaled, using the guard of his sword to help deflect Henry’s shield away, and tried for a head cut. Henry blocked, barely bumping his shield upward. Then he tried an inhumanly fast snap shot with his mace. He steadily moved forward, trying to get in close. Jason’s longer reach and longsword meant distance would be critical in a brawl like this.

What followed was a lightning-quick series of exchanges, whose violence was made surreal by the fact neither man was even breathing hard yet. Henry kept pushing, and Jason gave ground, his glittering, sparking blade sweeping in deadly arcs. Breeze probed, trying to slip past Henry’s shield and mace. A few times, the tip scored against Henry’s darksteel armor with a sound like throwing snow on a white-hot metal. 

Suddenly, Jason teleported away. Henry wildly scanned the area, trying to locate the other man, and barely caught a flash of motion in time to block his friend’s nasty blow aimed at his neck. Henry’s metal mind ability helped him stay focused, his thoughts spinning efficiently. He snarled, using earth magic to make the ground explode at Jason’s feet, but his friend was too fast to get hit solidly by the fountain of rocks and dirt.

Henry began turning to scan for Jason again when there was a screeching sound behind him, then pressure. “Ah!” Henry felt a burning line on his back. After the initial sharp pain, the sensation faded to warmth, then came back threefold to needling agony.

“Fuck!” he yelled. He couldn’t view the wound on his back, but through magic, he could feel his armor, and he could “see” the tear right through the darksteel. In fact, the attack had shredded through the darksteel, his magic steel armor, and his light armor underneath that. Even after penetrating all those layers, it had left a cut on his back about a finger long...and really deep. He could already feel blood running down his armor, almost to his butt.

The twisted and smoking bronze on the ground was the only clue he had of what had just happened.

Henry spun again, swinging his shield and batting away another projectile. “Destructodisk,” he said in disgust. This was one of Jason’s attacks where he basically threw a knife end over end, but with the entire thing enhanced with null-time all the way around. They weren’t the fastest attacks, but hit like a truck, much harder than regular thrown knives. Apparently Jason could teleport them now, at least one at a time.

A pop in the air signaled that Jason had just teleported again, but Henry still couldn’t figure out where he was. He held his shield up, trying to locate the eely bastard when daggers began to rain from the sky. They pelted him from every direction.

Henry immediately knew what Jason was doing, multiplying his knives with his new Matter school magic, and throwing them at him from every direction. Not every knife would likely be enhanced with null-time, but those would be the real threats, and it was only a matter of time until one of them found one of Henry’s weak points.

“Smart,” he said. “But I’m not playing this game. Fuck that.” He lowered Meteor Origin to his thigh where it engaged with its custom sheath, more of a purpose-made magnet, and shifted his shield back on his arm so he could slam both hands to the ground. “Meditation. Serenity,” whispered Henry, gently pushing earth magic into the ground. When the time was right, he sent one last savage spike, twisting it over on itself in a way he’d have a hard time explaining.

The ground all around exploded, shooting up into the air in one great upheaval. Rocks and soil fountained in the air, forty feet up. The force of the explosion likely wouldn’t be lethal, especially to a dangerous third-rank orb-Bonded like Jason even if he’d been on the ground. It hadn’t been an attack, though.

As soon as the land surged, Henry slid to one side, rolling as fast as he could. After he did, even over the sound of the ground vomiting, he could hear more throwing knives hitting where he’d just been kneeling. Henry grinned. Under the cover of the soil hanging in the air, he placed his hands on the ground again.

This time he did the same thing he’d done last time, but also projected all the silt in the air upwards, shoving all the dirt higher with a great deal of force considering how much dirt he was moving. Then he did the same thing with the new material that he’d just lifted.

Ever since he’d first started sparring with Jason in Mirana, Henry had been thinking about what he would do in a serious fight with his friend. Jason’s power was scary, and would be damn near unstoppable against most fighters on Ludus they’d met so far. Ironically, the answer had presented itself the day Henry had sort of died before. The greatest weakness of Jason’s teleportation had finally revealed itself.

Jason couldn’t teleport through matter any more dense than air, or where there wasn’t gaps made of air. Precipitation like rain didn’t stop him, but that was likely because there was enough air between droplets.

The fog that Liangyu and her merry band of psychopaths had created had basically rendered Jason’s teleportation useless. 

After he’d been reunited with Jason, Henry had asked a few questions about the time Jason went traveling by himself, boxing himself into caves and such for security. It turned out that Jason’s cave-ins hadn’t been complete, or he wouldn’t be able to breathe, which made sense. He’d also used the holes, or had even widened them before teleporting out. His ability seemed to work loosely on line-of-sight.

Filling the air with dirt had just made one of Jason’s most powerful abilities far less useful. Throwing so much dirt into the air had kicked up a lot of dust, most of which hung in the air even after all the clods of dirt came falling down. Now Henry didn’t need to worry about the lanky bastard popping in behind him to take his head off.

He chuckled, feeling very pleased with himself right up until a throwing knife blurred down from the sky, slamming into the ground near his foot, penetrating like an angry, magic needle.

“Shit!” Henry took off at a run, thinking furiously. He’d already figured out what he’d forgotten--Jason had thermal vision. Even with all the dust in the air, his friend must have just switched over to heat vision. Now that he couldn’t teleport his knives directly, Jason just seemed to multiply them like crazy using matter magic, pelting the ground below. If he went high enough, he could probably even just drop them straight down. He’d done that before when they’d sparred at the Jaguar Clan house back in Mirana.

Henry absorbed his darksteel helmet to form a complete shield of the material. He reinforced the disk with basic steel, then held it above his head. As soon as he did, there was a pause in the endless barrage of throwing knives before they started slashing in at more of an angle. Henry could hear the pops above as Jason teleported from one place to another, right on the outside of the dust cloud.

This wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped. Well, if Jason could be sneaky, so could he.

Henry kept moving, staying under his shield, only pausing to put his hands down on the ground to throw more dirt into the sky, keeping the air saturated with it and extending its range. As he did, bronze throwing knives continued to thud into the ground, pinging off his armor, or screeching against his darksteel if they were null-time enhanced. The situation was tense, and Henry could only take cold comfort in how frustrating it would be for Jason to keep throwing projectiles, hoping to hit something vulnerable.

Finally, Henry was ready to act. He used all of his darksteel for maximum armor coverage, unslung his upgraded rifle, and began randomly jogging around inside the cloud of dirt and debris hanging in the air. He reached out with his earth magic, trying to get a fix on Jason’s location. If his deadly friend had actually been inside all the crap hanging in the air, this might have worked, but Jason wasn’t dumb enough to get trapped like that.

He wasn’t exactly surprised, so Henry moved to plan B. Uncurling his Mind Whip always felt weird, and this was going to be the strangest use for it yet. He reached out with the ability, but instead of aiming it, he waved it around the sky, hoping his idea would work.

It did.

Breeze, the familiar information began scrolling across his vision, and he grinned nastily, locking the Mind Whip in place. Now that his ability was attached like an invisible tether, he might not be able to track Jason himself, but he could follow the sword he was carrying.

That done, he knew the next few moments were going to be critical. He couldn’t alert Jason that he actually knew where he was, so Henry fired randomly in a few different directions, as if he was frustrated and angry, which, he had to be honest, wasn’t exactly far off the mark. After he’d used up his entire magazine of heavy golden slugs, he tossed it, slammed another one home, and waited.

Up above, Breeze’s position suddenly changed again, flashing to a different point before moving across the sky horizontally. This is it, thought Henry. His rifle snapped up, and he concentrated hard, aiming where Breeze was, and leading the shot as best he could. Then he dumped magic power into attack after attack, cycling the action of his rifle as fast as he could. Each round went screaming upward with a hypersonic pop, accelerated past the power of modern rifle rounds on Earth. Somewhere above, there was a scream.

Now or never, thought Henry. The smart move for Jason after being wounded would be to give himself more distance, just throwing knife after knife until he eventually hit Henry, which would likely only be a matter of time. The problem was, eventually Jason would run out of knives. It wouldn’t be smart for him to willingly enter Henry’s dust cloud.

Meanwhile, Henry could create new bullets if he really had to, but it would leave him vulnerable, and wouldn’t matter anyway. Jason would likely avoid getting hit after this, now that he knew Henry could find him without being able to see him.

Of course, all of this was if Jason was planning, thinking straight, but right now he probably wasn’t. Right now the sandy-haired adventurer was in pain, likely stunned. Hopefully. This would be the best chance Henry had, because a draw outcome was not an option for this fight. He needed to win.

A draw would likely mean that both of them would die.

Henry moved darksteel downward, covering the lower half of his body with thicker armor, and created a wing on his back out of aluminum to cut down on weight. Last, he generated a solid cone of aluminum extending from the armor at his waist, almost like a skirt. He probably looked wild, a shiny triangle, something like a badminton shuttlecock. God this is going to hurt, he thought, then blew up the earth directly beneath his feet, using an uncomfortable amount of power to do so.

The force of the explosion rocketed Henry into the sky, far faster than he’d expected, but he was able to quickly correct his trajectory, adjusting material from his skirt and moving his wings. His legs hurt like hell, but he didn’t think his armor had been penetrated. He was as surprised as Jason when the plan worked. Henry had risen so quickly, his distracted friend hadn’t even noticed him before Henry was within range. As he got close, he realized that Jason had reacted to being shot by generating null-time walls between him and the ground below, one after another, creating a moving wall.

Henry filed that fact away, that if Jason got hurt badly, he could likely create null-time easier than teleporting. Either way, these walls weren’t going to help Jason much now; Henry was behind him.

With a thought, Henry let all his darksteel armor disappear like smoke and reform into a tentacle from his chest, snapping forward and wrapping around Jason’s ankle. This move had taken a lot of magical power, and actually required generating more darksteel. Jason let out a cry of surprise, reflexively throwing a null-time edged knife at Henry, but the action was too late, and the attack missed anyway.

In midair, Henry tugged on his tether, quickly narrowing the distance between them. As he slammed his mace toward Jason’s head, he noted Jason’s wounds. By all the blood and its location, he reasoned that he had shot his friend in the leg or maybe the hip.

Jason managed to get Breeze up in time, blocking Meteor Origin. Any normal weapon would have been blown away or powered through, but the null-time edge on Breeze stopped Henry’s weapon.

With a grunt, Jason hit Henry with the pommel of his sword, then kicked out. In the empty air, the sudden push put Henry off balance and his grab with his free hand for Jason’s arm missed. With his great strength, he could have crushed the other man’s limb, but this far away from the ground, his magical empowerment was already fading.

Henry yanked on his tether again right before Jason severed the connection, turning the darksteel to smoke. With a snarl, Henry swung Meteor Origin for Jason’s chest, hoping for a mortal wound. He’d covered himself with darksteel armor, and had a shield again, so Jason’s lightning-quick parry and savage chop to the head didn’t take him out; it just glanced off his helmet.

Jason flickered a few times, and Henry couldn’t figure out why until he realized they were both surrounded by dust, too much for Jason to teleport away. He took advantage of this, changing his darksteel shield into another tether, snapping it forward, constantly harrying the other man. It would only take a few more seconds to get to the ground, but he and Jason had stopped being normal humans what felt like a lifetime ago. Both times that Henry managed to grab Jason with the darksteel whip, the two had a few savage exchanges before drifting apart.

Breeze wove intricate patterns of death in Jason’s hands. The tall, dangerous man seemed to have finally given into his rage mode, because he screamed as he struck again and again with his sword. Jason scored Henry deeply on the arm, and on the leg. Added to the cut on his back, the wounds were filling his armor with blood. 

When Henry hit the ground, he tried to lock his armor in place to avoid as much damage as possible. It was still a nasty fall, even with his orb-Bonded toughness. He heard Jason hit at the same time, and blearily rolled his head over to see his friend lying on his back with fire in his eyes, still swinging Breeze.

“Fuck!” Henry barely got a hasty shield up in time, but the ragged electricity coming off his friend’s longsword was starting to hurt him through his thinning armor. He charged up Meteor Origin with magic and threw it in desperation.

The magic-powered, mysterious weapon crashed against Breeze, and slammed it back despite its null-time edge. Jason screamed as his own weapon bit into his shoulder. Good. Henry coughed, making his entire chest tremble in pain, and weakly rolled away. His shaking hand went to his pistol, and he managed to level it at Jason before firing off the last three loaded rounds.

The first hit Jason in the elbow of his damaged left arm. A null-time wall snapped in place a split second before the second and third slugs struck, though. The former IT worker was pale and flickered as he reflexively tried teleporting again. 

The moment Henry began reloading, Jason narrowed his eyes, transferred Breeze to his functioning hand on his non-functioning arm, and drew a throwing knife from sideways space.

“Shit,” snarled Henry. Despite not being able to teleport the knives right now, Jason was still damn good with them and could use null-time on the edges. 

Henry barely rolled fast enough to avoid the first missile, and batted another away with his shield. However, another blade actually penetrated halfway through the shield before stopping, and Henry stared at the glittering point for longer than he probably should have.

With an explosion of strength drawn from the earth, he kicked off the ground away from Jason and off to one side. At the same time, he ignored his many pains, even as something cracked, grinding in his hip. Henry drew a bead on his friend with a freshly reloaded pistol. The majority of the rounds he fired hit Jason’s null-time shield, but one slipped around the side and nailed him in the foot.

Jason screamed. 

Henry ran out of ammo again right before hitting the ground. When he slammed down, it hurt so bad he saw white for a moment. When his vision cleared and he looked up, the air was starting to clear, and Jason was standing, his eyes narrowed in concentration.

Uh oh.

Henry was likely out of Jason’s mundane throwing reach now, but he wasn’t going to underestimate the other man, especially since it looked like he was plotting something. He was likely about to use some new ability or trick.

That’s okay, I have a few tricks left too, Henry thought grimly. He held out a hand, and awkwardly called out in a way that wasn’t quite magic. He didn’t have to wait long; Meteor Origin sped back to him, humming through the air.

If Henry hadn’t been bleeding from multiple places, with multiple broken bones, and rapidly losing darksteel density, Jason’s surprised expression might have been funny. But nothing about this situation was funny.

Henry charged his weapon with magic and threw it as hard as he could at his friend. One side of his lips quirked in a small smile, knowing that Jason couldn’t teleport, was too hurt to dodge, and a null-time screen wouldn’t stop an empowered Meteor Origin.

The weapon buzzed through the air like the missile of destruction it was...and completely missed Jason. It went wide and high, and when it landed behind the other man, the ground actually trembled. The odd weapon carved a deep furrow of devastation, all its energy unleashed almost straight down into the earth.

“Well, fuck,” sighed Henry.

Jason turned to glance behind him, looked back, and very deliberately pulled a throwing knife out of mid air with his functioning arm. He placed the knife in his other hand, swapping it with Breeze. Suddenly, his hand with the throwing knife was holding two, then four blades.

Henry decided that letting Jason do whatever he wanted right now was probably not very smart, so he blew up the ground at his friend’s feet. The attack had less power than it had when he’d been fresh to the fight, but Jason still yelled in pain as the soil and rocks pelted his body from below. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to make him let go of the weapons in his hands. 

Then the sandy-haired former corporate worker turned his entire body before whipping it the other direction, letting his mangled arm arc outward. The throwing knives spread out as they left his hand, and a shimmer of null-time flickered between them before forming a flat wall of it between all four blades.

Henry decided that Jason must have missed as the blades sailed over his head. He supposed it was interesting how Jason had figured out how to make a moving null-time wall, though.

Then there was a rush of displaced air where Jason had been, a pop from behind, and Henry turned just in time to see movement. Henry’s stomach sank as he realized what had happened. Jason had just cleared a straight path through the dust and dirt in the air.

“Shi--” Henry barely managed to mutter before a sparking longsword blade penetrated the armor between his shoulders and destroyed his heart before exiting his chest. He slowly turned to look down in disbelief at the energized, enchanted, blessed steel blade. Well, damn, he thought.

Henry breathed one last rasping, stubborn breath before he died.

***

Jason dropped limply as he let go of Breeze. He didn’t want Henry’s body falling on top of him. As soon as he released his weapon, he fell on his butt and whined in pain. It felt like absolutely everything hurt. Multiple bones were broken, he was bleeding from multiple places, one eye was cloudy, and even part of his nose was gone. If he hadn’t been orb-Bonded, there was no way he’d still be conscious.

He’d never been so badly injured in his life, not even close. Henry had cut him, shot him, blown him up, slammed him around, and even dropped him from the sky. Then Jason had needed to drop himself a second time during his desperate teleport.

He didn’t want to move, and he looked down past his feet at Henry’s body, still sagging forward, slowed by Breeze’s point being in the ground. All of Henry’s magically generated armor was slowly evaporating, like dust.

“Holy crap that was awful,” muttered Jason.

Suddenly, there was a chime and Keeja appeared next to him. “That was the point.”

Jason tiredly let his head flop over to give the Demigoddess an angry look. “This is all your fault.”

“Naturally. I believe your orb controllers are close to promoting you again, and you needed to have this fight.”

“Why?” asked Jason. He hurt so bad--so, so bad. “Fighting a world full of true-demons wasn’t enough?”

Keeja shook her head. “No. You’ve experienced fighting Biivan, but that was not on your own power. Your fight with her was also insulated in a way. Yes, you learned things from it, but you were also not entirely yourself.

“Some of your recent enemies have pushed you, but endurance is not the same thing as being shoved to your breaking point by another’s raw skill or power. This is how you reach new levels of proficiency. Time works too, but you don’t have great amounts of time, do you?” 

The dark marks on Keeja’s face from her eyes to her cheeks gave her a sinister look as she continued, “Most of the demons, and even cultists you have fought weeks ago were beneath you, or beyond where you should be at all, like the greater demons in Brecken. You and Henry demonstrated skill and power during this fight that would completely individually overwhelm the enemies you’ve fought that sought to overwhelm you with numbers alone. To make good choices for your development, and to know how to train yourselves in the future, you needed a real test.”

“So this--”

Keeja held up a hand. “We should leave now and have this conversation outside. I just came here to make sure you were still able to log yourself out.”

Jason nodded, accepting the ancient woman’s words and implied order. He clearly thought, Log out self, Jason James Booth.

A prompt flashed across his visions:

Log Out?

Jason chose, “Yes,” and the world spun around him, gradually turning black. The sensation was similar to what he’d experienced while talking to his orb controller in the past, something he didn’t believe was a coincidence.

***

Henry was already standing, leaning against a wall when Jason’s eyes opened. “Took you long enough,” the Asian man growled. One hand was scratching his goatee, and the other was rubbing the old scars on his leg.

Jason ignored him, cracking his neck and stretching one shoulder before beginning to stand up.

Henry wasn’t done, though. “Dying sucks, and that fucking hurt.”

“Uh huh,” Jason said. He levered himself up completely, eyeing the soda can-sized piece of alien tech in the middle of the floor warily as he did so. “Keeja killed us both multiple times already so I know what it feels like too, remember?”

“Yeah, well, she killed us cleanly. You fucked me up,” muttered Henry. The hand rubbing his leg went to his chest.

Keeja stepped forward from the wall she’d been standing against. “Exactly,” she said. “You both needed this fight.”

Henry shook his head. “Why didn’t you just fight us, Keeja? You could give us a good challenge, too.”

Keeja stared at him for a second before laughing. “I would need to weaken myself too much. No, you two needed this, as you just experienced it.”

Jason had a thought, and tried to isolate it, turn it around, examine it. He nodded slowly and said, “I get it. Think about it, Henry. This was to train the way we think, or practice at least.”

“What do you mean?”

Jason pointed at Keeja, then at the thing on the floor. “I’m willing to bet that Keeja can manipulate this thing for all sorts of scenarios. Remember a couple weeks ago when we both fought against a horde of goblins? Why not demons? In fact, why not other people? But there was a problem, we were treating this like it was a simulation.”

“It is,” said Henry, and crossed his arms. “This thing is basically super advanced virtual reality, right? Keeja said it’s the way the rest of the universe has gladiator matches, duels, or exhibition fights. It’s like...entertainment that other people watch.”

“This is true,” said Keeja. “And that is why it is such an impressive reward to you two from Dolos for completing a portion of your mission. You have a personal World Jar, a priceless artifact. Now your training potential has no limits.”

“That’s a stupid name,” said Henry, “World Jar. It looks like a pop can with ridges, and it’s basically a weird, consciousness moving, VR thing.”

“Would you rather we call it the weird, consciousness moving, VR thing, Henry?” asked Keeja sarcastically.

“Well, not much is worse than World Jar,” he shot back.

Jason shook his head. “I think I’m right, Henry. We weren’t taking any of this 100% seriously until this fight. Think about it. Keeja could have sent us in against other powerful opponents, we could have even worked together to fight something strong. No, this was a test to see us trying as hard as we could.”

“What do you mean?” asked Henry.

“She needed a baseline, like for experiments. Now she knows where we’re at, and so do we. Am I right, Keeja?”

The demigoddess slowly clapped. “Well-reasoned, Jason Booth. And yes. You two have always been competitive with each other, even before coming to Ludus, and you have both bettered yourself in different ways, but largely stayed on the same level, which is impressive. Did either of you think that the other man had a clear advantage in this fight?”

“No,” admitted Jason. “I really thought I was a goner a few times.”

“Exactly,” said Keeja. “Now you are wiser.”

Jason frowned. “And more importantly, you have data to compare future training against.”

On his side of the room, Henry blinked. “So all of this, like me getting stabbed through the chest, was just so Keeja could put us through more of this shit and find out if we’re getting better or not?”

“Pretty much,” said Jason, giving Keeja a level look.

The High Priestess shrugged. “If you refused to work with me, I would have just killed you again during other training sessions until you agreed.”

“What makes you think we would keep training at all?” asked Henry.

Keeja smiled. “Do you expect me to believe that the two of you would refuse training that is indistinguishable from reality? Would you refuse spending more time in virtual training than the time passing in the real world, training that can help you protect yourselves and your loved ones? In only a little over a week of using the World Jar, you have both improved tremendously, and that was with low-level training scenarios. There is no way I can imagine that you two don’t understand what an advantage having a personal World Jar is.”

“Okay, you have a point,” sighed Henry.

Keeja’s eyes glittered. “Good, and you still have all your gear on?”

“Yes,” said Henry cautiously.

“Then you’re ready to go again!” Keeja’s voice was cheery.

“Henry and I are going to fight again?” asked Jason incredulously. “Right now?”

“Yes! But this time, I think we’ll change the location to a city, and an army of first-rank orb-Bonded will also be trying to kill both of you. Oh, and this will all take place at night.” When neither of them moved, she said, “After this, perhaps you can fight together on the same team.”

Jason blinked, trying to process what she’d just said, but Henry was already sitting down across from him with the World Jar between them.

“What are you doing?” asked Jason.

“Dude, admit it, this sounds cool.” Henry rubbed his chest again. “Dying sucks. Using this thing hurts like hell when you actually get wounded, at least until we are kicked out by dying or being logged out, but what she just said has me all sorts of curious.” He turned to the demigoddess. “Keeja, what do you mean by an army of ‘Bonded?”

“Hundreds,” she said, showing her teeth.

“Okay, okay,” said Jason, sitting down. He adjusted Breeze so the sword would lie comfortably on the floor. The World Jar began scanning him and Henry again, its pale beam apparently taking readings of his body, his ability, and his gear. From what Keeja said, the device was millions of years old, created by the Host themselves--Angels...or gods.

A prompt appeared across his vision:

Jason James Booth, Log in?

He chose yes, and the reinforced room in the private wing of the Mensk Palace that Keeja had commandeered a month ago spun and faded from view.

Deep down, Jason had to admit how he was feeling. Fighting Henry was difficult, but the scenario Keeja just mentioned sounded like an amazing challenge, and he might even be a little excited. This could even be fun.

Adjustments

 

Mareen stared at the fly as it lazily traveled around the room. While it didn’t have much in the way of blood, she could feel its life force. For at least an hour, she’d been fighting herself, trying to control her urge to kill the thing and absorb its energy.

She’d been refusing to give in. So far, she was winning...but for how long?

Unshed tears stood in the corner of her eyes, but she ignored them. Almost everything she endured now were consequences of choices she’d made. She refused to feel sorry for herself. Besides, the stakes for weakness now were far, far too high to even think about.

All of her friends had come back changed from Brecken, but Mareen was definitely the most affected. She’d internalized the blood, the essence of hundreds, maybe thousands of true-demons that she’d killed. That horrible place had twisted her inside and out. Most of the external changes had disappeared over time while she was watched over by her wonderful, loving husband, but some still remained, and may never go away.

Mareen levered herself up. She looked at her hand on the floor, now tipped with claws. If she willed it, she could suck them back into her fingers, making them blemishless, but she couldn’t do it forever. It was a little like holding her breath. Her other changes were similar.

Once she was on her feet, she padded silently to the mirror in her sitting area. Her eyes were red, glowing with demonic power. Four small horns rose from her skull, two on the top of her head, and two on her forehead. She opened her mouth, displaying her pointed teeth. With a frown, she extended her tongue, grimacing at its length and pointed tip.

If she willed it, she could close her fingers and web her hands. Spikes and ridges were actually part of her natural appearance now, but she kept them hidden, under the surface. Luckily, keeping her skin looking mostly human didn’t require too much energy. The same was true for retracting her tail.

She was a monster now, and the changes hadn’t stopped with her body.

Mareen ran a hand through her hair and mentally prepared to leave her room. She could hear things now, whispers in the air. Sometimes she smelled emotions, and sometimes she just knew random, secret information.

Someone would be coming to get her soon. She was aware of this fact at once, a new shift in reality.

As she entered her washroom, she flicked a finger. The fly she’d been staring at for what felt like ages was crushed and fell to the floor. Mareen gave it one last look as she closed the door. She hadn’t taken its energy, but now it was no longer an annoyance. This wasn’t exactly a win, and it wasn’t a loss--she decided to call it a self-discipline draw.

Henry had made a new weapon for her a couple weeks ago, and it was actually leaning against the wall in the washroom. Her new hammer was truly massive, crafted mostly of blessed steel. It must have cost a fortune of materials to make, and wouldn’t have been possible without Henry’s increasingly precise control of metal.

The hammer she’d taken into Brecken hadn’t been worth saving--a cursed thing forever tainted by demonic energy...just like she was now. That train of thought wasn’t helpful, so she picked up the hammer to look at it. She thought about Henry.

While she hadn’t been married long yet, her husband had already proven his worth many times over. Without her friends and family, Body magic, her orb-Bonded power, and without her heartsong, she probably would not have survived the last month. Oh, she’d likely still be alive, but she might have been replaced by the hunger, no longer be herself. Now she understood why blood magic was taboo.

Mareen took a shower. She idly manifested steel-hard missiles of crystallized blood at the tips of her finger, reabsorbed them, and manifested them again. Her body was incredibly dense now. If she went insane, let the hunger control her, and wasn’t stopped in time, now she knew she probably could become a global catastrophe. Whatever the Deepwater Rose had done to her, it hadn’t bestowed a minor power. Mareen had begun to wonder if she might be immortal now.

A month ago, after she’d woken up, she’d finally been reunited with Henry. She hadn’t wanted him to see her, now how she looked, but he’d held her. He’d rocked her gently even as her body’s exoskeleton of bone and blood and mucus broke down.

That time was hazy, so Mareen couldn’t remember exactly how or when Henry had learned about the Deepwater Rose. At some point she remembered talking to him about it, making him promise that he wouldn’t try to kill the Rose until he had the power to take on a High Priestess and win. That had been their compromise.

In hindsight, she wished she’d been more lucid at the time and had thought of a better way to calm her husband down. She was half certain now that part of what drove Henry to get strong was so he could attack the Deepwater Rose without breaking his promise.

Sometimes the burden, the change hurt, and Mareen couldn’t take it. Whenever that happened, Henry’s eyes blazed with anger, fury at the Deepwater Rose. This was one of the many reasons she was trying to be strong, trying to keep herself from flying apart.

She let her head fall back and water sluiced off her face. The shower really was pretty, nicer than anything like it she’d seen before in her life. The entire Berber palace was beautiful, but it was hard for Mareen to care about anything anymore. Half the time now she felt like she was dreamwalking, and the other half she was resisting the urge to kill things...or people.

Even the idea of leaving her room had been terrifying for a while, but not because she was scared for herself. Things had gotten a lot better lately, but only after weeks of grueling work on self-discipline and self-reflection.

Once she was clean and put together, Mareen collected her hammer and sat in a chair. She could feel that someone was coming, someone vaguely familiar.  Her hackles raised, and it became a struggle to keep submerging her spikes beneath her skin. The person coming was dangerous. Her instincts growled.

Even though she’d been expecting it, her head still jerked up when there was a knock on the door. “Mareen, I’ve come to deliver a message! The king is holding a meeting!”

“Come in,” she said, and projected her voice. The person on the other side would hear her as clearly as if she’d been standing right in front of them. It was a neat trick, and she mentally shrugged at the admission that not all of her new powers were a burden. She flicked a finger and her door unlocked.

The person who’d come paused, but not long. After the door opened, Nora Hazard stepped through into the sitting area. Nora was one of Aodh’s fiancees. Mareen knew Nora, but not really well. She’d met her before, but this was their first meeting while Mareen was completely lucid. 

All of her friends actually knew Nora better than she did. They’d first met Nora when Mareen had been incapacitated, trying to overcome all the demonic energy she’d taken in. Since then, they’d worked with her on a few things, and of course Nora was betrothed to Aodh, and had been declared the Hero of Berber. To the people of the city, she was practically a saint.

She wasn’t much to look at though, at least not to Mareen’s Ludus-born sensibilities. It was possible that people from Earth might feel differently since beauty was subjective. Actually, as Mareen thought about it, she decided that some people from Earth would definitely find Nora striking. In fact, Aodh was Ludan and he seemed quite taken with her. Nora had naturally tan skin, and dyed-blond hair. The dye job hadn’t been done particularly well.

If it weren’t for all the ways she stood out, Nora would be mostly unremarkable.

She was taller than the average woman, and fairly muscular too. As usual, she wore her normal light armor and plain, but serviceable clothing. By all accounts, Nora had been actively resisting the attempts of palace handlers to dress her nicer. She was likely going to be royalty, and she’d been named the Hero of Berber. There was no way that what she was wearing now would be considered proper anymore.

Nora’s manners might be rough, but sometimes she could also come across as incredibly cultured. She was strangely inconsistent. The way she moved was always cat-graceful, though. Nora was obviously a fighter, but it was just as obvious she was lower class, or at least had been. Even as a farm girl, Mareen’s education had been excellent. She knew she could consider herself on the same level as some of the well-to-do city girls. Nora likely couldn’t.

Suddenly, Mareen tensed, and it felt like all the monstrous spines and scales that she was hiding moved underneath the surface of her skin. Danger. She felt it as strongly as she would be able to smell blood on the evening air after a slaughter. This was not expected. The only time her new, feral body had responded to other people like this had been around Keeja or extremely powerful orb-Bonded. She hadn’t thought Nora was that strong.

“Hi Mareen.” Nora put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “It looks like you were waiting. That makes things easier.”

“Yes, I was waiting.”

Nora smiled and didn’t ask how Mareen had known. “Oh really? Good. The king--Aodh--has called everyone together.”

“Everyone?”

“You know, all of Delvers LLC. Me too, and a few others. Tanushree traveled with Henry, but she was never really part of your group, right?”

Suddenly, a wave of rage came from nowhere, bubbling up through her stomach. Mareen didn’t know what the hell was happening. She strained, flexing her determination. Something about Nora being in the doorway and saying Henry’s name had given her a twitch. She turned away for just a second, fiercely fighting to contain her urge to destroy the other woman.

When she turned back around, she was back in control but something had changed. 

Nora’s eyes were different now. She’d acted friendly before, but now Mareen saw another side of the woman. There was definitely more to Nora Hazard than first met the eye. This was not news to Mareen, she had assumed so, even if she hadn’t seen it yet. She’d known that the woman was orb-Bonded, that she’d helped protect the city, but that had been the extent of it.

When she’d first been in the doorway, Nora had looked the same as she always had. But now she met Mareen’s red eyes directly and stood tall, completely confident--almost regal. One hand was on her wrist, and Mareen’s instincts whispered at her to move slowly and think calming thoughts or she might wind up in a serious fight in the middle of the Berber palace. A few minutes ago, Mareen would have been sure that if such a thing happened, Nora wouldn’t be able to stand against her. Now she wasn’t so sure.

She could sense a strange energy coming from the other woman. There was an echo, a hint of something too, something familiar. Yes, Nora had been changed by Brecken as well, but she seemed to be in control of it.

Mareen’s previous rage disappeared as fast as it’d come. From her instincts, now she just felt caution. She carefully said, “Tanushree is Aodh’s fiancee so Henry and Jason would consider her part of our group.” She paused. “Same as you.”

Nora said, “You’re right. I guess we’re part of the same group. So what’s it gonna be, shiner?” she asked. Her tone was still conversational, but she was tense, ready to spring.

“What do you mean?” asked Mareen.

“I just felt a flash of something that gave me the dooms. Some kind of energy that--I don’t know. Rotting creation.  I was just asked to come tell you about this meeting, not babysit you there. So do you have all of your rotting demon trash under control again, or should I leave you here to feel sorry for yourself in a dark room for another month, being tended to by a man you don't really deserve right now?”

Mareen blinked in astonishment. Nobody had talked to her like that since...well, since before she’d arrived in Berber. She’d been tired of people looking at her with fear or pity, but this-- “What do you mean?”

“I just felt something nasty, like my life was in danger. Are you really this weak?”

Mareen’s eyes narrowed, and she said, “Are you trying to pick a fight?”

“You tell me, shiner.” Nora didn’t take her hand off her wrist and used her forearm to scratch her nose. Mareen could feel a continuing, pulsing sense of danger coming from the other woman’s hand. “All the servants are too afraid to talk to you, and it’s not like you’re making it any easier over time. I’ve heard when people come to the door, you usually send them away, or even growl at them. You look like garbage now, all demonic and raw. Today is better than before, I’ll admit, and I figure you can’t help some of that, but you don’t have to be so moody or keep trying to do everything alone. Rot, I heard about what happened to you, and isn’t that what got you into all of this to begin with?”

Mareen’s mouth opened and closed as she tried to decide how to respond. She was so floored, for the first time in weeks, she could forget all the evil under the surface of her skin. Finally she just explosively said, “What?”

“Maybe it’s not my place to judge, because Creator knows I’ve made a lot of mistakes too. But you have had so many advantages. Maybe it’s not polite to admit that I’ve been curious and talked about you over the last month, but there’s no use in dressing it up. When you got your blood magic, you were already orb-Bonded, right? And you’d been a mage before that. I get wanting to help the people you love, but don’t you think what you did was a little short sighted and stupid?”

“Of course I do!” Mareen’s anger was pushing spikes out of the backs of her hands, but the danger she was still sensing from Nora was helping her keep her body in check.

“Then why are you still doing the same thing now? It’s been over a month. The only person you ever talk to is your husband, and you’re putting a burden on Henry while he’s constantly training and trying to make new vehicles for Aodh! You have good intentions, but you’re part of the problem again.”

The words stung, because there was obviously at least some truth to them. “Then what should I do? How could you understand? I am not...me anymore. If I lose control, if I snap, how much damage would I cause to this whoreson city? There is a reason why blood magic was taboo, and now it’s my burden--”

“Well, for starters you should probably stop thinking you’re all that special.” Nora scratched her nose with her forearm again. “Yeah, blood magic is terrifying, and you are full of Brecken now, and you’re powerful. So what? This city has plenty of orb-Bonded. Do you think an average person, or a child in an orphanage will care one way or another if some crazy orb-Bonded or mage kills them versus a demon lady with blood magic? Rot no. Dead is dead.

“Most of your friends you came with, and maybe even me could kill a whole barrel-full of people if we went crazy. So it’s really simple--just don’t go crazy. Sitting around in here by yourself all the time probably won’t help with that.” 

“How dare you? Do you know what I’ve been through, how hard this is?”

Nora shrugged. “Life is hard, then we die, shiner. You’re a woman, so you don’t have time to mope around and snivel into your drinks like a man can. Sure you’ve been through hell but now people need you. You did a lot of rotting stupid things. I’ve done some really rotting stupid things too. Yes, some of the stupid things you did turned you into one of the most dangerous rotting women on the planet, but in a while, hell, I might be able to say that too. You think that’s easy for me to admit, or say?”

The taller woman seemed to struggle, looking for words. “The more power we have, the more our screwups can hurt other people, not just ourselves. I get it, but your friends need you. The world isn’t going to just stop for us.

“I know that what you are going through is hard. It’s obvious. Maybe you’re right, and my mouth is full of rot, and what you are going through would break me. Who knows? I’m not a rotting hero. But you know who is a hero? You. You’re a shiner’s shiner. Do you know your husband brags about you all the time? If you weren’t hiding in your room, growling at maids, the city would probably be forcing you to do interviews too.”

Mareen’s expression was twisted as she said, “You really don’t know anything.”

“Maybe not. I’m not saying I have all the answers, just that I know what won’t work. It’s also annoying to see someone who has so much act so fragile.”

“The last year has been anything but easy. In fact, my whole life has been hard. Who the hell are you to judge me, Nora Hazard? I barely know you.” Mareen’s claws began to extend further from her fingers as her anger bubbled up. She’d been too shocked to be angry earlier, but that was changing.

Nora shook her head and looked down for a moment. “You know, I’ve learned that someone’s life can look a lot different to the person living it. The truth is that I’m jealous. I would have killed to have your life when I was young. Yeah, you would be sad about your mother and father dying, but your father was a rotting legend, and nothing could take that from you. Your grandfather loved you. A few years ago, I might have thought things were easy for you, that we didn’t have anything in common. But you’ve been through Brecken too.” Nora shook her head. “I may not completely understand, but I know enough to respect the struggle.”

At first, Mareen felt a little violated that Nora knew so much about her. But as the words really registered, especially the last thing Nora had said, she felt confused to her toes. If Nora understood or at least acknowledged how hard Mareen’s struggle with herself was right now, then why were they having this conversation? “Then why--”

“But I also know enough to tell a team member to get off her ass and come outside.”

“Oh.” Mareen’s anger deflated. This was the same feeling she got when Uluula said something honest that hurt her feelings a bit. In fact, come to think of it, Mareen had been refusing to see her Areva friend for weeks, hadn’t she?

Nora finally took her hand off her wrist, and Mareen could see something like a bracelet there. The woman crossed her arms and said, “So again, are you ready to meet with the new king and see all of your friends? We can’t keep doing this. You need to be strong now or just admit you’re giving up. That way everyone--including me--will know to stop wasting their time on you.”

“I’ll never give up!” Mareen let some more of her physical self-control fall, allowing more of her demonic features to come through to the surface. 

Nora’s expression didn’t change. “Good. Let’s go then. Can you draw your demon features back in again?”

“I think so, yes.” Mareen hadn’t exactly forgiven Nora yet, and had more or less decided she really didn’t like the other woman, but there wasn’t much she could do about it right now. Her pride was hurt, but it wasn’t worth being violent over. Besides, if she acted on impulses, the Brecken in her would win.

“Oh, yeah.” Nora held up a finger. “Henry said to give you these.” She took something out of a pocket and threw it to Mareen.

“What is this?” Mareen held something unfamiliar, made of metal and dark glass.

“Those are sunglasses. The servants are scared enough already. Aodh had to personally ask some of them to come back after the attack by the Asag cultists. They were attacked by demons, and a lot of them died. If you scare them off again, we might not have anyone left to clean this building, and I’m damn sure not going to do it.”

Secret Projects

 

Nora expelled a nervous breath and felt her shoulders finally relax when Mareen turned to gather her enormous hammer. Her nerves had been going haywire. Nora had always thought Enheduanna--the unhinged High Priestess she’d been forced to work for-- was crazy as a yukka on bangroot, but Mareen Jacobs was on another level too.

No wonder none of the palace staff had had the rotting bravery to come here. 

Mareen must have settled down, because now she only looked scary, not like a full-blown waking nightmare. Her face was blank as she put on the sunglasses, covering her blood-red eyes. The glasses didn’t hide some of her other changes, though, like her pointed ears. Her claws hadn’t retracted back into her hands, either.

Nora had seen some truly scary things. Only a few years ago, right after she’d become orb-Bonded, she’d come face to face with a giant drake. She’d even traveled through Brecken, a hell world, just like the members of Delvers LLC had. Before a few moments ago, she’d thought that would be the worst feeling she’d ever experience--existing in a barren wasteland of darkness, flashing red lightning, and hungry demons.

But when Mareen had just flexed her blood magic, it’d at least been on the same level. The room had begun to smell like blood, and Nora had felt like an insect facing down a giant. Her hand on a minimized Eneus on her wrist had been enough to steady her nerves, but only just. 

Now the two of them walked in silence for a while as Nora led the way to the meeting area. Occasionally she glanced out the corner of her eye at Mareen. Nora had talked some good rot back there. She had practice babbling nonsense to other people over the last month while she pretended to be a real hero, and had interviews with reporters. But the truth was, when Mareen had been angry, she’d almost peed herself.

It seemed that even with her amazing new life, being engaged to Aodh, Nora could draw the short end of the stick. Everyone else had been too busy, or had found some other way not to come. Of course, Henry would have gladly come to get Mareen, but he was also...Henry.

Nora had met Henry and Jason right after the cultists’ attack on Mensk had failed. The Asag worshippers had killed the queen, but hadn’t taken the city. The Delvers LLC members had made breakfast the next morning. Nora would have never imagined that they’d been such important people, or that she’d be working so closely with them.

The fact that she’d actually fallen in love with one of them had been a surprise too. Just the fact that she was in love was crazy enough, but also being engaged, and engaged to a king, and Aodh being younger than she was? She wouldn’t have ever guessed this would be her destiny.

Sometimes at night when she couldn’t sleep, she had to admit to herself that she was a celebrity now too. People cared about what she did, or what she said. Part of her hated it, but part of her wondered if maybe she might finally be able to do something with her life other than kill people who needed killing. After the last month, she hadn’t even really believed that she could make a difference. Her dream of going to the Mensk Academy had seemed impossible.

Everything wasn’t perfect, though. She knew some of what Aodh was going to tell everyone during this meeting, and that not everyone was going to like it. She knew she didn’t.

The palace hallways passed quickly. Most of the damage from the battle with the Asag cultists had been fixed. A few bits of evidence still existed here and there, like a gash in a wall, or a hole smashed in the floor, but for the most part the palace was beautiful again. At times, Nora had to remind herself that she had actually been living here, at least after she’d accepted the proposal from Aodh.

Little tables here and there held priceless statues made of platinum or blessed steel. Nora often thought about how easy it would be to pocket some of them. Of course, she was no thief, and last she heard, she was rich now. The thought of how truly simple it’d be to pocket some expensive trinket still crossed her mind from time to time, though. In fact, the guards knew who she was, and she basically had the run of the palace. There were a lot of little statues and other useless decorations. Nobody would miss one or two, right? Some had probably even been lost in the fighting.

She was eyeing a brooch that had been carved from monster ruby in a case when suddenly, Mareen asked, “So why are we all meeting now?”

Oh finally. A safe topic, thought Nora. “Bezzi-ibbi just arrived a short time ago and has been talking to Aodh. This was after they met with a few members of the royal intelligence agency. Your friend Ryan Gonzolez. I believe you call him Gonzo.”

“You know all of them now too?” Mareen’s face held no expression.

“Some, but not all. Bezzi-ibbi has been away from the palace for weeks, but I’ve met him a few times before.” Privately, Nora remembered how weird but strangely likeable the little Mo’hali boy was, and how something about his name kept tugging at her memory. It had been bothering her for a month, and she still hadn’t figured out what it was.

“What about Vitaliya?”

Nora shrugged. “I haven’t actually met Aodh’s cousin yet, I’ve just heard about her. She got hurt during the fight for the palace, then she got an orb. Since then she’s been doing something secret for Aodh.”

“She’ll be at the meeting?”

“As far as I know, yes,” said Nora with a nod.

The two of them didn’t talk much after that. Most of the people in the palace who saw them went the other direction, or even ducked into rooms and closed the door. The only exceptions were a single Mo’hali Hero, a visiting dignitary, and the high-ranked orb-Bonded guards. They all still gave Mareen a calculating glance, though.

Nora felt a sense of relief when they finally ducked into a side room, reaching the secret little closet that Henry had shown her a week ago. She opened the door and stepped inside, pushing a jacket on a hanger out of the way.

She thought Mareen was going to say something, but Henry’s ebony-skinned wife just lifted an eyebrow behind her sunglasses and stepped inside.

We all must be mentally flexible now, after everything, Nora thought. She pushed aside a hidden panel on the wall, and punched in a code on the polished brass buttons there. The moment she was done, the floor began to noiselessly lower and a little light came on in the floor so the space wasn’t completely dark.

“Did Henry make this?” Mareen asked.

“Not all of it, but a lot of it,” said Nora. “I wasn’t around for it.”

Mareen nodded. “I was wondering where he’d been working.”

Nora watched as above them, a new floor extended, blocking the closet above from view. Henry had explained how this “elevator” worked before, something about magic stones powering a pulley system, but she hadn’t really cared and didn’t remember anymore. All that mattered is that it worked, but she was ready to trigger her Flight powers at a moment’s notice just in case.

A few times as the floor moved down, a thick bronze grate closed above them. This was a security feature. Nora at least remembered that much. The elevator moved for a long time, going far, far lower than the warren of tunnels she knew existed beneath Mensk.

At the bottom of the lift, the platform came to a stop and Nora opened the door. Lights flared to life all the way down the level, squared tunnel beyond. 

“What about this? Did Henry make this tunnel?” asked Mareen.

“No, he had help. Aodh has a team of earth and metal mages who work as Mensk engineers. After they were rescreened for loyalty, they helped Henry with some of this.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.” Mareen grew quiet again after that, and Nora resisted pointing out the obvious that the shiner had missed out on a month by hiding in her room, eating raw meat and growling through the door. Hopefully Mareen realized that on her own now.

Moving down the tunnel took a while. It was about two hundred yards long, with one last heavy door at the end. Nora pulled a lever that effortlessly moved aside the heavy metal barrier, and sounds that had been faint before were suddenly filling the tunnel. Nora moved forward with Mareen and the door closed behind them.

The scene would have been shocking if Nora hadn’t seen it already. A truly giant cave contained a bustling group of metal and earth mages, all under the direction of Henry Sato.

One whole wall held a line of flying vehicles, loosely modeled after the Delvers LLC Mosquito. Aodh had asked Henry to make them for quick travel. Nora’s eyes had glazed over when Henry had talked about the technical specs, but she remembered something about how he’d limited how high the vehicles could fly.

The original Mosquito stood on a stage. It had been brought down to the cave using a huge elevator created to move vehicles in and out of the workshop.

New, updated magicycles, basically hovering, magic stone-powered motorcycles, were scattered across the floor, at least several dozen. The mechanics and mages were still assembling new ones for Henry to empower later. Apparently, whatever Henry did to make the vehicles work right couldn’t be copied by the others.

Another wall of the cave had rows of Henry’s new tank design, and most of them looked complete. Nora had never seen the old Delvers LLC “Battlewagon,” but Henry had told her the tanks were loosely based on that old design, but now had better materials, more armor, and were built as gun platforms. They all had a protected, armored turret, and two barrels. On the top of the turret was a hatch. Both the front, and the rear of the vehicle were covered with what looked like glass orbs on top.

There were other devices in various states of completion around the huge garage, but Nora’s eyes were drawn to the biggest vehicle in the place...an actual ship.

At first, it looked like one of the airships that traveled between countries on the Berber continent, basically a huge sailing ship that floated. However, this one’s hull had been clad in ultrahard aluminum, made by Henry, then painted grey. Weapon emplacements stuck out over the side in a few places. Since the craft was floating, it was easy to see the door to the cargo hold.

Basically, Henry had made his own Ludus airship and put weapons all over it.

Nora still had strange feelings looking at all the bustle around her. She’d actually seen the Delvers LLC Mosquito once before ever coming to Mensk and meeting Henry. That flying ship was impressive enough, but what she was witnessing now was going to revolutionize Ludus forever. Since all of these vehicles belonged personally to Aodh, her fiance, and were going to arm his private army, she approved.

She also approved of Aodh quietly creating his own power base. After all, the Asag cultists had caught the Mensk Guard with their pants down and had killed the queen a little over a month ago. Entirely relying on them seemed unwise, even though the cultists really had been planning the attack for a long time, and had used the palace barrier against its defenders.

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Mareen. She was pointing at the ship.

“Probably.”

“Henry told me he was making an airship, but I wasn’t sure if he was serious.” Mareen shook her head. “Nora?”

“Yeah.”

“I really don’t like you so far.”

“Uh huh. I don’t like you either.” 

Mareen smiled without humor. “Even though I wish it’d been someone else to fetch me, I’m still grateful that you came. Henry tried before but he...he cares, and I think he was too gentle. I have been missing a lot. Some of what you said was true.”

“Of course it was.” Nora frowned at her. “You are one of my future husband’s best friends. That makes you family, my only family, really. If someone is family, you don’t have to like each other to give a damn.” Nora briefly thought of her surviving mother, how the horrible woman had abandoned her during a lifetime of growing up on the streets, and looked away to maintain her composure. 

“I guess you are right,” said Mareen softly. 

Nora got her emotions under control. Having a working relationship with the demon lady shiner would be more than good enough. Maybe one day it could be a friendly working relationship, that would be even better. Mareen’s energy was so wild, and the way she made Nora’s instincts scream was unsettling, though. 

At least Mareen wasn’t one of Aodh’s fiancees. If Nora hadn’t liked Rekkla so much, the fact that Aodh was considering marrying the goblin girl after she received Adom status would have felt even stranger than it already did. Nora understood why it was happening, though. At the end of the day, she was at peace with it. She’d never wanted to be a first wife anyway, Tanushree could deal with that rot. And besides, Aodh had already made it clear he wasn’t going to take more than four wives, and that Nora would be his family’s eyes and right hand. Nora liked that--she’d hate to be cooped up in the palace the rest of her life.

She pointed to a second story, a floor over the entire chamber that was open in the middle. “The area up there is where Henry does, ‘R&D,’ and that’s where everyone will probably be. There’s a door on the far side of the cave with stairs that lead up.”

Mareen turned to give her an unreadable look behind her sunglasses before soundlessly rising into the air, moving directly toward the second floor. Nora stared after her, realizing that the orb-Bonded-turned-blood-mage had no idea what Nora’s abilities were. She’d likely begun floating upward expecting Nora to go the long way around.

“Rot that,” Nora muttered. She narrowed her eyes and embraced her Flight power, rocketing upward after Mareen. The bitch hadn’t even looked back!

As she flashed past Mareen, Nora knew she was acting a little petty, but the shocked look on Mareen’s face had been worth it. So far Nora got along great with Henry Sato, and pretty well with Jason Booth. She hoped she could be friends with the rest of Aodh’s family, that Mareen would be the only exception.

Dealing with the mopey, death-machine shiner had been a rotting pain in the ass, but she wasn’t going to let it bother her. Today was a special day, when Aodh told his friends about his plans. She was also going to get to meet Aodh’s cousin. She’d saved his life, and Nora owed her a great debt.

Royal Pivot

 

Bezzi-ibbi turned in time to see Nora Hazard and Mareen-ibbi fly up over the railing that overlooked the production area below. Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi had been talking to Aodh, with Bezzi-ibbi standing to one side when the two women had joined them. He grinned. The Family was all coming back together.

The royal guards had already noticed the newcomers and were watching them like hawks.

Bezzi-ibbi hissed to get Aodh O’Breen’s attention and pointed at the Terran women. Mareen might not actually be Terran anymore, though. Her presence made Bezzi-ibbi’s hackles rise like he’d been struck by lightning.

The day before, he’d killed a powerful orb-Bonded woman, but even thinking about any violence involving Mareen made his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. He was a true hunter now, almost a fully realized Jaguar Troubadour, and others had told him he was a very talented Mo’hali Hero, but Bezzi-ibbi knew his limits. Mareen smelled like death. Nora Hazard smelled of violence, determination, and pride. Together, they were like two sides of a dark coin.

After they’d appeared, Nora hugged Aodh and Henry talked to Mareen to one side. Bezzi-ibbi chose not to listen out of courtesy. The others standing around were tense, and Bezzi-ibbi curious what his friend, the new king, had to tell them. He was also excited.

Bezzi-ibbi may be young, but he knew he was living history, actually seeing the world change with his own eyes. As a Jaguar Troubadour, it was a dream come true.

He’d heard that Gonzo and Vitaliya were waiting for them through a tunnel, so the entire group needed to move. Guards were stationed all around. 

Bezzi-ibbi thought everyone should have already been meeting in the chamber with Berber Intelligence. He understood the importance of greetings--Mo’hali valued them quite a bit, but for Mo’hali, the place mattered more than the occasion. In Bezzi-ibbi’s opinion, everyone should have waited until they were back at someone’s home before properly getting reacquainted.

The other races could be strange.

“So now we’re going to see your intelligence people, Tony?” asked Henry.

“He doesn’t like being called Tony,” muttered Nora.

Aodh waved a hand. He had a new bracelet on his wrist, a new necklace, and a circlet, all of which were probably heavily enchanted. “Henry can call me whatever he wants. If not for him, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

“Same to you, Tony,” said Henry.

Nora shrugged and said, “So are we going to see your intelligence people, Aodh?”

“More or less. Keeja will be there too.”

Henry frowned. “Why did she get a response and I didn’t?”

“Maybe because she’s his fiancee,” said Jason. He rolled his eyes.

From a side tunnel, Tanushree Bobrik jogged up and asked, “Did someone say fiancee?” She gave Aodh a quick hug, and Bezzi-ibbi noticed the guards twitching in displeasure. He grinned. The palace guards were definitely not happy about the fact that the new king didn’t trust them much, but at the same time, could they blame him?

From what Aodh understood, the cultists had been very, very clever, isolating the palace from its strongest defenders, but the queen had still died. Two of the guards present, Trisha and Gertrude, were sisters, and fourth-rank ‘Bonded. High-ranked orb-Bonded, Mo’hali Heroes, and powerful mages who worked as guards in Mensk were probably among the highest-paid wage workers on the planet.

And if this king died, these guards would definitely at least be fired. Bezzi-ibbi believed the fact that they hadn’t already been banished was directly because of a major shortage of ‘Bonded in Mensk who weren’t aristocracy or adventurers.

Dolos’ death game really had wiped out a lot of orb-Bonded on Ludus. Luckily, things were starting to settle down, but the reward for killing ‘Bonded and Heroes was still keeping everyone on their toes.

Tanushree hugged Nora next, and Bezzi-ibbi hissed in approval. It is always best if the women running a household were close, regardless of species. He didn’t know Nora Hazard or Tanushree Bobrik well, but his brothers respected them, and that was enough for him. He was also glad they were powerful. Bezzi-ibbi was confident, but he knew his limitations. If he thought about it honestly, he was very powerful for a Mo’hali cub, but Henry and Jason were adults, and seemed to be blessed by the sun.

He planned to watch carefully and learn from his brothers. They could be idiots, but he’d seen great inspiration and honor from them too.

As the group made their way to the meeting area, Bezzi-ibbi only half listened to the Terrans chat. It was all small talk. In his experience with humans, even normally straightforward people like those in this group would need a while before discussing anything of importance. They’d been away from each other, and needed to establish relationships and pecking order again.

Bezzi-ibbi knew Mo’hali had their faults, but at least they’d simplified this sort of greeting. When Bezzi-ibbi saw his father again, Hajim-ibbi would claw Bezzi-ibbi’s face if he still had his father’s respect. Then if Bezzi-ibbi backed down, it would mean their relationship had not changed. If he clawed his father back, it would mean he believed they needed to adjust their status.

He had a feeling his father knew he’d be getting clawed back the next time they met. In his father’s last magic messenger bird message, or MMB as Henry called them, Yanno-ibbi had written how proud he was. 

Suddenly, Jason elbowed him in the side. “Why are you always smiling, Bezzi-ibbi?” The tall Terran man was giving Bezzi-ibbi a look. “Some of us haven’t seen you in a long time, and you’re barely saying a word. I hope you don’t act like this when you see Uluula in a few minutes.”

Bezzi-ibbi shrugged and said in English, “Nothing that has been said has had any value. We care about each other, and things have changed. This is known. Nobody knows exactly everything that has changed, so it is pointless to try figuring it out now. Once the king gives us our new missions, some of our questions will be answered.”

“Missions?” Jason frowned. “We are just meeting with the intelligence representatives, and we’re starting classes at the Mensk officer academy.”

“Jason-ibbi, before I reached the palace, I encountered a messenger on her way to find me. Aodh O’Breen wanted to talk to us all before classes start, and we are not eating together, or doing anything for leisure. Instead, we are traveling to a war room upon being together once more.”

“We’re not going to a war room!” Jason frowned, and started to speak again before closing his mouth. He slowly said, “This really doesn’t make a lot of sense, does it?” The former programmer shot a look at Aodh out the corner of his eye, but the king either hadn’t heard the exchange, or was pretending not to notice as he talked to Tanushree.

Bezzi-ibbi just grinned in response.

***

Jason stared at Bezzi-ibbi and felt a little dumb. Why was it the youngest member of their group, who’d probably be in middle school or barely in high school if he were human back on Earth, could see what he’d missed? It wouldn’t matter in a few more minutes, but it was obvious Aodh had overheard their conversation. The young king was definitely pretending he hadn’t noticed.

To one side, Henry must have heard too. He had a thoughtful look on his face. 

Jason should have felt tired, but he’d never felt better in his life. He and Henry had been training like crazy using the World Jar, and they’d also had their own projects they were running for Aodh. The king had been getting a crash course on Berber politics and culture--Henry and Jason had been cramming too.

The last month had been insane.

Jason was glad to see Mareen was out of her room and walking quietly next to Henry. He hadn’t spoken to her much over the last month, but he could only imagine how shellshocked and nervous she must be now. It must have been very brave of her to leave her room. He just hoped nothing that happened would spook her enough to go back into hiding. Nobody was going to hurt her.

He wouldn’t have imagined it’d be possible earlier that anyone might upset Mareen, since they were all supposed to be just meeting up, starting at the Mensk officer academy in a day, but now he wasn’t so sure.

The big double doors to their destination came into view, flanked by more guards. Jason approved that Aodh was taking his security seriously. The teen had only been king for a month, but he still seemed humble and willing to listen to advice. A number of the enchanted items Aodh wore now were extremely powerful and meant to protect him. The former queen hadn’t been allowed to wear anything magical during the ceremony where she’d been killed, a fact that made Jason wonder whether it had been put in place to make a monarch vulnerable to assassination.

Anything was possible on Ludus.

Breeze rode comfortably on his hip, and Jason felt reassured by its weight. He’d been feeling confident in his combat abilities before coming to Mensk, but now, due to all of his training, he could barely recognize himself anymore. Keeja had said that he and Henry were abnormal. They’d been punching above their weight class for a while.

Over the last month Jason had been able to visit with Henry, but he hadn’t really been able to spend much time with Aodh, and he still didn’t know Tanushree or Nora very well. They seemed nice, and both of them seemed good for Aodh, so he approved. Rekkla, the goblin woman...he felt less sure about.

As their group passed through the double doors, Jason realized where they were. The chamber was made of thick stone that glowed in patches, like lights, and must have been directly under the palace. Inside the room were two more guards, both big women in bulky armor who left as soon as the king had entered. Uluula stood at a table, frowning down at a couple of maps. She glanced up as the group moved into the room and walked to Jason first.

Uluula was a lot less reserved now than she had been, and she gave Jason a hug. He was so used to how small she was that he usually didn’t notice it anymore, but this time he did for some reason. After she greeted him, she moved to Mareen. The two women looked at each other silently for a moment before exchanging a fragile, but sincere embrace.

Then Jason’s white-haired Areva wife moved back to her table. “Alright, everyone come over here,” she said. While Jason had been working on training with Henry, Uluula had been helping Aodh with strategy and logistics. It wasn’t strange to see her working in a room like this one at all.

“Wait a second, talil,” said Jason, using an Areva word that roughly translated meant “heart.” “Is this more of a get together, or more of a planning session. Like, is this a war room?”

“You mean are we going to be discussing serious matters and potential missions?” 

“Uhh...yeah.”

Uluula glanced at Aodh and made a face. “It’s not really my place to say.”

“God dammit,” Jason said under his breath. Bezzi-ibbi was smiling at him again. Jason was suddenly reminded of when he’d first met the well-dressed, Jaguar Clan heir. Of course, back then Bezzi-ibbi had been wearing ragged, filthy dress clothes, nothing like the very clean, very fancy outfit he had on now.

“Where are Gonzo and Vitaliya?” asked Aodh.

Uluula bowed slightly. “They stepped out to talk to someone else in Intelligence, Your Majesty.”

“I’ve told you that you don’t need to call me that.” Aodh looked more annoyed than uncomfortable, and Jason understood why. Uluula could be very stubborn, and could have strong opinions about propriety.

“Yes Your Majesty,” she said.

Aodh sighed and visibly gave up. “Alright, let’s start before they get back.”

Uluula made a little bow again and gestured with an open hand.

“Why all the drama?” asked Henry. “If you have something to tell us, couldn’t you just tell us before getting here?”

“Well, I wanted everyone together. But there was another really good reason. Jason, could you close that door?” Aodh pointed at the door they’d just come through.

“Sure.” Jason shut the door, and immediately heard a low buzz. Henry looked around wildly for a moment until the sound died down, and Jason remembered that his friend had invested points in Magic Perception.

“What the hell was that?” demanded Henry.

Aodh smiled. “That was an eavesdropping lock. This room has existed for a long time, and it’s shielded from every kind of listening there is.”

Henry shook his head. “Wow, Tony, you really do own this place now, eh? Been learning the ropes?”

“You have no idea.” Aodh’s shoulders slumped. “I’ve been studying, planning, and learning since a couple days after...everything. Only three hours of sleep a day.”

“How is that possible?” asked Jason. He frowned, thinking about how king or not, he really hadn’t seen his young friend very often over the last month.

“He’s telling the truth,” said Tanushree. “He’s been taking expensive magic stimulants that will keep him going, and help him retain information. There is a limit, but Aodh’s abilities have allowed him to endure.”

“Yeah, I slaughter my own food using my spear and my dagger to stay healthy and focused.” The young king took a seat and put his spear on the floor. “I’m glad it’s almost over, whether I run out of stimulants or remember everything I need to, either way I’m almost done. My body is healthy but I can’t take much more of that.”

“I’m sorry, man,” said Henry.

“Don’t worry about me.” Aodh gave a little laugh. “It’s weird enough that you hired me less than a year ago, and now I’m about to ask you for a favor.”

“A favor?” Henry lifted an eyebrow.

Jason could tell that Aodh wasn’t sure where to start, and he suggested, “Why don’t you back up and make sure we are all on the same page?”

“Good call.” Tanushree nodded in approval. Jason smiled at her. He liked Aodh’s fiancee.

In one corner, Mareen was still silent, and again, Jason hoped nothing happening was shocking or scaring her. She would likely be fragile for a long time. Nora Hazard leaned against the wall, looking bored. Jason had been trying to warm up to Nora, but he had a hard time understanding her sometimes. It figured that she and Henry got along.

Aodh said, “Over a month ago, when we did what we did, when I became king, everything changed. I got a load of responsibility. There were also things about my family I hadn’t known about before, things that were revealed, and I still don’t know all of it.” He frowned.

“You mean like who your real parents were?” asked Jason.

“Yes.”

“So no news on that?”

“No, Vitaliya won’t tell me anything, either. She said her parents want to talk to me and knowing more now won’t help me.”

“And you’re okay with that?” asked Henry.

“Of course not.” Aodh gestured at himself. “But I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for Vitaliya. She lost an arm. It’s annoying that she won’t tell me what I want to know, but I am not going to press her about it.”

Jason looked at his young friend with new respect. Aodh had grown and matured a lot, even before becoming king, but now he really was a man. The weight of an entire country’s worth of responsibility seemed to have crushed all of the last bits of his self-consciousness and doubt.

Unexpectedly, Mareen spoke up. Her voice didn’t have any of its old warmth as she asked, “We all lost things. So what are we here for, Aodh?”

Jason felt a small shiver pass through his body, and chalked it up to Mareen’s pointed teeth. It wasn’t her fault she had demonic features now. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings by showing any discomfort.

The new king of Berber nodded slowly, and stood up. His entire demeanor changed in an instant, and he actually looked regal. Jason was impressed. Aodh said, “As you know, classes start at the Mensk Officer Academy tomorrow. I’ve been worried about a few matters for weeks, some for less time, and I have to take action. You see, I really wanted all of you to get some rest, but some things are happening that I--we can’t ignore, and I don’t know who else to trust.”

Henry frowned. “You have an entire country full of people now. Obviously some are trustworthy and can handle secrets, or there wouldn’t be guards outside all of the doors to this room.”

Aodh said, “That’s true, but I can’t do anything to help them, at least not with my power.”

“Huh?”

The door to the rear of the room suddenly opened, and Keeja swept in. “He’s right,” she said. “The way Aodh’s power works, you are all likely still benefiting from it, even if you leave the capital.”

“I thought this room blocked eavesdropping,” said Henry, voice dry.

Keeja ignored him and came to a stop next to Uluula. The High Priestess was wearing cowboy boots, as usual, but had on some sort of flowing blue dress. Three dark streaks ran from the bottom of each eye to her cheekbones. Her ornate gold necklace, the sign of her station, was displayed by the low-cut neckline. She was tall for an Areva, and Jason had complicated feelings as he studied her standing next to his wife. 

The High Priestess had been a source of frustration since he’d met her, but she’d also helped train him. Sometimes he wondered if he should think of her as his teacher, like an arms master or a sensei.

Keeja said, “As you all know, there are limitations to how much I can directly help. For instance, I can neither confirm nor deny any of the reports that King Aodh has gotten over the last few weeks. What I can do is provide history lessons.”

“History lessons?” asked Henry.

“Yes. I cannot directly train or even give in-depth information on your abilities. But it’s logical to assume that other mortals may have received orbs similar to your own in the past, and I can recall what I have witnessed some of those individuals do.”

“Clever,” muttered Jason.

Uluula took a step forward. “I’m not really happy about this,” she said. “There’s more to it too. Would you like to explain, Your Majesty?”

“I suppose so.” This time Aodh didn’t react to Uluula using the formal address. “There are some major problems for Berber right now--”

“You mean beyond murderous, evil cultists and rebuilding the city?” asked Henry.

“Yes.” Aodh gave him a look. “Are you going to let me talk now?”

Henry held up his hands. “Okay, okay, Tony. You have the floor.”

Aodh lightly punched Henry in the arm and said, “Good. If you finally shut up, I can keep going.”

“Hey!”

Tanushree laughed, and even Mareen’s lips quirked. Jason felt some of the mood lighten a bit. While Henry and Aodh had been missing, they’d obviously bonded, almost like an older and younger brother. Henry also had a rapport with Lady Tanushree and the two absent goblin siblings in a way that Jason might never relate to. The thought was a little melancholy, but he was happy his friends were still alive with every fiber of his being. He smiled.

Aodh crossed his arms. “Most of the damage that the demons and cultists caused has been identified and is being dealt with. The Intelligence group has been helping me a lot. The scary thing about all of that is the possibility that they hit somewhere we might not be aware of yet, which would mean there’s a little group of demons out there somewhere on top of a little town that doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I don’t think so,” said Nora.

“Yeah, I know. And I did get your entire experience with them from you weeks ago,” Aodh reminded her.

As Nora gave a noncommittal shrug, Jason studied her. Nora was a little strange. Sometimes the way she acted or dressed gave the impression that she didn’t care what other people thought about her, but she also dyed her hair blonde and she seemed to be experimenting with makeup lately. The fact that she and Aodh were fond of each other was obvious, though. Polygamy being the norm on Ludus was still something Jason was wrapping his head around.

Aodh continued, “Anyway, the fact that portways all over Ludus work now has created a race among governments and adventurers to build their own networks as fast as possible.” He gestured to Henry and said, “You were right, Henry. I believe you’ve been setting something up in your territory too, right?”

“Yup. The writing was on the fucking wall for that one.”

Apparently Tanushree agreed, because she murmured, “Yes, well done, Sir Henry.”

Jason had no idea what they were talking about, but vowed to ask Henry about it later.

“Our new airships give us a massive advantage over other countries right now, but we don’t have enough made, or enough people to fly them. More importantly, I’m not sure about just letting anyone go on a scouting mission right now since other countries would probably love to get one, and would pay a spy a lot.”

“Or murder for it,” said Jason darkly. He understood what Aodh meant. The moment the airzoomers were fielded, other groups around Ludus would probably go to great lengths to get one. “The finder reward would be tempting for anyone too, probably. Even if they’re friendly, other countries would want to try reverse engineering them.” He added, “I was against calling them airzoomers.” 

“Nobody cares, Jason.” Henry rolled his eyes. “You wanted to name Delvers LLC something like ‘Pokemonsters’ instead. Glass houses, stones, dude.”

“There was a reason for that.” Jason scowled.

“Are they always like this when they’re together?” Tanushree asked Uluula.

“Pretty much, yes,” answered Jason’s wife.

Bezzi-ibbi hiss-laughed, but abruptly stopped and asked in English, “What about mages or orb-Bonded? Flyers or fast movers?”

“We thought of that.” Aodh nodded. “I could just send flyers, like Nora or even Jason. Actually, the Intelligence group has already fielded some agents, but there are a few important portways that we absolutely, critically need.” He held up a hand. “Just keep this in mind as I go to the next problem.

“Another issue is the war at the mountains. Tanushree, can you explain for anyone who doesn’t know about it?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” The tall young noblewoman’s words were formal, but her eyes sparkled at Aodh. She turned and said, “There have been two permanent portways southwest of Mensk near the mountain ranges. Both connect to different worlds, with two different types of monsters that come through. Luckily, they fight with each other, but Berber has established three permanent forts near the mountains to contain the invaders. They are Mercury, Salt, and Sulfur. There is another fort on the other side of the mountain range too, Fort Mars. The only southern Berber city, Khargosh, supplies most of our western forts.”

Henry said, “What? How long as this been going on? A war?”

“Over two hundred years,” said Tanushree. “You aren’t even from Berber, Sir Henry. The aristocracy and the military keep abreast of what is going on at the western mountain range, but it is not advertised, just like the dangers at Rose Lake. It’s easier to just make the areas off limits and taboo.”

Jason felt a sinking feeling. “Let me guess, you’ve lost contact with a fort.”

Aodh’s expression was grim. “Yes. About two days ago. They all regularly send MMBs with updates and reports, but one went silent.”

Henry found a chair and said, “Lay it all on us, Tony. Just get it all out there. I’m tired of asking questions.”

The young king nodded. “Alright. I need to get my people to have touched all the Berber portways as soon as possible to patrol, otherwise they are a huge liability. If the cultists had used the portways, we would have been screwed, but there are other threats out there. Right now Berber is not at war with Hanana or Jallen, but both countries aren’t exactly best friends, either.

“On top of that, we’ve lost contact with Fort Sulfur. This is a fort at the south of the mountain range between the farmlands and the waygate threat further north.”

“I’ve seen the farmlands. I know what you mean,” said Jason.

Henry slashed a hand through the air. “Using ‘portways’ for everything is fucking confusing. Let’s call them the alien portways at least.”

Aodh just nodded. “Fine. I need someone to get there fast, who can also make a difference if the situation is bad and let us know what is going on either way. At this point the most likely scenario is that one of the groups of alien monsters has made it south and attacked the fort, but it’s possible it could be something worse too. Since I need the Berber portways mapped, and I need someone to go south all the way to the capital city of Tolstey, so I can meet with the queen eventually, you could do both for me.”

The young man held up a finger. “But I know I am not your king, or at least I can’t give you orders. I could already imagine you asking what’s in it for you, Henry.”

“Well, yeah,” said Henry, and Jason nodded too.

“Here’s the deal. As my saviors and trusted advisors, you all already have a lifetime supply of spirit stones. You are also all wealthy now, since I’ve either given all of you a title or promoted you. But Henry, that giant ship that you’ve been building, that thing is using tons of materials--literally. I may be the king, but I still need to justify the resources that I use, at least to that level. All the vehicles and stuff we’re making for the country, that’s easy. Your own private airship is harder. The other nobles may try to demand something equivalent.”

Jason thought he knew where Aodh was going. “If we do this favor for you, you will give us the ship, and also a letter of marque. Am I right?”

Aodh shook his head. “I don’t know what a letter of marque is, but maybe? All nobles have their own guards and armswomen. If you do a major service to the country and for me, I can publicly gift you the ship and none of the other nobles will be able to say anything about it.”

“Close enough,” Jason said.

“I have already talked about this with Nora,” said Aodh. He pointed to his fiancee. “She was looking forward to attending classes at the Mensk Academy, but I am the king. If you all do this thing for me, I can just make an exception and have you start later. It’s not usually allowed except with matters of war, and this would count.”

Henry patted his leg where he’d been torn up by horned wolves what seemed like a lifetime ago. “You’re holding my ship hostage, Tony. That’s not cool.”

“I need you all, Henry.” Aodh shrugged helplessly. “I’m responsible for a whole country now. Less than a year ago I was working on a farm. Without Tanushree and Nora, I would have been torn apart already by the stress. I don’t know how I’m still standing or able to think. The last month has been hell, after going through hell. I know you’ve all felt it, the nightmares, the strange things you might be feeling or sensing now. Mareen has horns.”

Aodh suddenly looked about ten years older, and Jason felt a massive surge of pity for the kid. They all really had been through hell. Jason and all of his friends had been working hard, but Aodh might truly have gotten the shortest end of the stick.

“You can all say no and just take classes. I’m asking you because I don’t see any better option right now.” Aodh looked like he might cry. For just a moment, his calm exterior cracked and Jason could see how stressed the king really was.

Henry crossed his arms. “We need to go back to Tolstey anyway, to work on our quest from Dolos. We told you about the Berber stuff.”

“Yes, you did.” Aodh waved absently. “I thought about that too. You know me, Henry. I hate this--sending you into danger, but I don’t see any choice. You all might still not know this, but you are extremely powerful.”

“What do you mean? We’re only third rank. Isn’t the average ‘Bonded rank for the nobility like fourth or fifth rank?” asked Henry.

Aodh shook his head. “Since I’ve been king, I’ve seen some of them fight. I think like any other talent, some people are more talented at being orb-Bonded, or using their power well. All of my orb-Bonded friends are...more effective than most. Like I said earlier, some of that might be explained because of my power--basically luck--but we will never know. All I know is that I want all of you to stay safe, but if there is some new threat, and it isn’t dealt with, it could mean the entire country burns and us with it.”

“That’s sort of what Keeja said,” muttered Jason.

“I get it, Tony.” Henry put his hands behind his head and stretched. “You’re in a shitty situation. It’s true that we need to go to Tolstey, but it’s also true that I was looking forward to taking a vacation.” Henry turned and asked, “What do you think, Jason?”

Jason felt the beginning of a headache. His own sense of responsibility was warring with concern for his friends. He felt like all of them had unresolved issues from traveling through Brecken, too. In fact, Aodh had already even mentioned it. “Aodh, who do you figure would be going?”

The king nodded. “That is a good question. Tanushree will be staying here, I need her guidance. Plus, with all the modifications that Henry has made to the palace while it was being rebuilt, Tanushree is worth ten guards if we get attacked again. Trask and Rekkla will be staying too. I am negotiating a peace with their tribe. The tunnels under the city have been a danger for a long time, but I think the goblins can help us.

“I need Gonzo and Vitaliya to stay here, too.”

“That’s obvious,” said Henry.

Jason said, “Yeah, and they were planning to stay in Mensk anyway, even before you...you know.”

Aodh gave a lopsided grin. “That’s true. I could have never imagined that anything would have turned out this way. And now all of us have changed so much...lost things.” The king’s eyes flew open like he just remembered something, and he asked, “Henry, have you seen Honey?” 

The Asian adventurer shook his head. “Still no sign of her. She took off like three weeks ago and I haven’t seen her since.”

“Well, I hope you can find her if you decide to go.”

“Me too, I--”

The door to one side of the room opened, and the entire group turned as Gonzo and Vitaliya walked in. As far as Jason knew, this would be the first time that they were going to see Bezzi-ibbi again for a month, or to meet Nora for the first time.

Gonzo was wearing a new outfit, all sleek dark leather. He’d been promoted, and now he was one of the leaders of the Berber Intelligence organization.

Vitaliya was scarred now. She’d gotten her new orb after she’d been mortally wounded. It’d saved her life, but she was still missing an arm, and some of her scars would never go away. Despite the scars on her face and shoulders she was still very pretty, but the odd redhead would never be whole again. She wore a dark set of clothing that Jason assumed was fire resistant.

As soon as the two spies walked into the room, Nora and Vitaliya just pointed at each other at the same time and shouted, “You!”

“What is this horrible woman doing here, little Aodh?” demanded Vitaliya.

“This is Nora Hazard,” said the king. Jason didn’t blame him for sounding a little uncertain. “Do you know each other?”

“She’s your fiancee? This--this is Nora? No! I refuse to accept this!” 

Nora had stopped slouching and stood to her full height. A glittering, deadly-looking spear had materialized into her hand out of nowhere. “Aodh, this is your cousin? The Gonzo and Vitaliya I’ve heard about are this Gonzo and Vitaliya?” More quietly she said, “After all this time I’d forgotten their names.” Louder, she said, “I can’t believe this! This psychotic redheaded shiner firefreak is your kin?” Nora briefly turned her head a tiny bit to give a brief nod at Gonzo, never taking her eyes off Vitaliya. “Good to see you again, Mister...Ryan, right?”

Vitaliya’s hand came up and the air shimmered with heat in front of her palm. “Everyone stand clear and let me fry this bitch. I don’t know what she told you, but she’s trash, and a thief. She’s not good enough to dig ditches, much less be part of my family!”

Nora held her fist up, and for the first time Jason noticed a glittering ring. The intense woman had the jewelry pointed at Vitaliya. She snarled, “Just try it. But if you do, you’ll die.”

“I’m orb-Bonded now too, Nora,” crowed Aodh’s cousin. “Healing. It’ll hurt, but I can heal through anything you throw at me while I turn you to charcoal.” Vitaliya grinned, and Jason felt a little shiver. Vitaliya could have that effect.

“Just keep talking, you rotting crazy bitch. Things have changed. The second I see any fire, I’m going to cut you into a dozen pieces of meat. Let’s see you heal from that.” Behind Vitaliya, through the door the spies had walked through, a guard looked around the corner and her eyes grew wide as plates.

“Can she really do that?” asked Bezzi-ibbi.

Keeja was watching with a cocked eyebrow and slowly nodded. “Probably. I spent my time watching Henry and Jason, but I’ve seen reports about Nora. She is the ‘Hero of Berber’ too, after all.”

Vitaliya snapped at Nora and screeched, “Thief! You are not good enough to clean garbage with, much less touch little Aodh!”

“Your cousin is my fiancee, and I love him! He’s the king, you delusional, spoiled whacko!”

Gonzo calmly stepped forward and asked, “Are you going to kill me too, Nora?”

After a brief hesitation, Nora said, “No.”

“Good. Then remember the promise you made me years ago then. You owe me a favor. I’m calling that favor in right now. Stand down. We are all on the same side.” He pointed a finger at Vitaliya’s temple from her side and said, “That goes for you too, Vitaliya. If Nora stands down, you do too.”

Vitaliya half-growled, half-moaned. “This isn’t fair! It isn’t right!”

“Life isn’t fair,” said Gonzo in a monotone.

Aodh blinked rapidly and took a seat. “I guess you do know each other. Great.” He looked like he’d just aged another ten years. The king made eye contact with the moon-eyed guard outside the door and ordered, “Get someone to bring drinks, please.”

Keeja snapped at the woman, “Fruit too.”

“And fruit,” Aodh agreed, voice exhausted.

No Peopling Allowed

 

Jason looked around and felt a deep, slow sense of puzzlement. He was standing on sand, surrounded by strangely shaped rocks and waving plants. It took him a while to realize he was somehow under the water at the bottom of an ocean. He wasn’t wet, though, and he could breathe normally.

If he thought about it, he could barely remember falling asleep, and this was not a normal dream. It definitely had a certain feel to it that he’d come to recognize.

“Oh, this again,” he muttered. He’d experienced something similar three times before this.

Jason turned and expected to see his orb controller, the purple cartoon cat, but he wasn’t there. Instead, he noticed a few lights begin flashing on the sand. It was obvious he was supposed to follow them, so he did.

As he walked, he noticed a few cartoon fish, some dressed in suits or tuxedos, and he wasn’t even fazed. Some were dancing. That was a nice touch.

He kept moving, and didn’t see anything other than the cartoon fish and a single octopus, all of which ignored him. The blinking lights led up a hill and Jason followed them until he was actually leaving the ocean. Since he couldn’t actually feel the water, it felt strange to come out of the waves with only his eyes telling him so.

On the beach, he saw a strange sign that read, “NO PEOPLING ALLOWED BY ORDER OF THE KING.” Something about this tickled Jason’s memory, but he couldn’t quite place it. The flashing lights led up the beach into the jungle.

“What the hell?” Jason wondered out loud. Breeze was in a scabbard at his hip, and he put his hand on his sword’s hilt while he stared at the path he was supposed to take. “Really!? Where the hell are you, cat?”

When no response came, Jason grumbled and began moving again. He was half-tempted to just sit down and go on strike to see what happened, but if this was what he thought it was, which also meant an opportunity to gain an orb-Bonded rank, he didn’t want to lose it. Besides, every time he talked to the purple cartoon cat, he learned something new about his power. It could be interesting at least.

The jungle itself morphed into a cartoon world, and Jason felt a strange sense of familiarity again. He was still trying to figure out what this place reminded him of when he saw a red and white striped tent with a crown symbol on it. The area was surrounded by heraldry on sticks. The tent was in a small dirt clearing, and to one side, a round table had been set up with six chairs. 

Jason immediately recognized one of the three figures seated at the table--his orb controller, the purple cartoon cat that he called Eek. The other two were definitely unfamiliar. One was an older man in a yellow sweater. The other was what looked like a capybara wearing lipstick and baby blue overalls with a bow on one suspender.

Just like the cartoon fish, none of this really shocked Jason at all. He could guess that one of the chairs were for him, so he moved toward the table.

Two more figures appeared in the corner of his vision, and he turned to see Nora Hazard trudging forward with a grim look on her face. She was dressed similar to how she usually was, but with simpler, cheaper clothing. To one side, Henry stalked forward, growling and muttering to himself. Jason thought he heard, “Fucking cartoon bullshit.”

When the two saw him, they stopped, then they noticed each other and exchanged looks. Jason waited for them to catch up before moving toward the table again. He wasn’t 100% sure what was happening, but he had a good guess.

“This is new,” said Nora. “But I know what it is.”

“Me too,” said Henry with a scowl.

“I think so as well,” admitted Jason. “But I can’t figure out where we actually are, though.  Like what is this place? Jungle Book?”

Henry shook his head. “No, it’s Bedknobs and Broomsticks.”

Jason blinked and gave Henry an incredulous look. After all this time, his friend could still surprise him with his random knowledge. Thing was, now he knew Henry was right. “How in the hell did you figure that out?”

“It was obvious. I’m not even into this stuff, but come on. Who could forget the fish wearing clothes? There was also the annoying bird wearing glasses and a tux that I saw back there.” Henry pointed back in the direction he’d come from.

“This is Bedknobs and Broomsticks? My father mentioned that movie,” said Nora. She had a wistful expression. 

“Wait, aren’t you from Ludus? How do you know about movies?” asked Jason.

“My father was from Earth.” Nora shrugged.

The three of them had reached the table. The capybara stood up on her chair and said, “Please sit down. We have a lot of work and not a lot of time to do it.”

Nora had a complicated look on her face as she said, “Muffin.” She turned to Henry and Jason. “This is my orb controller. Don’t think of her as a rat or she’ll get angry--she’s touchy about looking like--. She’s a ‘capybara.’”

Muffin sniffed indignantly and pointed at Jason with one little paw. “This one already knew I was a capybara. Obviously a man of culture. But that one,” she said, pointing at Henry, “thinks I’m a beaver.”

“What, you’re not?” asked Henry.

“No.”

“You know about capybaras?” Nora asked Jason.

“Doesn’t everyone? I think they’re kind of cute.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you, dude?” asked Henry. 

Muffin preened. “I like this one. Such an organized mind, too. Instead, I got paired with...this.” She listlessly gestured at Nora.

“Shut it, Muffin. We’re stuck with each other,” growled Nora. “It’s bad enough you and Vistvis spend all day chatting trash about me.”

“Who is Vistvis?” asked Henry.

“That’s kind of a long story,” said Nora. She pulled out a chair and sat.

“Yes, everyone please be seated,” said the man in the yellow sweater. His voice was mellow and very friendly.

“Excuse me, but who are you?” asked Jason.

“Why hello there, neighbor. It’s very good to meet you today. I’m--”

“He’s my orb controller,” interrupted Henry.

What the… thought Jason. He lifted an eyebrow and asked, “What about the bikini girl? You said your orb controller was a sexy bikini lady or something, right?”

“I lied.” Henry kept a straight face.

“He thought it was funny to make fun of you,” said the purple cartoon cat.

“Hey, get out of my head,” snapped Henry. He pointed to the orb controller in the sweater. “Why are your buddies reading my mind now too? Why are we all here at once?”

“This is something new, neighbor.”

“Obviously.”

Jason interrupted. He wasn’t ready to move on just yet. The tall, former IT worker made a stop motion with one hand and demanded, “Wait, let’s back up. Henry, you gave me all that shit about my cartoon orb controller when you were talking to Mister Rogers in your dreams? Are you freaking kidding me?”

Henry’s stoic expression cracked and he grinned before smoothing his face again. 

“Don’t you feel even a little guilty?” Jason ran a hand through his hair. “God, you can be immature.”

“He does feel a little guilty,” said Muffin. “But he’s also highly amused by your irritation right now.”

Henry ignored the orb controller. “I’m immature? Says the guy who wanted to name our fucking adventuring group, ‘Pokemonsters.’”

“Are you ever going to let that drop?”

“Nope.”

Nora sat down at the table and rolled her eyes. “You sound like old, gossiping house husbands. Can we talk to these rotting things and be done with this, please?”

“Oh, what, you need to get back right away, huh?” asked Henry. “You’re busy in your dreams?”

Nora gave Henry a level look. “Yes, I want to get back, because I am currently asleep in bed with Aodh, and I have to prepare to leave when I get up. I would like to get decent sleep so I can wake up early to spend more time with him. Since I never know whether I’m going to feel great, or like rotting garbage after being yelled at by Muffin, it might not hurt to keep this short.”

“Yelled at?” Jason raised an eyebrow.

“She makes bad choices,” explained the capybara girl. She gave Jason an appreciative look. “But I bet you wouldn’t have ignored me, would you? What a fine specimen of an orb-Bonded you are.”

“I think the beaver likes you, Jason. You could get some beaver.”

“Shut up.” Jason gave Henry a withering look. “What are you, 12 years old?”

Nora began chuckling, and Muffin crossed her little arms before saying, “I don’t even know why you are laughing, Nora. They aren’t laughing because I’m a rodent, the one made a crude sexual joke.” The capybara dramatically put a hand to her forehead. “Your life has been much more difficult because you never listened to me. Never.”

“Why should I? You’re not even real.”

“Exactly!” said Henry. “You orb controllers are AI, and you’re just doing a fucking job, but we’re the ones living our lives. If we die, you do too, and I can imagine that sucks, but the Dhu are the ones who are actually providing our power, right?

Muffin scratched her whiskers. “Well, yes, but it’s not like you can interface with them. You need us.”

Henry shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I’ve met my Dhu and they were pretty helpful.”

“No you haven’t, that’s impossible.” The capybara orb controller suddenly went still as she stared. “Wait, you really believe you did.”

“He did,” said Mister Neighborhood. “It was highly irregular.”

Jason cocked his head at Nora. “Wait a minute, what did Muffin mean by bad decisions. You mean with the powers you chose? Your orb is different than ours, right?”

“Yes. I have a Duanna orb. It’s different from a Dolos orb like you two have.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of this,” said Henry.

“That’s because you don’t pay attention,” said Jason.

“Yeah, excuse me for building a giant fucking ship underground. Oh by the way, did I mention the giant fucking ship flies too? Because it flies. Between checking on Mareen, sparring with you, sending MMBs to our settlement, and building stuff for Aodh, I’ve barely had time to eat, much less gossip.”

“Gossip?” Jason grimaced. “Seriously?”

“Have they forgotten where they are?” asked Muffin out loud.

Henry snapped, “Oh yeah, you asked Nora about her powers. I’m actually kind of curious too.”

“Sorry about that,” said Jason. “Please continue, Nora.”

Nora turned in her seat and folded her arms. “You know what my general powers are, right? I’m assuming you do.”

“Uh, I guess, yeah.” Jason was thrown by Nora’s direct question. “You can fly and fight and...make a laser thing?”

She shook her head. “No, you’re probably talking about Pewpew. That’s my ring. It creates a beam that cuts through things, and it hurts me to do it. My actual orb-Bonded powers are Vibration and Flight, at least my core powers. I also have an air-based ability. Elements and Energies: Air.”

“What?” asked Henry. “Elements and Energies?”

Nora grimaced. “Some of what I know I talked to Tanushree about weeks ago to fill in the gaps. Enheduanna, the High Priestess I worked for for years, made her own orbs, sort of like Dolos orbs, to mimic what she calls ‘super powers.’ Your orbs are based more in the actual schools of magic. My orb can give limited abilities from several types of magic for a specific ability.”

Jason scratched a cheek. “I get it. So your orb is based more on the end effect, and ours focus on the basic types of magic and physical powers. Like, your powers might have several contributing types of magic that make them work. Interesting.”

Henry shrugged. “It sounds like Enheduanna orbs just let people make choices on how to specialize, or they probably have pre-programmed types too. Dolos orbs are more general.”

“That’s more or less what I just said.” Jason frowned.

Nora turned back to Muffin and said, “Why are we here? This shouldn’t be possible, right? I know Aodh wanted all of us to swallow all the spirit stones we could for when we eventually ranked up, since you orb controllers decide when that happens, but how are we together? Also, when I rank up it puts me to sleep, so how are we all meeting while we’re sleeping?”

“And the real question, why does Aodh’s orb controller look like a hot babe in a metal bikini, but I get a bastardized version of my childhood hero?” asked Henry.

Jason knew his friend was trying to fool him again. He rolled his eyes. “Uh huh, right, Aodh’s orb controller is a bikini babe now. Whatever you say, Henry.” He pointed at Mister Neighborhood and snorted.

Henry frowned. “I’m serious, dude.”

“Yeah, sure you are.”

“This is...a little irregular,” said Eek. “Can we get back on track?”

Jason knew the cartoon cat had a point. It was all Henry’s fault. “Yeah, sure. So why are we here?”

Muffin said, “Things have changed. You don’t need to know all the details, but Dolos had changed the pace for gathering data.”

“What do you mean? Why?” Jason frowned.

“Think of it as being put on high alert,” said the capybara girl. “Orb controllers have a lot more freedom to act as we see fit now as long as we are still working on our core missions. We can communicate with each other in limited ways, and more so in close proximity. Since you will all be working and traveling together, we thought it was best that you were able to confer before making your choices.”

“That’s right,” said the purple cat. “Henry and Jason’s attempts to cover for each other’s weaknesses when they’d first arrived on Ludus and became orb-Bonded is likely part of why they’re both still alive!”

“Thanks, I think,” muttered Henry.

Jason thought quickly. “Do we have a time limit?”

“Well, yes,” said Mister Neighborhood. “But you should be able to talk through a plan. You just don’t have forever to do something else or be too distracted.”

“That’s as clear as mud,” said Henry.

“It means we should get to business,” said Nora.

Mister Neighborhood nodded. “Exactly.”  

“Then why didn’t you just say that?” asked Henry.

“He has a point,” said Jason.

Nora backed them up. “Yup. But that’s orb controllers for you. They act like they are so smart but then waste your time.”

“Well, they are AIs, though,” said Jason.

“That’s like an information spirit, right?” asked Nora. “Who rotting cares?”

“We are getting off track again,” said Mister Neighborhood.

“That’s right,” said Jason. “Hold on and let me think.” Henry and Nora both watched him for a second while he came up with ideas for how to proceed and kept discarding them until he had one he thought would work. “Okay, let’s do this. We’ll go around and explain our powers and maybe why we chose them. Then we’ll figure out kind of how we see ourselves progressing in the future.”

Henry shook his head. “Isn’t that more or less what we, like you and me, have done before?”

“Yeah, but we’ve always had to actually figure everything out alone once we were talking to our orb controllers. This time we can use any information we get to help make our choices. Isn’t that why you orb controllers brought us here together?” Jason directed the question toward the purple cartoon cat.

“Precisely!”

“Man, your orb controller is really lame, Jason,” said Henry.

“Mine is still worse,” muttered Nora. “I’d trade.”

Muffin bristled. “Like you said, we are stuck with each other, Nora.”

Jason tried to tune out the bickering. He got the feeling that the way Nora and her orb controller were fussing at each other was fairly normal. He mused out loud, “I don’t think any of us will be okay with asking permission for our choices. We all live or die based on our decisions. Yeah. Let’s just go around and explain our powers and why we chose them. That’s probably the best way.”

“Then I want my book again, Muffin,” said Nora. “All of it, too. No hidden stuff.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said the capybara.

Henry asked, “What book?”

“Every time I’ve met Muffin before, I got a book that showed me all of my options.”

“That would actually be useful,” said Jason.

“I think so too,” said Henry. He asked Mister Neighborhood, “Can I get a book to look at? That sounds pretty fucking convenient.”
“Of course, neighbor, but you should talk first. Sometimes it can be very calming to talk with friends.”

Jason eyed Henry’s orb controller and inwardly sighed. Bikini model...ha! he thought. “Nora, want to go first? I’m already fairly familiar with Henry’s choices, and vice versa.”

“I guess.” Nora scrunched up her expression, then said, “My choice when I was first ‘Bonded was to specialize in Vibration. I also chose Flight as a main power, and I got speed, toughness, strength, and something called a Duanna boon.”

“Duanna boon?” asked Jason.

“Yes. It allowed me to exchange one item with an item of greater value after calling Enheduanna. The ‘Duanna Boon’ was how I got my spear. I traded another spear for it.”

Jason rubbed his chin. “Sounds like a loot reroll...but that doesn’t make sense. The way we use points with our orbs basically means the orb controllers allocate Dhu to various magics or effects. Calling Enheduanna has nothing to do with getting an actual power.”

Nora paused. “I’ve never thought of it like that.” She glared at Muffin and asked, “Where did the power go?”

The capybara orb controller’s expression didn’t change, and in a neutral tone of voice she said, “It was up to me where to put that point.”

“What did you do with it?”

“I decided to save it and invest if you were to survive. When you became second rank, I added it to your Vigor choice.”

Nora looked up and said, “That actually makes sense.”

“Of course it does.” Muffin sniffed.

“Vigor?” asked Henry. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that option.”

Jason shook his head. “I don’t think we have it. Duanna orbs are different than Dolos orbs. I’ve never seen Vibration or Flight or anything like that as options for us either, Henry. Nora, can you tell us what Vigor is?”

“Yes. It’s basically endurance and healing. I needed a lot of endurance to use Pewpew.” She held up her hand and moved her finger with a ring on it.

“Okay got it.”

“Vigor sounds awesome. I wish we had stuff like that,” groused Henry.

“So we know you got Vigor. What did you do with your second rank?” asked Jason.

Nora rubbed her face while she thought for a second, then said, “That’s weird. I can perfectly remember what I chose.” She turned to Muffin. “Is that because of where we are?”

“A little. Are you going to tell them about your natural ability?”

“Natural ability?” asked Jason.

Nora shrugged, looking a little unsure of herself for the first time since they’d all met up in this dream world. “Apparently I have something called adomopathy.  I guess I can copy things I’ve seen people do. This helped me learn to fight, but I can sometimes copy other things too.”

“Like cooking?” asked Henry.

“I’m not sure, but probably.”

“That’s how she stayed alive to reach second and third rank,” muttered Muffin. “She didn’t listen to me, and didn’t obtain any synergies with her powers at first.”

Jason nodded slowly. “What all did you get for second rank again?”

“I chose Vibration, Flight, Vigor, and I put one point in Heightened Reflexes and one point in Mind. Also, isn’t this going to take a while?”

“What do you mean?” asked Jason.

“Going rank by rank like this. You both still need to go, too.”

“She’s right,” said Henry. “Also, Adomopathy sounds fucking awesome. When I first became ‘Bonded, all I could do was make big blades and throw rocks really hard.”

“Okay, okay.” Jason ignored Henry as he thought. “How about instead of going rank by rank, we just list all of our powers we have now with their current ranks.”

“Yeah, sounds good,” said Henry. “But Nora, you don’t have separate power and control options for your Vibration and stuff?”

“No. It’s just one skill that I can raise.”

Jason nodded. “Alright, I agree with Henry. That does sound handy. Now let’s hear the whole list. Take your time.”

“Alright, I have,” she said, and paused to think. “(Vibration, rank 2), (Flight, rank 3), (Vigor, rank 2), (Etiquette, rank 1), (Duanna boon), (Speed, rank 2), (Toughness, rank 1), (Strength, rank 1), (Mind, rank 1), (Heightened reflexes, rank 1), (Spatial Awareness, rank 1), and (Elements and Energies: Air, rank 1).”

“That’s...a lot,” Jason finally said.

“Would you like to have all of that displayed, neighbor?” asked Henry’s orb controller.

“Sure,” answered Jason.

Almost instantly, words hung in the air, spinning slowly still easily readable. All the skills mirrored what Nora had said, but showed point values and what level each were chosen at too. Each entry had their descriptions listed next to them.

Henry whistled. “Some of the stuff she can choose is way better than ours.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Jason studied Nora’s choices by level in particular. “But I would have done it differently. Nora uses Vibration to make her weapons cut or pierce easier, right? Speccing more heavily in speed and maybe strength might have elevated that ability higher.”

“See? She’s very hard headed. You can understand what I mean now,” grunted Muffin.

Jason just nodded.

Nora rolled her eyes. “You’re siding with the ra--the capybara?”

“Well, sort of. Everything seems to work out now that you’re third rank, with decent synergies, but until your third rank, everything was just kind of…on its own. What did Muffin want you to choose?”

“Energy blasts,” answered the giant rodent girl. She held up one claw and the description for energy blasts appeared above her hand. 

Energy Blasts

Fire Bolts of Energy

If Chosen:

-Choose part of the body blasts come from

-Choose element

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Henry. “Wow. I bet at third rank in that ability, you’d be like a one-person fucking artillery squad. If I could find an orb-Bonded crew with abilities like that, I wouldn’t need so many goddamn weapons all over the SS Raising Hull.”

“Indeed,” said a very smug-looking Muffin. “But what is the SS Raising Hull?”

“Oh God,” sighed Jason. “Henry, change the name.”

“Why? It will be in English, and the original idea behind Delvers LLC wasn’t too bad. If people see the name of the ship, we might meet more people stranded from Earth.”

“It’s going to be a big goddamn ship flying through the sky. I don’t think we need a dumb name to be conspicuous.”

Henry made a flippant gesture. “Well, the runner-up names were Ship Happens, Keeling Time, Ferry Nauti, or Hauling Mast. Actually, me and the other builders had a vote. Raising Hull won by one--Ishaar gave the tie-breaking vote. Good guy, Ishaar.”

“So it is the ship,” said Muffin. “Anyway, you agree that Nora is stubborn and ridiculous.”

“Hey, I didn’t say all that,” protested Jason.

Nora gave them all a withering look. “I’m alive, and the cultists aren’t, so how about everyone gets off my rotting back?”

“She’s got a point,” muttered Henry.

Nora continued, “And I don’t want to be here forever, so how about you give your choices?”

“Okay, okay,” said Henry. He held his palms outward. “I made some shitty choices too that turned out to be lucky later.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Jason.  

“I don’t know, I was just trying to make her feel better. God you’re a dick, Jason.”

“You can stop trying to help me, Jason,” said Nora.

Being surrounded by so many ridiculous people made Jason run a hand through his hair in irritation. “You know, if I’d come here with some of my old tabletop RPG friends, we could have meta gamed the hell out of this place.”

“Yeah, well, you’re stuck with me, dude. And all your little geeky friends back there would have died in the first five seconds.”

Jason goggled at his friend. “Geeky? They’re geeky...as in you aren’t? Are you serious right now? You were a HEMA fencing, historical-manuscript reading, superheroes-movie watching, anime-dabbler. In what world are you not at least part geek?”

“Dude, none of that is really geeky. I was an athlete, and the Captain is all American. And I’m Japanese. It’s in my DNA to be weak to the animu. What’s your excuse?”

“Why do I need an excuse? And how does any of that make sense?”

“Hey, gossiping men, let’s get a move on.” Nora gave them both a flat look.

Jason felt a flash of embarrassment. “Hurry up and go over your abilities, Henry.”

“You’re not the boss of me!”

“What the hell is wrong with you? You’re in rare form.”

Henry’s face was expressionless as he slowly announced, “You’re not my real mom.”

Jason was surprised when in a thoughtful tone, Nora said, “If this isn’t how he normally acts, then he’s probably happy that Mareen left their room yesterday.”

Henry looked startled. After a short pause, said, “I meant for my main power to be Earth, not Metal. Dolos orbs operate based on magic schools, not super powers. But I’d been thinking about metal, and I ended up a metal mage. Right now my powers are (Metal School Magic), (Locations of Dungeons, Rank 1), (Endurance, Rank 2), (Healing, Rank 1), (Senses, Rank 1), (Durability, Rank 1), (Magic Perception, Rank 2), (Magic Power, Rank 3), (Magic Control: Metal, rank 2), (Mind Whip, rank 1), (Dark School Magic), (Magic Control: Light School Magic), and (Magic Control: Light). Oh, I also have (Orb Communication, Rank X).”

Jason shook his head. He’d already talked to Henry about what happened when he’d been missing. But he was still shocked how his friend had not only lived through basically being erased from existence, but also more or less bonded with strange Dhu. From what Jason understood, that whole sequence of events had led to the creation of Aodh’s deadly dagger too.

All of Henry’s powers hung listed in the air now next to Nora’s, and Jason had to privately admit that Henry’s choices had been solid, at least based on what information they’d had when he’d made them. Even Locations of Dungeons had turned out to be surprisingly helpful recently.

“Wait a minute,” said Nora. “Why does he have powers that didn’t cost anything?”

Henry’s orb controller straightened his sweater and looked vaguely uncomfortable. “Some…very irregular events happened that resulted in Henry attaining a new school of magic, wild magic you could call it.”

Nora gave Henry a look. “How the hell did you pull that off?”

“I died.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “How was that?”

“Really fucking weird.”

“I bet.”

Muffin studied all of the orb powers and said, “I just replayed the memories of Henry’s reasoning for some of these choices. Thank you,” she said, and inclined her head at Henry’s orb-Controller. “He chose Light School magic control in order to tame his new power, and learn light magic as well, since he had some ability in it after acquiring dark magic. Clever. He doesn’t seem to have any overall goal with his choices, but still makes good decisions. Now he has Darksteel and Lightsteel. He’s definitely wiser than Nora with his power choices.”

Nora glared at the capybara. “I really don’t like you.”

“Oh, I know, but I think some of your problems are due to your upbringing. Vistvis agrees.”

“Seriously, who is Vistvis?” asked Henry.

Nora’s expression grew sour. “My dagger.”

“Your dagger?”

“Yes.”

“Your dagger talks?”

“Sometimes.”

Henry snorted. “How is that?”

Nora showed her teeth. “Really fucking weird.”

“I’ll bet.”

Jason sighed. He could see this conversation going in circles so after clearing his throat, he began listing all of his choices in powers and abilities so far. “I have (Space School Magic), (Endurance, Rank 1), (Healing, Rank 3), (Magic Lore, Rank 1), (Magic Power, Rank 2), (Magic Control: Space, Rank 2), (Speed, Rank 1), (Monster Lore, 1), (Mind, Rank 1), (Matter School Magic), (Magic Control: Matter Magic, Rank 2), (Infrared Vision, Rank 1), (Etiquette, Rank 1).”

“You took Etiquette too?” asked Nora.

“We’re on another world. It seemed like a good idea.”

Nora nodded. “I’m more or less in a different world now than I grew up in. The skill really does seem to help. Without it, I know I wouldn’t have been able to help Aodh over the last month.”

“Both of these two are much better than Nora,” complained Muffin. She waved a hand and all of Jason’s abilities appeared next to Henry and Nora’s. “He has gone for more, smaller choices than the other two, but they all have had a powerful net effect on his overall abilities.”

Jason didn’t want the others to start bickering again, so he quickly said, “Okay, now that we’ve shared what we’ve chosen, where are we weak? Where are we strong? In the past, I would have said Henry is sort of like a tank, but that’s not true, especially with his guns.”

“Tank?” asked Nora.

“It’s a gaming term. Just ignore him,” explained Henry. He turned to Jason and said, “He’s sort of right about something, though. Since we can talk about this right now, maybe we can think of things that someone else missed.”

“Alright,” said Nora. “I see myself as fairly well-rounded now, and fast. Others may move faster on their feet, but not in the sky, at least none that I’ve seen yet. Fighting from the air is powerful. It’s why I was able to help during the battle of Mensk.”

Henry chuckled. “‘Helped,’ eh? From what I heard, you were practically tearing true-demons apart and making the fucking cultists wish they were never born.”

Nora didn’t directly respond. She just said, “Without Flight, I would have gotten around a lot slower.”

“So what do you think your weaknesses are, Nora?” asked Jason. “Especially working in a group with other orb-Bonded?”

“I have worked in a group with other orb-Bonded before,” she said.

“Really? How?” asked Jason.

“Tolstey Army.”

“Oh, you’re ex-military,” said Henry. “Now I understand why you seem a lot less retarded than other people I’ve met.” He mimed hiding a thumb pointed at Jason.

Nora’s lip twitched, and Jason sighed again. He thought, Great. And Nora’s marrying Aodh, so now I get to deal with even more salty veterans. Out loud he said, “What are your weaknesses, Nora.” 

“Muffin is right about one thing. I need to specialize more.”

The capybara preened at first, but then her expression turned to horror, presumably as she read Nora’s mind. “No. No, I forbid it! You should be spending more points in your Elements and Energies: Air abilities since you refuse to get Energy Blasts!”

Jason took that as his cue to share. “I see myself as a quick striker and fast mover, but I feel like one thing I can really bring to a team is understanding magic itself more in the future. Magic is something I’d love to study, too. I think I definitely need to strengthen my core magic abilities, but maybe invest in some more knowledge-based skills, and also protection for my mind.”

“Your mind?” asked Henry.

“Yeah. After meeting Liangyu and seeing what happened to you, I want to start working on some sort of magic defense, and also some way to prevent anyone from messing with my head. Like, that sort of thing hasn’t happened to me yet, but with some of the powers I’ve experienced, I could see a need for defense.”

Henry nodded, and Nora seemed confused. She looked like she was about to ask more questions, but Henry spoke first. “I’m sort of with Nora that I want to keep specializing in what has already saved my ass, but I also noticed that you two took a Mind power before. Right now I have my Metal Mind, but that’s something I do through magic, and I don’t think it’s going to be enough if we face stronger enemies. Maybe if I take Mind I can make it stronger, or get some other way to keep up with everyone else. When I spar with Jason now, everything is moving so fucking fast that it’s tough not to get lost. So, yeah, I think that’s how I’m going to spend my twelve points.”

“Huh?” Nora cocked her head. “Twelve points? Don’t you mean thirteen?”

“No, twelve.”

Jason said, “Nora, how many points did you have for rank three?”

“Fourteen. And eleven before that, and ten before that.”

Jason gave a satisfied look, knowing he’d solved the mystery. “We had ten, twelve, then thirteen, then twelve. Our number of points per ranks are different and our actual choices cost different amounts too, probably because we have different orbs.”

“Oh, okay,” said Nora. Jason couldn’t tell if she really cared or not.

Suddenly, Muffin snapped her furry fingers. A large leather-bound book appeared before all three orb-Bonded. Next to each book was a little note pad, a pencil, and a calculator. “You said you wanted books,” she stated.

“Choose wisely, neighbor,” said Mister Neighborhood.

“I believe in you, Jason!” encouraged the purple cartoon cat.

“Why are their orb people so nice?” complained Nora. Muffin huffed, but Nora didn’t even look up.

Jason studied his book and appreciated the convenience of all of his possible choices laid out this way, but he’d more or less already made up his mind. He basically just flipped through the pages until the other two seemed done.

“Are we all ready?” asked Jason.

“Yes,” said Nora. “Yours makes you say your choices out loud too?” she asked, and gave Muffin a significant look.

“That’s the way it always works,” answered Henry.

“Okay, I’ll go first,” said Jason. “I’m going to take Magic Power (Rank 3, 3 points), Magic Control: Space magic (Rank 4, 4 points), Monster Lore (Rank 2, 2 points), Magic Lore (Rank 2, 2 points), and last but not least, Mental and Spiritual Defense (Rank 1, 1 point). That should be twelve points.”

“Wow. I was expecting you to take a skill-skill, like Espionage or something. Why Monster Lore,” asked Henry.

“I liked being able to read some of the stuff monsters have written,” admitted Jason.

“Okay, me next,” said Nora. “I’m choosing Flight (Rank 4, 5 points), Vibration (Rank 3, 4 points), Heightened Reflexes (Rank 2, 2 points), Mind (Rank 2, 1 point), and Magic Perception (Rank 1, 1 point). Thirteen points.”

“Heightened reflexes?” asked Jason. “Again?”

“Jason, she took Mind and Magic Perception. She’s fucking copying me!”

“You haven’t even chosen yet,” said Nora.

“But you’re choosing Mind, like I’m going to.”

“So? It’s a good choice. If you have all the power in the world but you can’t figure out how what to do or how to survive in time, your power is useless.”

Henry coughed a laugh. “That’s true. And that’s why I’m going to choose it too. Jesus, next thing you know she’ll be making exoguns and shit.”

“She already has a laser ring,” reminded Jason.

Nora played with the ring on her finger. “I rely on it too much. That’s why I want to get back to what kept me alive in the first place.”

“God dammit,” said Henry. “Fine. Well, I’m choosing Magic Power (Rank 4, 3 points), Magic Perception (Rank 3, 2 points), Magic Control: Metal Magic (Rank 3, 4 points), Magic Control: Darkness Magic (Rank 1, 2 points), and Mind (Rank 1, 1 point). That’s twelve points.”

Muffin stood and the ground grew under her feet until she was standing on her own stage made of earth. She said, “I’m not even going to bother trying to change Nora’s mind, but I need to ask you all if you are sure of your choices.”

“Yes.”

“Yeah.”

“I am,” said Jason.

“So be it,” said all the orb controllers in unison.

The world began to swirl and disappear, but before Jason lost consciousness and returned to sleep, he heard Muffin say, “Again, everything is changing. You all need to be extra careful. If we are to meet again, you will need to develop skill, and maybe some more luck.”

Somehow Jason knew the warning had been for all of them, and he decided to take the strange, rodent orb-controller seriously. As soon as he left the capital, he vowed to train every day.

That night after he returned to normal sleep, Jason had a dream about being on a ship that was sinking. The ocean was made of some sort of orange soda, some of his friends were on board the ship, and they were all in the middle of a battle. Aodh was steering. Mareen was fixing a sail. Henry was in the bottom, bailing water, and did a better job the worse mood he was in. Nora was on the deck, shooting lasers out of her eyes at the enemies trying to sink them. And the entire time, Jason kept shouting to keep all the noise down because he was trying to read a book.

When he finally woke up, he didn’t feel like a fourth-rank orb-Bonded. He felt like he hadn’t gotten any sleep, and really missed his ebook reader back on Earth.

New Toy

 

Uluula looked over the side of the ship as Mensk grew smaller. She said, “If any foreign spies were trying to figure out what Aodh was up to with so many construction workers being pulled off of rebuilding the city, I think they just got their answer.”

“Definitely,” agreed Jason.

The huge underground workshop that Henry had hollowed out with the help of Berber Earth school mages had an attached exit tunnel. Since his monstrous flying ship was complete, and they’d all received and agreed to their mission from the new king, it had been time to finally allow the ship to taste the Berber sky.

Uluula thought it was all a bit anticlimactic. The ship just noiselessly floated. In fact, since the tunnel exit had been located just outside the city, and the ship was mostly silent, she wondered if anyone had even seen it take off.

Everyone had been settled and shown to their rooms. Uluula was standing on the deck with Jason, and Henry seemed to pop out of nowhere. He said, “Do you want the tour?” The man was grinning, not even trying to hide his pleasure that the ridiculously named “Raising Hull” was taking her maiden voyage.

“I have a question,” said Uluula. “Why does it have sails? This thing runs on magic stones, right?”

Henry beamed. “That’s a good question, Uluula!”

Jason groaned. “You really shouldn’t encourage him. This is like the third tour he’s given in an hour.”

Uluula just shrugged and said, “I just got on board before we started moving.” Then she gave Henry her full attention. The man could be bizarre and foolish, but nobody could deny that his strange inventions on Ludus had been effective so far.

Henry said, “Jason already caught a little bit of this, but he’s going to follow you around like a puppy anyway, so I’ll just ignore him.”

As Jason scowled, Uluula quirked a smile and just said, “Alright.” She reached up and rubbed her husband’s back. After spending so much time around Jason and his best friend, she knew they were just this way. Apparently, Terran men were even more dysfunctional than Areva. Needling each other seemed to be some odd form of verbal affection.

The three of them were standing on the deck towards the back of the ship. Uluula wasn’t an expert on sailing ships, but she could tell that Henry had incorporated some aspects of maritime ships, and rejected others. The part of the ship she really cared about was near the bottom, and she figured they’d get there at the end of the tour.

“Okay,” started Henry. “This is the aft of the ship. When I first started this fucking project, I wanted to just call it the front, and the left side the left, and the right side the right, but a few folks smarter than me explained why I might want to keep the ‘stern, port, and starboard’ terms.”

Uluula’s lips twitched, and Henry seemed to read her mind. “I don’t have any problem admitting when I’m wrong if it’s something I don’t know a lot about. Everyone seems to have been getting a crash course on lots of things over the last month.”

“This is true.” Uluula still didn’t exactly like Henry very much, but she respected him and knew he was not a fool. If she were honest, she did care about him. Sometimes his mannerisms just annoyed her, especially his cursing. It was a lucky thing that she had been able to discourage Jason from speaking that way as much anymore.

Henry pointed to the rear of the ship. “I learned my lesson with the Mosquito. This thing has a gun emplacement on the stern, port, and starboard sides. This was how I solved the problem of how to provide overlapping defense without damaging the ship itself. There is also one on the bottom, or the keel, and one at the very top of the mast, up there,” he said, and pointed upward.

Uluula looked up and nodded. “The masts of this ship are much shorter than a normal sailing vessel, right?”

“That’s right,” Henry confirmed. “They’re just there in case of emergencies. Plus I wanted to make this boat as tough as possible. I talked to survivors of attacks on the sky ships that travel between the countries--including Nora--and learned about monsters like bat men and shit like that. Dealing with flying monsters might be tricky, but I think we have it covered now.

“This ship is not entirely shaped like a normal sailing ship. It’s boxier, so we could have more room.”

Jason raised a hand and asked, “I’ve seen the Mosquito before, and you showed me how it worked. You’ve shown me a lot of this ship, and I think it stays up using the same principle as the Mosquito, but how does it move forward?”

“Good question.” Henry began walking toward some stairs leading down into the ship. “The Raising Hull is around a hundred and twenty feet long. It weighs a lot. Don’t ask me how much, but it’s a big fucking ship. I had some fans, basically propellers to help with propulsion for the Mosquito, but that wouldn’t be enough for this boat. When I built the Mosquito, I figured out some of how it would work by studying the airships that the High Priestesses made, or gave to the countries, or whatever. But those ships move fast as hell, and they don’t have any obvious way they’re doing it, right?”

Uluula found herself following along and genuinely interested. “So what did you do?”

Henry grinned. “The reason I couldn’t figure it out is because I kept fucking thinking about everything as pushing. I started building stuff with the Battlewagon, using magic to push off, or against gold, then made the magicycles, and then the Mosquito, which uses set distances...almost like magnetics, but using magic resonation.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Henry,” said Uluula.

“Maybe I can help,” offered Jason. “It’s like if you have a small magnet, you can theoretically flip it to the repelling side and suspend it above a larger magnet.”

Henry snapped, “Or one of the same size.”

Uluula frowned. “Okay, I think I have that, but how does the magic come into play?”

“The magic circuits in the ship adjust the size of the ‘magnet,’” explained Henry.

“Oh.” Uluula’s eyes widened. “So that’s why if the power runs out, the ship won’t crash.”

“Exactly. And there are others to the side to keep us oriented correctly. But that doesn’t help us actually get anywhere.” Henry’s eyes unfocused for a second and he said, “I tried building some pushing mechanisms into the Mosquito, but they really didn’t work very well, just helped us take off.” Henry made a drum roll sound and said, “The answer was pulling. Since the hover ability for the ship is so stable, I could actually build like...a fucking magical grappling hook made of force that grabs onto gold in the ground ahead of us, and pulls us forward. It works in pulses, but smoothly, sort of like rowing a boat. You can’t feel the pulses if everything is working right.”

Henry led them below the deck, and back to the rear of the ship. “When I first started plans on this thing, I actually thought about putting the turrets on the deck. That would have been easier, but it wasn’t the best solution. But one of the biggest problems is that putting a turret on the side of a ship makes it hard for a gunner to move their weapons fast enough to actually hit anything, at least in the air. We don’t have electricity or motors that work the same ways as electric motors.”

The little group came to the stern turret, and Uluula blinked. It was like they were looking into a little room that had a way to go down, and a way to head up, like a split level. In the top room, she could see a goblin looking out the surrounding windows, moving a couple of weapons outside the ships that seemed attached to his arms in some way.

“All of the gunners are goblins,” Henry explained. “Rekkla is staying back in Mensk, with Aodh, but her brother Trask is going to be traveling with us. Trask was going to stay behind, but plans changed. I’m training Trask to help pilot the ship. We have a total of 12 goblin crew.”

“Goblins? How did you and Aodh get the nobles to agree to that?” asked Jason.

Henry grinned. “We didn’t. They don’t know. But all the goblins from Trask’s tribe are taking this very seriously, since their behavior here will give a bunch of people, including us, the ability to take the stand for them at their trial.”

Uluula didn’t know the goblins as well as Henry did. The idea of monsters being accepted as people seemed alien and wrong to her, no matter how good-intentioned everyone involved was. She held her tongue, though--sometimes Jason could be soft about these sorts of things, and she hated to fight with her husband. She said, “That’s right, they’re trying to become Adom, right?”

“Yes. And it’s a huge pain in the ass, but it has to be done, especially since Aodh is working with the Gobskulls, and they want to follow him into the city for religious reasons. If they become Adom, their homes will be considered settled, and they’ll have rights like anyone else. Right now they technically don’t have any rights, kind of like livestock back on Earth. Mensk doesn’t have any official slaves, but you could theoretically chain up a goblin to, I don’t know, stamp license plates or dig holes and there wouldn’t be any legal way to stop you if you’ve paid for a license to keep dangerous creatures.”

“That’s awful,” said Jason.

“Yeah, but we all know that most monsters aren’t cute and cuddly. We killed some goblins within hours of coming to Ludus, and those fucking orks were hardcore.”

Uluula nodded vigorously at Henry’s words until she realized what she was doing. Her hatred of orks could sometimes make her husband uncomfortable.

Henry slapped a wall of the ship. “Anyway, this isn’t a war boat, but we are well armed. Each of the five turrets have two weapon emplacements and 4-inch-thick glass. Aiming was a problem until I remembered that everything with fingers can naturally point at things. Which weapons to use was a problem at first too, because air guns are too weak for what we need, too hard to load, and I didn’t want to stack ammo. I could make guns for myself that would work just fine, but I wanted something that anyone could use.”

“So what was the solution?” asked Uluula.

Henry grinned. “It was actually really easy. I just studied some of the Berber military weapons. Also, we know Nora has a really powerful beam weapon that hurts her to use, but there are actually plenty of weaker beam weapons floating around Ludus that use magic stones as a power source. They are expensive, and power hungry, but I’ve gotten good at increasing efficiency. 

“I built golem arms for the gunners that extend outside, and each left arm has a lightning discharge weapon with a capacitor, so it can fire every fifteen seconds. The right arm has a plasma beam weapon. Both arms have modified dayslers, like what I had on the Mosquito, but the gunner can choose to use them as spotlights instead of ‘day laser’ weapons. Either way, they charge with the sun just like the ones on the Mosquito. In fact, the entire ship has light-gathering balls that help provide power.”

“Holy crap, Henry.” Jason shook his head. “How did you make all of this so fast?”

“I had a ton of help, and I had good project managers, and made good plans before we even started. Like, some of the stuff I drew was crude, then an entire team would work on it overnight to make plans, then hand it over to the construction mages. During...during Mareen’s recovery, I wasn’t really doing much while I stayed with her, so I did a lot of drawing. Then when it was time to build this thing, the fact we could use magic to create molds, or basically paint with metal, and even easily create ceramic made it move really fast. You wouldn’t believe how helpful it is to have workers that can bend metal with their bare hands, or lift stuff that weighs as much as a car, or drill holes with their fingers. Abnormal endurance helped too, and we had potions that helped people get way more efficient sleep between shifts.”

“Wow,” said Jason. Uluula knew her husband well enough to tell he was truly at a loss for words. This must have been his first time seeing the new weapons. Ironically, it wasn’t Uluula’s.

Henry grinned at his friend’s reaction and made a gesture to follow. “Let’s go to the cargo hold and I’ll show you the toy I made for Uluula.”

“Oh god,” muttered Jason. “I can only imagine.”

“It’s actually great, my love,” said Uluula. “I asked Henry to make something for me so I can be of greater use in any future battles. Aodh let me take whatever I wanted from the palace armory, and it’s not like we lack money, at least not anymore.” She held up her hand to show the new rings and other enchanted items she wore now. “I have enchanted armor and weapons now, but not the mobility I needed.”

Henry led them down into the guts of the ship and talked over his shoulder. “You know, Ludus is a weird fucking place. On one hand, there’s no steel and it’s hard to make basic things work. But on the other, if you know how something works to begin with, and you know how to encourage Dhu to do something…” 

Now they were in the cargo hold, and Henry moved to the far wall. He gestured to something suspended on the wall. “Like I said, the fans I made for the Mosquito weren’t useful for the Raising Hull, but for a single-person jet wing, they were perfect.”

It took Jason a while to figure out what he was looking at. “Wait, are those jet engines?”

“Sort of. I got the idea from what I can do personally using magic, turning darksteel into an armored wing to glide. First, I basically just made a wing out of aluminum. This wasn’t too hard, I just created one for myself out of darksteel and got some of the engineers to help me cover it with plaster to make a mold, then we copied the shape. Once we made the thing, we put some powerful thrusters on it with propellers and components made from blessed steel, and sort of...convinced some air Dhu to help.”

“Wait a second, you enchanted it?” Jason’s mouth hung open.

“Sort of? Not really? I can’t do what Thirsty does, but now I can encourage Dhu to move into things that they are interested in and kind of...give them an idea of what to do. The wing has air Dhu that like the idea of stability. It should help Uluula fly this thing.”

“Wait, are you kidding me?” Jason turned to meet Uluula’s eyes.

Her young Terran man’s expression was so dumbfounded and adorable that Uluula reached up to pinch his cheek. “I already tried it out a couple of days ago, and again yesterday.” 

Henry held his hands out. “Nothing crazy at first, just strapping her in and letting her hover. In fact, since it can hover exactly like the old Battlewagon could, and go higher, it’s actually not too dangerous to use unless someone really gets it going fast.

“This was all pretty last minute, but Gonzo’s people actually found someone in Mensk who had an Areva flight suit like the one Uluula had when we first met her, and they found a helmet for her somewhere too.”

“So were you planning to tell me about this anytime soon?” asked Jason. He narrowed his eyes, and Uluula reached out to touch his wrist. 

She’d expected him to be upset, but he needed to get over his strange Terran notions of “chivalry,” just like he eventually needed to talk to her seriously again about expanding their family.

“Jason, you are 4th-rank orb-Bonded now. I am a fighter, and I refuse to stay back in safety while you risk your life. We’ve talked about this before.”

“I know. And I know it’s wrong to expect you to stay in a room, twiddling your thumbs, but this…” Jason gestured at the jet wing.

“Jason, you teleport and basically free fall whenever you travel anywhere. You are always in danger, and it’s not like I’ve been safe my entire time on Ludus. We’ve both crossed a hell world.” Uluula wasn’t sure if she was about to end up having a rare fight with her husband, but she wasn’t going to budge on this matter. So far, she absolutely loved the jet wing.

“Uh, maybe I should leave you two alone,” said Henry. He’d begun backing up.

“What about you, Henry?” demanded Jason. “Were you going to tell me about this?”

“No. I thought you’d approve. Uluula is wearing a bunch of enchanted stuff now, but it’s not like the world has gotten any safer. I figured if that crazy zombie-controlling orb-Bonded psycho or someone like her shows up again, and tries to zap Uluula like they did me, you’d want her to have the best weapons and gear possible.”

Jason was visibly taken aback by that and his annoyance evaporated. “Yeah, I guess.”

Henry met Uluula’s eyes. “Of course, it’d still be a hell of a lot easier if she’d just choose a fucking Dolos orb.”

Uluula shook her head. “I’ve already said several times that I refuse to. There is something I want, something I’ve wanted my whole life, and I will not settle for less.” The subject brought back a torrent of memories that Uluula tried to squash. She’d been promised an Artifice since she was a child, but she’d opted to join the Navy instead, tried to earn her own. And now she was stuck on Ludus. She refused to accept a cheap imitation, though. From what she could tell, Keeja and the other High Priestesses all had high-ranking Artifices, likely purple rank. 

“I know we’re not supposed to talk about it, but I know what you mean. Good luck with that,” said Henry. “Those things likely don’t just fall out of the sky.”

All Uluula could do was nod grimly.

Loud footsteps caught everyone’s attention as Nora came down the stairs. She had a sour look on her face, and Uluula could understand if Nora was in a bad mood. The other woman was leaving her husband behind to go on this trip. If Uluula had to leave Jason, she’d be in a terrible mood too. Of course, Uluula would never be caught dead with such tacky, dyed hair, though. And even with the help she’d been getting, Nora’s fashion sense was still non-existent.

The brash woman stomped up to Henry and asked, “Is this where I can get out of the ship?”

“Well, yes, this is where we have the cargo bay doors and whatnot.” Henry turned to Uluula to say, “Figuring out how to let the door open, but still be watertight and strong in case we ever need to float was a pain in the ass too, but maybe I’ll talk about it later. He turned back to Nora and asked, “But can’t you fly? Why did you need to come here if you need to leave the ship for some reason? We haven’t begun to pick up speed yet.”

“Before we took off, didn’t you give a safety briefing and said we shouldn’t go anywhere outside the ship without a partner?”

“Holy shit, someone actually listened to me?” Henry theatrically put a palm to his forehead. “Wonders never fucking cease! Actually, you’re ex-military, aren’t you?

“Yes.”

“Well that explains it then.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Not being ex-military doesn’t mean people can’t pay attention.”

“That’s true,” agreed Henry. “Uluula is ex-military, or was in the military when she came to Ludus. Meanwhile, there’s no explanation for why half the time after a meeting, she has to ask me questions I’ve already answered in order to update all those notes she keeps.” 

Uluula sniffed. “Believe it or not, this little ship tour has actually been interesting so far so I will remember all of it. Many of your lengthy rants are far less...engaging. If you weren’t always babbling while tinkering with your rifle for the thousandth time, or getting zapped to the other side of the world and leaving everyone wondering if you were alive, maybe I’d pay more attention in general. Just imagine, if you would have spent more time learning to throw accurately, you wouldn’t need to carry all that stuff around on your belt.” Jason gave her a look as soon as the words left her mouth, and Uluula wondered if she’d gone too far.

Surprisingly, Nora barked a laugh and slapped Henry on the back. “You really do spend a lot of rotting time working on your guns.”

“Yeah, yeah, luckily I am still alive to make jokes about, and everyone’s a critic.” Henry idly patted his leg and said, “Why don’t you go with her, Uluula?”

Uluula frowned. “Aren’t you going to ask what she’s leaving for? We just left Mensk. Also, shouldn’t everyone stay aboard? There are still dangers out there, and like it or not, some of us are famous now.” She gave a significant look at Nora.

“Nah. Everyone here is grown, and Nora is the Hero of Mensk or whatever the fuck. She’s going to basically own part of this country soon, and from what I hear, she’s fast as fuck so it’s not like she won’t be able to catch back up. Besides, we’re still in friendly territory.”

Nora crossed her arms and met Uluula’s eyes. “How are you going to go with me?” she asked. “I plan to fly. You are small, but I don’t want to carry you.”

“I can follow you.”

“How?” asked Nora.

“With that, I suppose,” answered Uluula. She pointed to the jet wing on the wall.

“Can you keep up?”

“Only one way to find out.” Uluula smiled, and she felt a shot of excitement, different from any she’d experienced in a long time. There was nothing quite like flying.

Fly By

 

Uluula went over the controls for her jet wing again and ignored Jason’s worried expression. Luckily, he wasn’t otherwise distracting her while she refamiliarized herself with the machine. As far as she knew, this was the only one of Henry’s invented vehicles that hadn’t been given some kind of weird name.

Thank the Creator.

In truth, she was already fairly confident using the contraption. When she’d been young, going to school on her homeworld prior to joining the Navy, she’d piloted light pleasure craft--similar in size to this one--fairly often. The “pushing” magic that Henry had built into the Wing as a failsafe and takeoff/landing mechanism was actually similar to repulsor technology back home, at least in how it functioned.

The Raising Hull was still slowly ascending and moving away from Mensk. Now that she thought about it a little more, Uluula was sure that if she were to whip out a pair of the team’s precious binoculars and look down below, there’d be at least a handful of people staring and pointing. No matter how silent they were, it was hard to hide a flying ship.

Deep down, she was actually excited about embarking on a new journey. Staying in the palace for so long, despite the shoddy architecture, low technology, and being surrounded by aliens had actually been reminding her of her family’s palace back on her home world. She had never really been a fan of the opulence, or the politics. Uluula valued people who said what they meant, which was one reason why overall she was happy to be part of Delvers LLC, and definitely happy to be married to her goofy, gentle Terran husband.

But Nora Hazard was a different kind of human than Jason, or even Henry. Both men had more or less been peaceful before coming to Ludus--well, as peaceful as Terrans generally were, and they’d had to learn new roles, a new way of life. Nora wasn’t technically Terran, she was Ludan, born on Ludus, and she had the aura of a predator. This was a woman who’d been steeped in violence and hardship for most of her life. Uluula could feel it--like could recognize like. During her service in the Navy, Uluula had rarely killed with her own hands, but she’d spilled plenty of blood.

Even though it was only Henry, Jason, herself, and Nora in the cargo hold, a good portion of the non-goblin, and non-High Priestess crew was present. If the room had also included Bezzi-ibbi, Mareen, Agnes, the Berber Intelligence agent who’d Gonzo sent with them, and the three royal guards that Aodh had sent to guard Nora, everyone would have been there. 

The ship was big enough to carry many more people, but Henry and Jason had wanted to take a small crew and not make too much fuss about the trip. This outing was technically not sanctioned by the Crown. Hopefully there wouldn’t be any problems, but if there were, the Hull was heavily armed.

Uluula felt weird setting off without Aodh, and knew the other original Delvers LLC members were the same. She grabbed her helmet off the wall. Then she carefully moved her hair out of the way, put on an elastic cap first, and donned her helmet. Last, she attached her faux jaalba directly to the back of the Wing. With the spearhead sticking so far above her shoulder, she almost looked like she might dive bomb and skewer something. That would be an unfortunate day for everyone involved.

“Alright, I’m ready,” said Uluula.

Henry said, “Cool. I’m going to open the cargo door.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jason. “How did you solve the problem of the ship being watertight if we ever need to float? You know, the cargo door?”

After a shrug, Henry said, “We have a really strong, really tight rubber gasket that should be enough for most situations, and there is a locking mechanism on the outside, with a metal lip that overlaps the metal frame, so the rubber shouldn’t get much, if any pressure. But we also have a lip on the inside that I can flip over, and just run my finger around the entire thing to fuse the metal. I’m a metal mage.”

“Oh. What if you aren’t around to do that?”

Henry yanked a lever and the door began to open. He said, “Then don’t land in any rough water.”

The moment the door was open, Nora jumped outside into the open air, and Uluula followed right behind. Being weightless was exhilarating, and for Uluula, it carried nostalgia as well. The practice she’d had before with the Wing was truly all she’d needed.

Nora almost immediately shot past her. While Uluula felt comfortable in the air, it was immediately obvious that Nora was like a fish to water.  

Uluula followed Nora as the street tough-turned-adventurer-turned-future princess consort flew toward the ground. The three guards left on the ship were not going to be happy that their charge had already disappeared within the first couple hours of leaving the city. They probably still didn’t know Nora was gone yet. Nora had only come down to the cargo hold to find Henry and Jason as a courtesy to take a partner. Thank the Creator for that, at least. Nora’s guards were going to have a hard time keeping watch on someone who could just fall off the deck whenever she wanted.

The jet wing felt great. Uluula dialed up the throttle and the small but powerful turbines that Henry had made whined louder, shooting her forward. She wasn’t moving anywhere close to as fast as the Wing could take her, but now was not the time to put it through its paces. This was her first real flight, and the Wing would be less forgiving the faster she went. Right now, she could easily trigger her “hover” capability, similar to how the Raising Hull worked, and raise or lower herself. In an emergency situation, this would stop a fall. She also had a small parachute built into the frame of the Wing for an emergency.

While the craft didn’t have any weapons, Uluula had enchanted gear strapped all over her body, and she’d been practicing non-stop for two weeks. Mensk had been bloodied and disrupted by the Asag cultists’ attack, but the Palace armory had had a decent selection, and Aodh had also given them all a generous amount of money as a reward for saving the capital. He’d actually done that only a few days after the attack itself, when there’d been a quick award ceremony.

Down below, Nora streaked toward a clearing before coming to a graceful stop. Uluula swallowed. She was comfortable handling the Wing, and obviously Henry was confident in her abilities, but this would be her first landing after a real-world, non-training flight. She slowed down and turned on her faux-repulsors at the predetermined level that would keep her suspended at about four hundred feet. Then as she descended, she just adjusted the dial up and down to provide the right level of resistance, oriented her body up to catch all the wind on her wing, then gradually cut off her main engines. The last fifty feet or so, she just soundlessly lowered herself downward using her faux-repulsors.

Nora eyed the jet wing. “That’s a handy contraption. I wonder what it would cost, even if it were for sale. And yes, I know it would never be for sale.”

Uluula thought about it. “Between all the rare materials and expertise that went into it, the tactical advantage on this world, not to mention that nothing else like it exists in this world yet, it’d probably be worth an astronomical amount of money or resources.”

“That’s about what I thought.” Nora shook her head. “It’s amazing how fast I’ve already gotten used to being surrounded by so much rotting wealth.” She looked down at her own clothing and said, “I know you took a lot of enchanted gear from the palace armory. To be honest, I’m kind of glad you did. Aodh kept trying to get me to take more, but I really only needed a couple of replacement shields for the one I used to have that broke, and a couple of weapons. For me, too many distractions might get in the way.”

“Well, that’s because you’re orb-Bonded,” Uluula snorted. “Henry and Jason didn’t take much either. I think they’re like you, they have a couple of shields, a few utility items, and some sort of magic weapon generator.”

“They do come in handy,” agreed Nora. She opened a hand, and a pale, glowing spear materialized on her palm. She turned her hand upside down and opened it, letting the spear vanish. “This ring is very expensive. I can throw these explosive spears and I can summon five a day. I have no idea how much something like this would be worth, but if I hadn’t gotten it for free in the past like most of my other weapons and armor, there is no way I could have owned such a thing before. It’s a strange feeling.”

“Well, you’re rich now. We all are. But we’re about to head into danger again. I suppose it’s part of the deal.” Uluula crossed her arms, and she imagined that she could feel the weight of all of her new enchanted items. In addition to her line-generating bracers that had survived her trip through hell, she still had her faux-jaalba. But now she also wore boots that gave her a spring to her step and allowed her to run faster or fall from great heights, new shield bracelets that she’d actually attached to her gauntlets, a choker that gave her more endurance, a belt that could lower her personal gravity, a long dagger with an incredibly cold blade, a pouch-sized bag of holding with basic survival gear inside, two rings that she could use to throw magical attacks, and two rings that projected their own magical attacks. Her armor, a thin chainmail tunic, would also actually dampen inertia if it changed too violently. It was supposed to also block some energy or magic attacks, but Uluula wasn’t sure how honest the saleswoman had been.

Uluula didn’t trust shop clerks. At all.

None of her rings were anywhere near as powerful as Nora’s “Pewpew” ring, but they also wouldn’t near-kill her to use.

Uluula pointed at Nora’s backpack and asked, “Since we’re on the subject, why did you choose a big backpack for storage instead of the pouches everyone else has?”

Nora rolled a shoulder and said, “I used to have a bag of holding in the shape of a backpack. It wasn’t all that great, it looked rotting stupid, and it smelled, but I lost it and I miss it. This was a good replacement. Plus, sailing around on a magic flying ship is rotting great, but I wanted more room in case I ever find myself alone again.”

“Oh.” Uluula didn’t know what else to say to that. “So why are we here?” She turned around and saw nothing but trees and grass.

“I need to talk to you before we go farther. It’s nearby. You need to keep a secret.”

Uluula frowned. “What?”

Nora idly scratched her cheek. “Was that not clear? I need you to keep a secret. Normally I don’t trust Areva very much, but Aodh thinks very highly of you, and you seem decent to me.”

“I see.” Uluula wasn’t sure how to respond to that, either. She hadn’t been on Ludus very long, but it wasn’t like she hadn’t ever encountered anti-Areva sentiments before. In the rest of the universe, Areva were generally respected, but not exactly loved. Maybe she could understand. Uluula’s first, emotional reaction had been offense and anger, but she decided to take Nora’s words as a compliment aimed at her personally. Maybe a couple of months ago she would have reacted differently, but things had changed.

“So will you keep everything you are about to see and hear a secret?” asked Nora.

“Do I have a choice?” Uluula removed her helmet.

Nora seemed to think about it. “Yes and no. I understand if you tell Henry or Jason, but if anyone else finds out, I won’t ever trust you again.”

“That is understandable.” Uluula was surprised to realize how much she was learning about Nora. This woman was rough around the edges, obviously a killer, but she had a sort of brutal honesty that an Areva woman who’d grown up in the aristocracy could appreciate.

“I guess that is the best I’m going to get.” Nora studied her, seemed to come to a decision, and said, “Follow me, please.”

“Please?”

Nora rolled her eyes. “Yes, please. Rotting ruin, you sound just like Vistvis.”

Uluula held all the other questions she had as Nora floated away at a fast run. This was a good opportunity to use some of her movement gear, so Uluula activated her belt and her boots, then bounded forward. Even with the heavy Wing on her back, she was able to keep up. There was a trail she hadn’t noticed before, and luckily the trees were wide enough apart that she could keep moving. She really hoped she wouldn’t have to take the device off--putting it back on would be a hassle.

After about five minutes of silent movement, the two went down a hill into a small, but deep valley, the far side of which was dominated by a large cave. Nora turned around and put her finger to her lips, signaling silence, then moved her hand down, gesturing for Uluula to stop.

Nora advanced and called out, “Jadanak! Come out! I need to talk to you.”

There was movement in the shadows, and Uluula leaned forward, narrowing her eyes to see, but when something moved into the light, it was huge, and she felt a strange, visceral instinct. Something in her primitive brain was screaming at her to run away or stay perfectly still.

“Hello, Nora.” The creature moving out of the cave was red, scaled, and looked like a powerful, winged serpent with arms and legs. Its huge horns came to wicked points, and it had black spikes all over its body. Massive wings lay folded against its back. Uluula had seen a lot of monsters since she’d been on Ludus, and plenty of other scary things. This was the first time she’d seen anything like this before, though.

“Hi Jadanak. I came to tell you I’m leaving, and you need to stay here until I get back.”

“Leaving? What?” The creature definitely had a masculine voice, and also definitely sounded upset.

“Is that a...dragon?” asked Uluula.

The huge beast turned his huge head and yellow eyes that practically glowed studied Uluula. “That is not my Tascany! Although I will admit she is likely a stunning Areva woman under all that gear. She looks like she might be tired, working hard. What a shame.”

Nora sighed and rolled her eyes. She didn’t turn, but said, “He’s messing with me right now. I think this is his idea of a joke. The dirty drake knows I’m onto him.”

“Now you are calling me that too? I thought we were friends, Nora.”

“Acquaintances at most. Didn’t you say you never wanted to see me again?”

“Well, yes, but you haven’t delivered my letter yet!”

“It hasn’t even been two months since I fought true-demons in Bittertown with you, then by myself in Mensk! I’ve searched for your little toy. How do you know she hasn’t changed her name?”

“You could just ask Enheduanna,” grumped the scaly beast. 

“I haven’t seen her in a while,” said Nora, tone flat.

Jadanak continued, “And that Areva woman just called me a dragon, so you obviously kept your promise not to tell anyone I was here, but also only followed the letter, not the intent. Nice, Nora, nice.” His words dripped with sarcasm.

Nora turned to look at Uluula. “He’s a drake, not a dragon. No thumbs, too small, less power, and I’ve recently found out that this guy is sort of unique for his kind. You are not going to believe this, but where he came from, he liked playing Areva technology games of some kind and somehow got in trouble with the other drakes, or dragons, or something. They sold his scaly ass to Dolos...on loan.”

“Must you put it that way?” The drake harumphed and narrowed his eyes. “Oh, you’ve gotten stronger again, haven’t you, Nora? It’s a good thing we are friends, otherwise I might regret not eating you when I’d first met you.”

“Keep talking like that, and I might poke you in the ass with my spear.” Nora held a hand out, and the little bracelet she always wore turned into a spear, filling her hand.

“Nora, this is all so unnecessary,” complained Jadanak. “Why must you always act like this?”

“You know why, lizard. But we said our debts were cancelled, and you entrusted a letter to me, but then came all the way here and scared the hell out of some hunters because you didn’t trust me. Just admit it. You’re lucky I heard the report and investigated myself on a hunch. Otherwise your hide might be decorating the palace right now.”

Jadanak’s eyes narrowed. “Nora, you seem to be conveniently forgetting when we fought true-demons together. I am not so powerless as to--”

“Some of the Mensk guards are rank-five orb-bonded. There are a handful of nobles that are rank six, maybe higher. Nobody really knows. Orb-bonded live a long time, and the nobles don’t advertise their strength.”

“Oh. Well...yes. Regardless, it would not have been pleasant if it’d come to violence.”

“Of course not.” Nora pursed her lips and said, “Jadanak, I’ve been wondering. When I was third rank, I felt like it would be a hell of a battle if I had actually fought you, at least without my spear. But now at fourth rank, I feel like I could rotting destroy you.”

Jadanak gnashed his teeth. “Is there a point to this, or did you just come here to insult me?”

“Like I said, I came here to tell you I’m leaving for a bit, and also to warn you to stay here and not go trying to spy on women dressing or something. If you were a human or Areva man, that might even get you a roll on the floor with some, but you’re a giant rotting snake with wings. Stay here. Anyway, let me finish my question.”

Nora rolled a shoulder. “Why were you in the last room of an elite dungeon in Berber if I could kill you by myself nowadays?”

“That was a very rude, crude question, but I understand why you are asking this now.” Jadanak tapped one giant claw on the ground before answering. “When I was first imprisoned in that dungeon, the countries on this continent were arranged differently, and I was actually in the area with the weakest monsters, similar to how Tolstey is today. Hundreds and hundreds of years change things. Plus, I had minions back then.”

“Minions?”

“Yes. Dragonoid bipeds. They worshipped me. To be more accurate, they worshipped dragons, but I was close enough to get their devotion. I have not seen them for a long, long time.”

“They’re all dead,” said Nora. “Long gone.”

Jadanak said, “I figured. So was that all? The entire purpose of your visit was to tell me you’re leaving, make threats and impress this Areva? Is she your new friend?”

Uluula felt a flash of irritation, but kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t sure exactly what was going on, so she decided to remember everything, and ask Nora about some of it later.

“More or less,” said Nora, completely unshaken. “But I wanted to come in person, because I made a promise, and I’m going to stick to it. If you mess with my city, I’m going to cut your tail off high enough that you can’t wear your weapon on it anymore. Do we understand each other?”

“More threats,” grumbled the drake.

“Look, scaly-face, you were the one who said you were never going to see me again after we fought the demons, then you turned up here, acting suspicious as hell. I’m going to deliver your rotting letter, just be patient.”

“Couldn’t you give it to someone else to deliver then? Since you’re leaving?” asked Jadanak.

“No.”

“Fine then. There’s nothing I can say, and nothing I can do, so I’m going to go back into my cave, maybe nap for a week, and hopefully dream about lovely Tascany. Hopefully I won’t have any nightmares about my horrible friend who I’ve put all my faith in, making threats and turning me into a curiosity for an admittedly beautiful, delicious-looking Areva woman. Actually, why don’t you just leave by yourself, Nora? You can leave your friend here.”

“She’s married, you pervert.”

Uluula had had enough. “If you speak about me like that again, I am going to take offense. I do not know you, drake, and I have no desire for conflict, but watch your words. There is a limit to the disrespect I will tolerate.”

Jadanak sighed. “Take yourself seriously much, Areva? Everyone is so serious. Nobody jokes anymore. What has the world come to? Even tiny Areva women with no power of their own talk down to me now. It’s almost enough to make a drake miss a musty old dungeon and centuries of peace.”

“So do you understand, Jadanak?” demanded Nora.

Jadanak rose to his full height. “Nora, piss off. You truly are the worst friend I’ve ever had. I’m going to sleep. You have a month, maybe two max. If you’re not back by then, I’m going to assume you’re dead and try to find Tascany myself.” With that, the drake turned and sinuously returned to his cave, disappearing in the dark.

Uluula swallowed this time when she saw the drake move. She’d assumed that Jadanak would be slow because of his size, but now understood that was not the case, not at all. It had been right to stand up for herself, and especially for her relationship with Jason, but she privately admitted to herself that she shouldn’t have let her temper get the best of her. She was not as lucky as Henry and Jason, and she really should have more sense. Maybe they’d been rubbing off on her.

“Come on, let’s go,” said Nora.

The two of them began moving back in the direction they’d come from. When they reached the clearing that they’d landed in, Nora asked, “So are you going to keep this to yourself?”

“I think so, but you sure keep strange friends.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

Uluula shook her head. “You are truly an eccentric person, Nora Hazard.”

Nora stopped and turned, cocking an eyebrow. “Really? Says the Areva shiner with white hair who has crossed a hell world, has an Areva-famous family name, is a personal friend of the king of Berber, member of the famous Delvers LLC adventuring company, wearing enough enchanted gear to outfit a rotting army, married to an orb-Bonded Terran who, I’ve heard, is developing an extremely scary reputation, friends with another orb-Bonded Terran who is revolutionizing warfare for the entire rotting world as we speak, and part of a crew traveling the world in a rotting flying ship? Oh, and this.” Nora flicked the jet wing’s aluminum surface.

“Alright, point,” Uluula muttered. She hadn’t felt this verbally outplayed in a long time, but there was really no arguing with what Nora had said. It was all ridiculous, but true.

“Whatever, I’m rotting hungry. You coming?” And with that, Nora kicked off the ground and rose into the sky. About fifty feet up she slowed to a hover and called down, “Do I need to wait?”

“No, I’ll be right up.” Uluula quickly donned her helmet, adjusted the controls on her Wing to rise into the air, and activated the turbines to dart forward, quickly passing Nora. A few seconds later, Nora whooshed past, dangerously close, and Uluula gave a rueful smile.

Nora was an odd person, and the two of them might never be close, at least not like Uluula was with Mareen. But there was something about this little side trip that reminded Uluula of her past. It almost felt like she was back in the Navy, working with another new officer, learning their quirks, their strengths, and their weaknesses.

Meeting with the drake had been odd to say the least, but for now, Uluula couldn’t help but feel joy and optimism while she flew. Maybe she’d ask Nora about Jadanak later, but likely not. The two of them didn’t have to know all each other’s secrets to work together. They just needed to trust each other, and strangely, Uluula felt certain that she could trust Nora, even if she might want to punch her sometimes.

No wonder Nora and Henry seemed to already get along.

Crew Check

 

Jason did a head count and realized that almost everyone on board the Raising Hull other than the goblins were present. Everyone fit in the room comfortably. The mess hall was the second-largest room on the ship, the armory being the largest, and the cargo bay was third. 

“It’s only been half a day. Why do we need a meeting?” asked Uluula.

“Keeja is back,” said Henry, in a tone of voice suggesting that this should explain everything.

The High Priestess herself walked into the room a moment later, closely trailed by Philana. They both looked tired, at least Jason thought so, but Keeja also seemed excited. Philana was as striking as usual, with her black sclera eyes, and shining horns. Jason noticed her expression change a bit when she saw Henry, but she quickly became inscrutable again and stood by Keeja.

“Is everyone here?” asked Keeja.

“I think so,” said Henry. 

“Who is steering the ship?” asked Agnes, their Intelligence liaison.

“Trask is,” said Henry. “It’s going to be a while before we make it to another portway. I think we might make two more before dark. Jason, wanna start?”

“Sure.” Jason turned to face the room. “We’ve been making great time so far, and we’ve already hit three portways. Part of why we’ve been moving so fast is because me, Henry, Nora, and Agnes, our Berber Intelligence officer, can all get down from the ship and back up by ourselves. Uluula has been going too, because she can, and she can take notes of the location using the computer in her head. Anyway, we’ve just had to come to a stop, and not actually ‘park.’ The other reason we’re making such great time is because we can track exactly where these things are using Henry’s map.”

“Lord Jason,” said one of Nora’s guards, Starlight. She raised a hand. Starlight stood in front of her sisters, Evergreen and Graceful. Jason figured they must have had weird parents to give them such odd names. He knew the three of them actually went by Light, Everr, and Grace, respectively. Unlike Agnes, who wore mostly street clothes or regular traveling gear like Gonzo had before, the three guard sisters were armed and armored to the teeth. They wore brigandine-style armor, conical helms, and had large shields slung on their backs. Harnesses that looked almost like modern tactical vests had been incorporated onto their armor itself, and they had various weapons strapped all over. Jason knew they were all 4th-rank orb-Bonded with enhanced strength, endurance, and durability. 

Light continued, “My sisters and I can’t really do our jobs if we aren’t with the princess consort. We strongly recommend that this expedition begins actually stopping and staying together when we reach new portways.”

Jason nodded that he’d understood, but knew what he had to say wasn’t going to make the sisters very happy. “I understand your concerns. Also, I understand that this is what you do, and this is your professional opinion.” The sisters nodded. Jason said, “So I understand, but I don’t agree. Lots of folks saw us leave Mensk. I think speed is our greatest ally here, not least of which because King Aodh sent us on a mission, and all this other stuff is just side work. It’s important, but the quicker we get to Fort Sulfur, the better.

“In fact, that’s actually what I called this meeting to talk about. If we keep moving, we will be getting closer to the fort, but by the time we get there, we’ll all be exhausted, and I don’t think it’s worth the risk of running into enemies at night. We’re operating with a skeleton crew right now, because we’re planning on picking up some other crew, like cooks, later on in Tolstey.”

Jason gestured to Keeja. “Since it’s probably wise for us to put down for the night somewhere instead of flying in the dark, we will have some off time, or time for training. With High Priestess Keeja here, she can help us use the World Jar. I know that most of you don’t know what this is, but it’s an amazing training tool. Henry and I would both like everyone to gather back here after we set down and establish the perimeter.” He thought about what he’d said, and added, “We won’t go all the way to the ground, but you know what I mean.”

“World Jar?” asked Everr. Her sister Light was conventionally pretty, but Everr had a large scar across her face, and her nose had obviously been broken a few times. Grace stood behind both of them, she seemed the quiet one of the three.

“Keeja, do you want to explain the World Jar?” asked Jason.

“No, not really.”

Henry gave the High Priestess a scathing look and said, “You’re barely around, show up whenever you want, and can’t even explain stuff that would be easier for you than us? Hell, you already had to explain it to us before.”

“Exactly, you know what it is now and how to use it, so unless you’re completely slow, you should be able to manage, right? But I’d be happy to do this for you if you’d visit me tonight, hot stuff.” Keeja gave her hips a saucy shake, and Jason rolled his eyes. He’d all but become numb to the ancient woman’s antics by this point, no matter how powerful she was.

Most everyone else in the room other than the original Delvers LLC team seemed awestruck by Keeja, and would barely respond to her. Suddenly, Mareen almost seemed to just appear from the shadowed corner she’d been leaning up against. She gave Keeja a flat look and said, “My husband. Please apologize, High Priestess.”

The entire atmosphere of the room changed. Keeja seemed to consider Mareen, looking over pursed lips. In the past, the demigoddess might have scoffed, or reacted in a flippant way, but even just standing there now, Mareen could have a disconcerting effect. Jason felt bad thinking this way; she was his friend. He couldn’t help how he felt, though. They had all brought something back from Brecken, but some had brought more than others.

Finally, Keeja said, “That was rude. My mistake.”

Mareen nodded her head and faded back into her corner.

Jason could hardly believe what he’d just seen. There was no way that Keeja was afraid of Mareen, but something had changed in the group dynamic. Maybe Keeja was becoming part of the team, rather than just an overseer or something.

Either way, Jason hurriedly moved along, wanting to avoid any more confrontations. “The long story short is that we can simulate actual combat, including injury and death, all while your body remains untouched. Everything feels completely real, so you can build experience and even muscle memory. Time moves a little faster inside the World Jar, but not that much, at least Keeja won’t adjust it much. There are different settings and scenarios. It’s basically the best possible combat training and sparring tool in existence.”

“I don’t get it. We’ve been sparring for years,” said Everr. “Why is this so special?”

Henry turned to Light and said, “She’s not the smart sister, is she?”

“Nope.” Light dimpled as she smiled, and ignored Everr when her sister smacked her arm. Behind them, Grace chuckled.

Grace said, “Everr, come on. Think about it. An actual fight is a hundred, no, a thousand times better than a spar. The average adventurer does like, what, one or two dungeons a year?  If I understand what Lord Jason is talking about, you could experience a real fight every day without dying.”

“Actually, several times a day.” Jason coughed delicately. “Our adventuring company, Delvers LLC, has developed a bit of a reputation pretty fast. I’ve really done some thinking about it, and I believe a lot of it is because of experience. Just like Grace said, we’ve been in a lot of fights in a short amount of time, and somehow managed to live through them.”

Everr looked between Jason and her sisters before blurting, “Okay, I’m sold. When can we start?”

“Oh, Keeja just needs to kill you first,” said Henry.

“What?” Light exclaimed.

Uluula crossed her arms. “Do I really need to do that, too?”

Henry looked at Jason’s wife and chortled. “Believe it or not, it’s actually a mercy to just get it over with--dying the first time. Everything in the World Jar feels like you’re really there. In fact, in a way you are really there. Once you log in, the World Jar makes a field around where you and anyone else who logged in were standing. Then when you die or exit, you wake up back in the real world.”

“So we really die?” asked Uluula.

“Not really, no,” explained Keeja. “Your body and gear are scanned, and then actively sampled while you are in the simulation. You are covered in a force shield to protect you from all harm, and I can activate a display to show spectators your fight.”

Bezzi-ibbi had been mostly silent the entire day, but he raised a hand and twitched his whiskers before Keeja called on him. “Yes, Bezzi-ibbi?”

“Does it work with Mo’hali Heroes?” the Jaguar Clan heir asked in English.

“Of course it does. The World Jar can even be used for members of the Host or the Fallen to engage in realistic spars or full-scale battles.”

“Host? The what?” asked Light.

“Dolos and his brothers and sisters,” said Henry in a deadpan. The room grew silent for a second after that.

Nora Hazard broke the quiet. She stepped forward from where she’d been leaning against the wall. “I want to try this thing.”

Keeja eyed her. “I thought you might. During the next hour or two, I will rotate everyone down here to be familiarized with the World Jar. Then we will begin with some warmup matches later between the crew, per Henry and Jason’s decision.”

“Oh, so you’re going to kill my little Nora, hmmm?” The voice came from the hallway outside the mess hall, and Jason’s head whipped around. He’d never heard this voice before, and on a flying ship, this raised immediate questions.

A dark-skinned Areva woman wearing a golden salsa dress stepped into the room. She was tall for an Areva, and wore a very distinctive, large gold necklace covered in sigils and designs. It looked a great deal like the one that Keeja wore.

Nora sighed. She growled, “Rotting creation, Enheduanna.”

“Enheduanna,” said Keeja. She put her hands on her hips.

The newcomer turned her back on everyone in the room and moved toward the kitchen to peer inside. “This is a very impressive little boat,” she said. “Who made it?”

“I did,” said Henry.

With a flicker of motion and movement of air, Enheduanna stood before Henry and looked him up and down. “Very interesting.” She touched the air with one finger, and a shimmering screen and set of controls appeared from nothing. With one hand, she adjusted one of her devices, and with the other, she waved a glowing energy disk around in front of Henry.

Henry glanced up and complained, “Keeja, can you do something about your friend?”

“She’s no friend of mine,” muttered Keeja.

“I’ve heard of her,” said Henry. “She’s obviously another High Priestess like you, too.”

“Oh, no friend of yours, prickly Keeja? My spicy-sweet Ravager?” Enheduanna waved a hand and all of her mid-air equipment disappeared. “We used to be so close! What happened, lost spicy spice?”

“Is she for real?” asked Henry.

“She’s just like this,” said Nora. “But I’m surprised you’re handling this so well. I’ve had years to get used to it.”

Henry shrugged. “Well, we’ve traveled with Keeja a lot, and I died before, and Jason fought another High Priestess, so...yeah.”

“Ah! Biivan! She was murdered. How exciting!” Enheduanna danced over to Jason and peered up at him. “What kind of Terran thoughts do you have, Terran? Why are you so tall?” 

“Enheduanna, stop,” ordered Keeja. “You are embarrassing yourself.”

“Oh? The Ravager speaks again? Will you ravage my heart next, Ravager?”

Keeja ran a hand down her face. “What are you talking about? That was over a thousand years ago.”

“We’re old. Time is so fast sometimes. So fast when you are doing research and watching young Nora!” The strange High Priestess sauntered back to Nora, and as she did, Jason looked around the room. Light, Everr, and Grace were all standing very still other than their shaking legs. Their eyes were huge.

Jason understood why. Like Henry, he’d heard of Enheduanna. She was supposed to be the strongest High Priestess on Ludus, and reportedly very insane. Based on this conversation, it also sounded like she and Keeja had had a fling in the past. Now that was a very strange thing to think about. Before Jason’s mouth could properly catch up with his brain, he blurted, “You two dated?”

Enheduanna tittered as Keeja rolled her eyes and just shook her head. She obviously didn’t want to talk about it. Jason remembered the demigoddess mentioning some experimental years she’d had in the past. Maybe Enheduanna had been one of her failed experiments.

“You obviously know her,” Uluula said to Nora. “Is she your handler like Keeja is for Henry and Jason?”

Nora frowned. “No. She saved my life a long time ago, forced me to take one of her weird orbs, and then made me work for her for years.”

“Her orbs?”

“Yes.” Nora nodded. “Most orb-Bonded have taken Dolos orbs, but there are Duanna orbs too. That’s what I actually have.”

“Force? Me? You had a choice, little Nora!” crowed Enheduanna. Then her expression stilled and she walked completely business-like to within a few feet of Nora, moving her eyes up and down the orb-Bonded woman. “You have ranked up again. Good.”

Behind them, Mareen moved to leave the mess hall. “Where are you going?” asked Keeja.

“I have things to do, and this is a waste of time.”

Uluula moved toward the exit as well. “I think I’ll join her.”

“Alright,” said Jason. He waved a hand. “We need to get back to work anyway. Everyone meet back here after we button up the ship for the night.” As the crew began to funnel out of the room, Jason turned back to Enheduanna.

Great. All he needed was another zany, stubborn, immortal demigoddess on board.

Losing Heart

 

Everr had been having the weirdest, most exciting, but also one of the scariest days of her life.

Spending time around famous people was nothing new to her, but not this level of famous. Now she was travelling with her sisters on a flying ship while guarding the new princess consort, who was also the Hero of Berber. It was all a great honor, and also a great opportunity.

But then everything had gotten complicated and frustrating. Nora Hazard had begun just jumping off the ship whenever she pleased, going off by herself while Everr and her sisters were powerless to do anything but stand around, waiting for her to come back.

Everr had been cautiously optimistic when Light had suggested they somehow work their concerns into the upcoming meeting that Lord Jason Booth had called. The plan had been to convince the rotting aristos to stop leaving their guards behind, going off on joy trips whenever they felt like it. But not only had that plan not worked very well, Ludus High Priestesses had been present, and they’d been very, very distracting.

Keeja the Ravager was even scarier in person than Everr would have ever imagined. The ancient demigoddess had radiated power and command just by standing there. Then Enheduanna had shown up. Two of the most powerful High Priestesses on the planet had been in a little room on a flying ship, along with a third, horned High Priestess as well. Everr was not used to feeling awe, but among such powerful, long-lived beings, how could she not?

And of course, Nora Hazard hadn’t been fazed at all. Neither had Jason Booth or Henry Sato, but if the reports and stories were to be believed, they’d already literally been to hell, so maybe that was part of it.

Since then, everyone on board the ship including Everr had been “processed” by High Priestess Keeja to use the World Jar. Being processed basically meant learning how to enter and exit it, and also being killed inside. That had been horrifying. Then the ship had docked, and the sparring had started.

At first, it’d been fun. The very first fight had been between two of the three goblins that had been present. They’d attacked each other with enthusiasm, but not a lot of skill. The match had proven to everyone else that they wouldn’t actually die, though.

Everr and her sisters were all fourth-rank orb-Bonded. They didn’t have the most flashy orbs or abilities, but all of them were over sixty years old, and were very experienced. So when the match between Light and Uluula had resulted in Light’s win, it hadn’t been a surprise. 

Uluula was definitely no pushover, but she was just a little Areva aristo, and only had enchanted items. Money could buy individual power, but only to a certain point. Starlight had her own enchanted gear, of course, but she was also fourth-rank orb-Bonded. It was very difficult to damage Everr or one of her sisters, and Uluula just hadn’t had the power to do any real harm unless Light had just stood still. Uluula’s enchanted equipment had given her a lot of mobility, but Light had kept up, despite all of her armor.

The match had still been eye opening, though. Uluula’s armor and weapons were definitely not just for show. Everyone watching the strange screen that Keeja had created had been able to see the entire fight. Everr had experienced the inside of the World Jar herself, so she knew that once inside, it felt like she was actually there. Uluula really would be this capable in a real fight. 

Then Grace had fought Bezzi-ibbi, the well-dressed Jaguar Clan heir. At first Everr had assumed Bezzi-ibbi would get crushed in seconds--he seemed more worried about his outfit than any kind of martial skills. That hadn’t been the case--at all. Everr had shivered while she’d watched the battle. The Mo’hali boy wasn’t even an adult yet, but he’d fought Grace at almost the same level somehow. Grace was the least skilled among her sisters, but she was still powerful. Even Grace would be able to completely clear most normal dungeons in Tolstey all by herself.

But when she’d fought the Jaguar Clan boy, Grace had faltered. She’d moved more slowly, less powerfully, and Bezzi-ibbi had even managed to cut her a few times with the strange, silver sword he’d pulled out of his arm. 

Everr hadn’t met many Mo’hali Heroes in her life; she’d only ever seen two, so watching the match had been instructional. No wonder orb-Bonded and mages feared Heroes. Bezzi-ibbi was not even full grown and he had actually wounded Grace!

Then it was her turn to fight. Entering the World Jar for the second time had felt as strange as the first. After logging in, just like that, she was standing in the middle of a forest, wearing all of her weapons and armor, facing Nora Hazard. The rotting woman seemed unconcerned. Nora glanced around at the forest, obviously curious.

Keeja’s voice boomed from the sky, “You two can start whenever you want.”

Everr cringed and felt a flash of annoyance that Nora had merely nodded. The princess consort began rolling her shoulder. “Hey Evergreen,” said Nora. “You are fourth-rank orb-Bonded, right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I just reached fourth rank too.”

“When?” Everr had already known that Nora was orb-Bonded, but not exactly what rank she was. So they were the same level? That was interesting. Actually, it’s possible she’d been told before and had forgot.  She didn’t have a great memory like Light did.

“This week,” said Nora.

“Oh, okay.” Everr smiled and she began thinking furiously. “Want to make a bet?”

“What?” Nora had stopped rolling her shoulder, and her spear had appeared in her hand.

Everr eyed the spear warily. Plenty of stories had been circulating Mensk after Nora had been all over the city’s newspapers and letters, but Everr had been a warrior too. Nora may be a good fighter, and she may have nasty-looking weapons, but she’d just been a street tough before coming to Mensk, right? And she had just hit 4th rank. Everr had been 4th rank for a decade.

She said, “Let’s make a friendly bet.”

“What kind?” Nora frowned suspiciously.

“How about if I win, you agree to let me and my sisters, your guards, go with you everywhere from now on? Like you should.”

“Why would I do that when I’m already doing what I want?”

Everr had to admit that the other woman had a point. What could she say to convince her? Everr was hyper-aware that the entire crew of the ship was watching and likely listening to this exchange and she wondered what her sisters thought about it. The fact that everyone seemed to think Everr was lesser than her sisters, because she wasn’t as quick-witted as Light, and wasn’t as pretty as Grace, was like a thorn under her armor. She’d prove to them she could do things on her own.

Finally, after realizing that she wasn’t suited to lying and it likely wouldn’t work anyway, Everr decided what she was going to say. “I can’t speak for my sisters, and I am not a politician. My words have never been tricky--all I can do is say what I mean. If I can beat you, then you should accept being guarded because the reason why would be obvious. But if you can beat me…” Everr trailed off. 

“Then what?” prompted Nora.

“Me and my sisters are contract guards. My contract is almost up. We haven’t sworn any oaths or anything like that. If you can beat me, I will transfer my contract to you personally, not the country of Berber, if you can pay my salary. Since you haven’t been an aristo--um--noble long, it would be a big deal to start building your own personal guard. Having at least one fourth-rank orb-Bonded guardswoman would be worth the bet, right?”

Everr felt proud of herself. She’d just basically offered Nora the choice of letting Everr do her job, or prove that she was worthy of leading. Of course, Everr wasn’t too worried about the fight. She’d fought demons the night that Mensk had been attacked too, and Nora was new to fourth rank. Nora’s gear was likely all new after becoming a celebrity. Meanwhile, Everr had spent years getting to know the ins and outs of her kit. 

There were a lot of people in Mensk who believed Nora’s feats had been embellished, that there was no way a third-rank orb-Bonded had done everything that the Mensk media had been bragging about for the last month. This fight shouldn’t even be a challenge. Everr was mentally grinning like a cat.

Nora considered the offer a while, and nodded. “Alright. I accept. But don’t rotting back out on me, you hear?”

“Of course I won’t, Princess.”

“Just call me Nora when we’re not in the capital.” Nora eyed the other woman and said, “Fine. We can start whenever you are ready.”

Everr twisted her torso like she was stretching, but suddenly lunged forward, using all the explosive power of a fourth-rank orb-Bonded warrior. As she darted forward, she drew her curved, enchanted sword that burned with cold. The powerful enchanted sword was helpful to stop instant magical or orb-granted healing.

Her orb was one of the most common that bestowed physical power, endurance, and toughness. But being common didn’t mean it was bad. Even if Everr was naked, most arrows couldn’t pierce her body very far anymore, she wouldn’t tire during the course of an entire battle, and she could punch through mundane armor with her bare hands. She and her sisters were strong and fast enough to slap the weapon from a normal fighter’s hand and rip her arms off.

Everr had known that Nora wouldn’t be powerless, but the sneak attack had been executed perfectly. She’d already thought of how to explain her actions when she won, when Nora was upset, calling her a cheater or something like that. Everr would explain that real fights between orb-Bonded were messy, and experience is important. It’s a lot different fighting an experienced fourth rank than mindless true-demons. The result of the match would make it obvious that Nora should accept protection.

She was still thinking about what she’d say when she won as her sword passed through empty space where Nora had just been. As fast as she was, Everr felt slow as tree sap when she turned to face where Nora stood now, canting her shield to shrug off a counterattack.

“Not bad,” said Nora. Everr had expected Nora to attack with her dangerous enchanted ring the papers had gushed about, but that didn’t happen. Instead, Nora’s eyes went flat, and her spear began to buzz. The sound put Everr’s teeth on edge.

“Don’t forget your promise.” Nora’s arm snapped down and her spear blurred forward toward Everr’s chest.

Everr felt a flash of fear, then confusion, and finally contempt. She already had her shield in place! Nora had directly attacked her shield! What a rookie move! She braced to deflect and shrug the missile aside, but then the impossible happened.

There was a wrenching feeling in Everr’s hand as the heavy missile penetrated her shield, then her armor, and buzzed through her body. She looked down in disbelief at the hole through her chest.

That’s not-- she thought. Then Everr died. 

A prompt flashed across her vision: 

You are being logged out.

The next thing Everr knew, she was back in her real body, sitting on the floor near the World Jar. To one side of the room, Light and Grace were staring at her in horror. The room felt more full than before now. Half the goblin crew was present.

All three of the High Priestesses stood together. Enheduanna sighed. “That ended predictably,” she mourned. She fixed Everr with a stare. “What sort of idiot would trust in the strength of her defenses without testing the capabilities of her opponent first?”

Jason waved a hand. “High Priestess Duanna, could you please not insult the guards? They are Aodh’s employees.”

“Not anymore, or at least that one isn’t.” The high priest pointed at Everr where she still sat on the floor, shocked to her bones. “She made a bet!” she sang.

Keeja asked, “What now?”

“That is a good question. I would like to see him,” said the horned High Priestess, Philana. She inclined a head at Henry.

“You’ve been staring at him ever since we got on this ship. Do you want him? Good luck,” said Keeja with a shrug. “He’s no fun.”

Enheduanna tapped her lips. “No no no. Let’s see the fight that everyone really wants, and the one that both fighters probably need the most.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Keeja.

“I want to see Henry,” said Philana again.

Enheduanna shook her head. “No, how about Henry’s wife, Mareen.” She smiled and winked at the woman in the corner. “And my little Nora Hazard of course. Nora should be logging out now.” Under her breath she added, “If she can remember how.” Then loudly she proclaimed, “This will be the last spectator fight of the night!”

Mareen didn’t say anything, just shrugged. But Uluula cocked her head and said, “I thought we were going to see Henry and Jason fight tonight.”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea right now,” said Enheduanna cryptically. 

Keeja nodded. “So be it. After Nora is back in her body, if she agrees, the next fight will be between Nora and Mareen.”

A moment later, the World Jar flashed where it sat on the floor, and the shimmering field over Nora’s body lifted. Everyone in the room was looking at her, even Everr. Nora folded her arms. “What? Was I supposed to draw it out to spare her rotting feelings?”

“Oh, this is going to be fun!” crowed Enheduanna.

High Stakes Betting

 

The moment Mareen and Nora logged into the World Jar, Enheduanna turned to Keeja and asked, “Bet?”

“Bet? Maybe. What are the terms?”

Enheduanna sucked air in through her teeth. “What do you want?”

“Nothing from you.”

“Well, that gets us nowhere, you grumpy old Ravager.”

“Stop calling me that,” said Keeja.

“Would you rather I call you Sweet Dumpling Flower?”

“Get fucked.”

“Yes please,” said Enheduanna with a smile.

“Could you two ancient old ladies stop flirting and let me watch the fucking fight?” growled Henry. "My wife is in there."

“Oh, there is our answer!” crowed Enheduanna. “We don’t truly need or want anything, so how about we offer a gift to the winner or their family? For instance, if Mareen wins, I will give Henry Sato over there…” Enheduanna paused, tapping her cheek with one finger. “I will make sure he has a personal trainer.”

“Oh. Hmm. That makes sense,” said Keeja. “In that case, I will give Nora Hazard information--the location of the person she wants to kill most.”

“Who?”

“Lisa Dalone.”

“Oh!” Enheduanna made a face and fluffed her hair. “How did you know about that?”

“You told me. You sent me a message weeks ago about everything Nora has done for the last few years.”

“Did I?”

“Yes.”

Enheduanna tugged on an earlobe. “How can you give her that information, though? Isn’t it against the rules?”

“You don’t pay attention to anything, Duanna. Dolos loosened the rules with you-know-what going on, the thing we need to go and have a meeting about soon. I think this match could be considered a heroic challenge, or at least I would consider it one. So I’d be free to tell Nora as long as I don’t help further or give her any more information past that.”

“Yes, yes, you are right. Want to tell them now?”

“Alright.” Keeja approached the World Jar.

“Wait a second, do any of us get any say in this?” asked Henry. His low level of concern was also mixed with a dash of annoyance.

“No,” said Keeja and Enheduanna at the same time.

***

Mareen glanced around, taking in what would be the setting for this duel. Like the first time she’d entered the World Jar, everything felt completely real, from the wind across her face, to the evil lurking beneath her skin.

She stood on something black and hard, but level and smooth, almost like dry tar. A series of dotted white lines, four of them, ran in both directions. There was a section of grass and other greenery to her left side, and a similar section of black stuff was over there, running parallel to the one she stood on. It took her a while to realize what it likely was--a road. She’d never seen a road anywhere near this large before.

In the near distance, huge structures supported on massive pillars covered the road, and she realized it was likely supporting more roads. What a strange place.

Nora Hazard stood about fifty feet away, looking around much like Mareen had been. The woman’s dyed-blond hair looked a shade darker than usual under the overcast sky.

Overhead, sullen grey clouds blocked a weak sun, but a ray of light broke through here and there. In the far distance, Mareen could see massive square hills, or structures. With a start, she realized that the smaller rectangles were windows. Her mind reprocessed what she was seeing--the giant things were actually buildings.

Mareen remembered the stories that her grandfather George had told her. She had a feeling this was a city on Earth. At least this was how her grandfather had described them.

Suddenly, Keeja’s voice sounded from the sky. “You can start whenever you are ready. We are betting on you.”

“Don’t tell them that!” cut in Enheduanna’s voice. “But, Nora, it’s true that we are betting on you.”

“Didn’t you just tell Keeja not to say that?” growled Nora.

Keeja said, “Yes, she did. It’s Duanna. Anyway, we have a bet. Mareen, if you win, Henry will get a private trainer--Enheduanna has said so. Nora, if you win--” Keeja paused, and finally said, “I will tell you where Lisa is after you get back to Mensk.”

“So she is alive,” hissed Nora.

“You’re not surprised that I know?” asked Keeja.

“No, you’re a rotting High Priestess. Lisa is alive for sure?”

“Yes, which really should be a reward or favor in itself to confirm, but you likely already knew, or strongly suspected,” said Keeja.

“Now that’s it!” said Enheduanna. “Have fun trying to kill each other!”

The voices disappeared, and Mareen studied Nora across from her. Nora studied her right back. The woman was dressed as she usually was, with her bronze-colored cuirass, ruddy boots, and adventurer clothing. Nora said, “I wanted to win anyway, but I really need to win now. That information is important.”

“I don’t care,” said Mareen. The beast inside of her wanted to be let out. Should she set it free? If she did, could she control it?

Nora shook her head. “I don’t understand you. It’d be different if you were native Terran, but you aren’t. You’re Ludan. Look around you, look at where you are. Well, maybe not right now this second, but you know what I mean. How can you act like such a rotting victim when you live in a palace and a flying ship?”

Mareen felt a flash of anger. This was like her first meeting with Nora all over again. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“You’re right, I don’t, but that’s because you mope around worse than a half-dead fish with frying pan dreams.”

Is she trying to make me angry? wondered Mareen. She backed up and warily raised her new hammer that Henry had made for her. In the past, Mareen would have worn massive, heavy armor. Now, she didn’t have any armor on. Instead, she’d hardened her body underneath her skin to be as tough as metal, and with a thought, she could expand her blood through her pores to actually cover her skin and harden, creating stronger armor.

She didn’t want to use her blood magic, though. Not really. She was willing to admit that she was afraid of it. It made her feel weak to admit that, but it was the truth. Some of her self-loathing was for the fact that she’d risked her soul and betrayed her friends for a power that she didn’t even really want anymore. Now that her husband was back, she wondered if he would have jumped through the portal into hell if she hadn’t already been in Brecken.

Guilt ran through Mareen’s veins as surely as all the miasma from the demons she’d absorbed.

Even though she was wary and had prepared for a surprise attack, Mareen barely dodged in time to avoid Nora’s thrown spear. Nora didn’t hesitate after that, she kept attacking. The Hero of Berber threw out a hand and generated a screaming, conical bullet of air.

Even though she couldn’t really die, even though this was the World Jar, Mareen felt the shot of adrenaline that came with a genuine feeling that her life was in danger. Her body had saved her from the first two attacks; her instincts had taken over. She wasn’t some farm girl anymore, though. Mareen knew that she could do better.

A private tutor for Henry, huh? Mareen thought about all the sacrifices that Henry had made for her over the last month, and how he’d spent all of the time he wasn’t working just...being there for her. Yeah, she was going to do something nice for her husband.

She was going to kill this bitch.

***

Nora had hoped she’d skewer Mareen with her first spear throw, but the shiner had been far too wary. She’d also moved surprisingly quickly, darting to the side without even moving her body. Something about her movement had seemed weird too, fluid, but wrong.

Then Nora had thrown an Air Drill, a buzzing tempest of air around a hard, pointed core. Nora was new to fourth rank, but she’d invested another rank into her Elements and Energies: Air ability. This attack had been much more powerful than when she’d been third rank, even without putting too much effort into it.

Mareen had dodged again, smoothly shooting back and to the side, and Nora had registered for the first time that Mareen was actually floating. Then she’d noticed the other woman’s posture change. Mareen’s eyes began to glow, and her arm raised, fingers spread.

Nora’s instincts screamed at her, and she listened, immediately throwing herself to one side and kicking off with a vast gust of air, transitioning to her Flight ability. She buzzed low over the ground, zagging up and down. A thumping rhythm of impacts just behind her hit with such force she could feel it in her chest.

She activated the shield on her arm and risked deflecting one of the projectiles, wincing as she saw the damage the impact had done. Mareen may be whiny, but the attacks she was throwing were no joke.

Nora juked one direction, lowered her weight, and let her feet skim across the ground. She used the slight friction to turn herself around and blasted two air drills at Mareen, rapid fire. As she attacked, she noticed for the first time how Mareen’s arm was bleeding. Blood was actually flowing up in arcs to her fingers where they shot forward, turned into teardrops of red destruction.

Never seen that before, thought Nora. She was wary. Arrogance in a fight could get someone killed as easily as negligence. She’d hoped that Mareen would go down as easily as the heavily armored bodyguard had, but that was obviously not going to happen. In fact, Nora was beginning to feel an ominous premonition.

Mareen’s hair started to wave in a nonexistent breeze. She’d thrown her shoulders back, and it was like a different woman stood in her place.

Time to get serious, thought Nora. This fight was actually beginning to feel like her fight with Lisa over a month ago when the rotting cultists had attacked Mensk. Her prior mentor and disgraced Jackals gang leader had wielded energy like an extension of her body, peppering Nora with deadly bolts when she hadn’t been trying to cut her in half or direct true-demons to rip her apart.

The blood projectiles that Mareen had just launched were bringing back bad memories, and Nora’s heart missed a beat. Something began to unfold in her, something sharp and ragged. Instincts born from a life on the streets as a young girl, coupled with her time as an orb-Bonded soldier and adventurer, seemed to wake up like they’d been slumbering for a while. 

Nora held out a hand, and the moment she felt Eneus’ sash, she jerked the spear back into her grasp, then turned on her Flight power to rocket into the air. She touched her ringed hands to her necklace, and thought, “Armor.”

The bronze cuirass Nora always wore was not a simple piece of sturdy armor. It had taken her a long time to learn how to use the rotting thing, but once activated, it was incredibly powerful enchanted protection. The material moved, crawling over her body, hardening, and a moment later she was peering through a full face-covering helmet. Her armor was ancient, something she’d found in an abandoned elite dungeon in the wilds of Berber. Now that she was covered, it would provide her with excellent protection, enhanced strength, and even a boost in speed.

But even with the armor activated, Nora’s feeling of dread grew. She deliberately cleared her mind, throwing out all the junk in her head, and in a sudden moment of clarity, realized she should have done this from the beginning. Lesson learned. Nora dropped into her floating time, the state of mind where she seemed to exist outside of herself, analyzing and reacting to the world around her. In floating time, she was unencumbered by emotions. They could fuel her, inspire her, but not weaken her.

She screamed her war cry, “Hazard!” and dropped toward her enemy like a comet.

***

“Oh, they finally got serious,” remarked Enheduanna.

“That armor, is that what I think it is?” asked Keeja.

“Probably. I had it hidden away for hundreds of years,” said Enheduanna.

“That is the dark armor that I read about in the papers,” said Everr. “Wow. It’s real.”

Keeja was slowly shaking her head as she watched the fight unfold. “You’re wrong, Duanna.”

“About what, the armor? Of course I’m not. Is this a Ravager sort of joke?”

“That’s not what I meant,” said Keeja with a scowl. “Mareen isn’t serious yet, not at all.”

Henry mostly ignored the two High Priestesses now. They were worse than a couple of paid announcers at a fucking boxing match, babbling on. In the display for the World Jar, sort of like a television with depth, Henry had a mixed set of emotions while he watched his wife fight. It felt odd to see Mareen beginning to cut loose, and her body was starting to change again, becoming more demonic, but she seemed to be in control. Most importantly, maybe this could help her break out of the funk she’d put herself in.

To one side, Light breathed, “They’re moving so fast. Do you see what their attacks are doing to the structures around them?”

“You haven’t seen anything yet!” cackled Enheduanna.

***

Mareen growled. Nora was coming at her head-on from above. Since she had such a small target, Mareen’s blood bullets skipped off of Nora’s armor. She let blood flow from her body, coating her new hammer to make it bigger and create a nasty blade up top before blocking the woman’s spear strike with a hammer blow.

She’d expected Nora to keep hold of the spear, but it sailed away. Then Nora turned in midair, delivering one of her air attacks to Mareen’s shoulder. The screaming cone of wind shredded Mareen’s arm and savaged her shoulder.

Mareen’s lips pulled back from her sharp, growing teeth and she punched Nora right in the breastplate with her other hand. The other woman flew back, but before she’d even hit the ground, she’d launched two more air attacks at Mareen.

The damage to her shoulder began to heal as Mareen slipped to the side, effortlessly levitating and carrying herself using the blood inside of her.  Her bones, tissue, and muscle regrew in seconds. Then she generated her exterior, blood-born armor. Crimson liquid burst through her skin, thickening, hardening, and forming smooth pieces of articulated plates.

The protection was incredibly hard, but Nora’s hand came up, and the next thing Mareen knew, her entire body was a network of pain. Nora’s ring had shot a beam that had zigged and zagged all over her body. It hadn’t cut all the way through, but had somehow penetrated deeply and done massive damage.

If Mareen’s armor and body weren’t so dense now, the attack likely would have cut her into pieces. But she was prepared for this sort of thing now--she always kept a latticework of super-dense anchor points throughout her body now, even without wearing armor. It used a lot less energy to heal if she still had her original body parts to work from or to absorb first.

In that moment, while Mareen was feeling pain, frustration, and a host of other negative emotions, she also felt something she hadn’t experienced in a while--a sense of savage competition. She wanted to win. Mareen howled as she tapped into the vast array of demonic energy inside of her body.

Nora didn’t let up, she hit Mareen with another attack from her ring, but Mareen’s armor continued to grow and blocked more of the deadly beam this time. It still hurt. Mareen used her blood magic and some of her incredible strength to bound forward, smashing the ground where Nora had just been. A crater of destruction rippled from the point of impact, and Nora skipped to the side. Her spear was somehow in her hand again, and this time, Mareen could hear it buzzing. It seemed to glow.

Then Nora closed with her, and Mareen almost couldn’t keep up. Her armor had mostly blocked Nora’s last ring blast, but it couldn’t take what she was dishing out now. Nora triggered several back-to-back blasts from the ring, and it hurt, but Mareen barely kept her body together and healed through it. She expected more air attacks, but they never came. Instead, Nora became a flashing, unpredictable nightmare of thrusts and unconventional attacks. Gravity seemed to have no hold on her. The rotting woman even attacked while being upside down!

Mareen finally completely used the untapped portion of the demonic energy inside herself. This wasn’t her blood magic, at least not entirely, but had been stolen using it. Demonic savagery filled her with energy, and she felt her body changing. New, deep red claws grew like extensions from the massive gauntlets covering her arms and hands. A tail extended from her lower back, and she batted Nora’s spear aside with her reinforced hammer before slashing at her with brutal claws.

Nora managed to get her magic shield up in time, but Mareen’s brute force shredded it. The shield had absorbed a lot of the impact when it broke, but it’d been a solid hit. She slammed back into a concrete barrier by the side of the road.

The barrier crumbled, but Nora didn’t fall. Instead, she rose in mid air while flipping herself upward.

Then she was on Mareen again, stabbing and slashing. They raged across both roads with their ferocious hand-to-hand combat, taking to the air at times, leaving great, smoking furrows in the streets. Mareen was savage, and using her stolen true-demon instincts, she was a much better fighter than she ever had been before. Through it all somehow Nora kept adapting, learning from the fight.

Mareen got hit over and over again. Nora’s ring couldn’t kill her in one shot, but the damned woman kept using it to distract, to blind Mareen with a shot in the face before punching holes in her with that damn spear. Mareen could feel her healing speed slowing down as her energy was slowly drained away.

She managed to whirl and smash Nora back with her tail, then leveled both hands, spraying a hail of blood shard projectiles. Nora spun her spear as the air around her shimmered. She somehow blocked all the projectiles, so Mareen aimed at the ground instead, causing pieces of the road to pepper the area around the impact points.

Nora sailed up, directing blasts of ruinous air at Mareen, and threw her spear. Mareen noticed this time that her enemy was actually holding a sash connected to the spear, growing longer as it traveled. Mareen dodged the deadly missile, and made a grab for the spear where it had stuck in the ground.

The moment her hand connected with the weapon, her entire arm was blown off. Mareen shot back from the force of the explosion, skidding across the street on her hard, glassy armor. She stood up, preparing to launch an attack of stronger, faster blood shards, when she was suddenly hit from the side, too.

Mareen got up from the ground in a confused state. The roads had been empty a moment ago, but now they were full of vehicles of some kind. She could see people inside them. It took her a moment to realize that these were “cars.”

Up in the air, Nora didn’t give her a moment of respite. A blast of penetrating air caught Mareen in the leg and knocked her off balance. Mareen levitated up and shot herself back in time to avoid another blast of air. Luckily Nora hadn’t hit her with that terrible ring again, “Pewpew.”

But even if her usage of the ring was obviously limited, Nora was wearing her down. Mareen tried to remember how she’d used the blood magic when she’d destroyed true-demons in Brecken, how it’d told her what to do. If things continued like this, she was going to run out of power and die.

***

“That spear,” said Keeja. “There is no way Nora should have that spear. I know why you gave it to her, but don’t you worry about the consequences?”

Enheduanna absently scratched her cleavage. “Not really. It’s not like she or anyone else can destroy it. And if it ever decided it didn’t like its situation, it’d make sure changes happened. I’m sure you know that, little Ravager.”

“Stop calling me that.”

Henry’s eye twitched. He wasn’t really happy about watching his wife look less and less human, but he also wanted this win for her--but not for his sake. Mareen had always felt she was lagging behind everyone else. In fact, that’s why she’d done something as dumb as searching out the Deepwater Rose. She needed this.

Brushing up on Ludus lore and everything Mareen had been up to while Henry had been surviving with Aodh had been one of his priorities over the last month.  At first, when he’d found out everything that had happened, he’d been upset, and even felt a little guilty. Jason had actually seemed afraid that Henry might go off on his own, try to attack the lake the Deepwater Rose lived in or something.

Fuck that, Henry wasn’t stupid. But he was going to kill that motherfucker.

But the actions Mareen had taken had made sense when Henry had put himself in her shoes. Also, what was done was done. Dwelling on the past was a really shitty way of figuring out how to deal with the present or plan for the future. Henry wanted Mareen to win this fight to get her confidence back.

“You can do it, baby,” he hissed. “Kill her!”

Jason observed, “The highway they were fighting on has cars now. I guess this scenario has NPCs just like some of the ones we fought in, Henry.”

Henry nodded. “Yeah. Now it kind of looks like a big city in 90’s era Earth or something, huh? The cars are all old.”

Around the rest of the room, most everyone else was quiet. Keeja was leaning on her jaalba, watching the fight intently. She was absently holding Bezzi-ibbi’s hand. The Jaguar Clan boy had made a cane from his quicksilver arm and was leaning on that with his metal hand.

The goblins were all holding each other, eyes huge. As Henry looked around, he realized that everyone present had actually formed natural little groups. He was in the original Delvers LLC group, the High Priestesses were standing together, and the three bodyguards from Mensk were standing with Agnes, the Intelligence officer.

Everr muttered, “They’re both monsters. None of us would have any hope against either of them.”

“Maybe all together versus either one,” agreed Grace quietly.

“Rotting damnation,” cursed Light.

Henry frowned at them and turned his attention back to the fight. “Come on, baby, you can do it,” he whispered. He knew Mareen feared she’d lose her mind again, but Henry knew her better than that. The one person who constantly underestimated Mareen, was Mareen herself.

***

The tide of the fight was turning, and Mareen was just trying to stay alive now. She enlarged her hand with torrents of hardened blood, grabbed a car, and threw it at Nora. Her throw had been close and fast enough that she didn’t think Nora would be able to dodge, but the rotting woman had incredible control in the air.

Nora actually slid under the flying car and pulverized Mareen’s armor with blasts of air. None of them damaged Mareen that much now, but she still had to repair the damage they did, which used energy. She’d learned her lesson earlier when Nora had stacked air blasts one on top of each other and eventually penetrated the armor. It took less energy for Mareen to repair her armor than her body.

Mareen hissed in frustration and buzzed back to avoid Nora closing with her. The other woman was just too unpredictable and too skilled. Mareen had power, but if she couldn’t get a solid hit in, it didn’t do much good.

What she really needed was more speed, more energy! Every second of this fight, Mareen was losing power. Everything she’d done so far had been weak and calculated compared to her potential because she’d needed to conserve what blood she still had absorbed in the past.

Despite her best efforts, Nora still closed with her. The woman’s deadly spear thrust for Mareen’s face and the best Mareen could do was twist and turn, taking the blow to the shoulder. Most weapons would have been useless against Mareen’s armor, but Nora’s spear punched through like it was made of tissue.

Mareen screamed, and slammed down her huge hand she’d formed to throw the car. The hardened, crystallized blood exploded, throwing shards everywhere. Nora was blown back into a distant car. That must have dazed her, because she got up more slowly than usual. Hundreds of shards had also penetrated other cars around, even killing a few drivers. Red stained the inside of windows that hadn’t been busted out.

On both sides of the road, the cars had mostly all come to a stop. People--all Terrans--were screaming. A wailing in the distance seemed to be coming from a car with red and blue flashing lights, but Mareen couldn’t pay attention. Nora was on her again.

A blast of blood shards just seemed to mildly inconvenience Nora now. The weird distortion the other woman could generate flickered and stopped all of Mareen’s projectiles, and the rotting spear was all over the place again. Mareen felt herself slowing. She was still many times faster than a normal person, but against Nora Hazard, it wasn’t enough.

Mareen blocked as best she could, sometimes with her forearms, and sometimes with the huge halberd she’d formed from her warhammer. She took giant swipes at Nora, and even tried to lunge forward and grab her, to keep her still. None of it worked. Nora was as elusive as a neu-weasel, always where she shouldn’t be. Mareen got hit with air blasts, the occasional burst from Pewpew, and Nora’s spear.

She growled and lunged forward, attacking with a combination of earth-quaking strikes. Her tail whip-cracked through the air, and she almost got a hit in, but Nora did a complicated maneuver in mid-air, actually managing to land on Mareen’s back before putting her spear right through Mareen’s head.

Most of her injuries hadn’t slowed Mareen down--she’d ignored or suppressed the pain. But this hurt like hell. She yanked the spear out of her head, knowing it would destroy her arm, and tried to backhand Nora, but the woman was already gone.

“Rotting whoreson!” she screamed.

Nora had her spear in hand again, and now she was swinging it around, using it like a flail of enchanted destruction. The road was smashed apart, and another car was destroyed as Nora flew forward like buzzing death.

Mareen darted back. Her head had been repaired, but the rest of her was a mess. Blood magic had let her keep thinking while her brain had been destroyed, but she’d kept feeling too, and the pain still had her shaken. She was covered in wounds, even through her armor. Nora sped towards her, and at the same time, Mareen heard a loud banging, popping sound. Something pinged off of her armor, making almost the same sound that her blood shards had made when they’d glanced off of Nora’s helmet.

Her blood magic pulsed, letting her know another enemy was nearby, a weak one, and Mareen was so tired, so angry, she just did what her magic suggested. She sped directly toward where the attack had come from. As she closed, she saw a frightened-looking man standing next to a car with flashing blue lights, aiming what she recognized as a gun towards her. It bucked in his hands, and Mareen could barely register the impacts off of her chest.

She grabbed the man’s arm, ripping it from her shoulders, and swiped his head from his body. As she passed, she grabbed the corpse and took it with her, barely clearing where she’d just been in time to avoid Nora’s slow but powerful swinging spear.

Without thinking about it, Mareen began absorbing the dead man’s blood, and it was like she threw a switch. Everything came to life. Oh yeah, that’s right, she thought. When she’d been fighting the demons in the past, she’d kept killing and absorbing them. Of course, that was what had been hard to recover from, but she knew how to protect herself now.

Mareen turned and smiled. “My turn,” she said.

***

Nora’s blood ran cold when Mareen turned around. She didn’t know what had changed, but her instincts were screaming at her to kill this shiner now. “Rotting hell,” she swore. She stopped Eneus from swinging, and charged it with Vibration energy before throwing it, even giving it a push with her air abilities.

The spear flew true, but Mareen wasn’t there anymore. Instead, the crazy blood mage was standing on top of a car she’d destroyed. She had one clawed hand held down and a stream of blood was flowing from the interior of the ruined vehicle up to her wrists and directly into her body.

“Oh shit,” grunted Nora. She yanked Eneus back and cocked an arm to throw, but Mareen moved first, holding up a hand. Nora listened to her instincts again, dropping and dodging rather than taking the blast.

She’d made the right choice. Mareen’s blood shard attack had been more powerful than before, knocking great, cloudy chunks of concrete from one of the pillars that held up a road in the sky. Nora’s armor was good, but not that good. Plus, its energy would be depleted the more damage she took.

The reality was this fight likely would have gone a lot differently from the start if Nora hadn’t had her armor or her spear. She was less beat up so far than she had been during her fight with Lisa in Mensk, but this duel was on another level entirely.

Nora flew low to the ground, picking up speed, and threw Eneus again. This time Mareen dodged, moving much faster than she had before. The armor she’d covered herself with before had shrunk too, so she wasn’t too much bigger than a normal woman anymore. Only moments ago she’d been standing nine feet tall--an easy target.

Without knowing exactly how, Nora understood that Mareen’s new, smaller armor was stronger than before. She growled in frustration as her opponent floated over the road, casually holding out a hand to pepper all the nearby cars with blood shards and sucking up a constant flow of blood.

This is bad, thought Nora. Very bad. Using Pewpew anymore was really not an option. Every time she used the ring in a fight it hurt more and took more out of her, and she was afraid that if she used the ring much more, it might actually make her black out or falter. Either reaction would mean death in this fight.

Nora couldn’t lose. She had to find out where Lisa was, and she really wanted to beat this shiner. There was something more too, though. Mareen was giving off a dark energy that Nora had felt before. She’d actually felt it earlier in the fight too, but her floating time had dulled the edges from it, keeping it from being a distraction. But now it was many times stronger.

And all at once, Nora felt like she was back in Brecken, flying through the dark, dodging projectiles from an evil city below as she wondered if she would ever escape, or be stuck lost in a hell world until she died. Red rage rose in her. She’d definitely felt this energy before.

Then for a moment, Nora forgot this was a fight in the World Jar. Everything had just become deadly serious for her. Mareen flew off and Nora grimly followed, charging Eneus with all the Vibration power she could.

She had a really bad feeling about this, but now she was focused on destroying Mareen, the blood mage.

***

Killing people in cars was not efficient enough for Mareen. She could feel herself growing stronger with every life she absorbed, but wanted more power. The fight had changed entirely. Nora’s attacks weren’t nearly as concerning anymore, more of an annoyance. In truth, Mareen might be able to beat the other woman now, but that wasn’t good enough anymore. She was going to crush her, rip her limb from limb.

Mareen let her senses flow outward and found what she was looking for in the nearby city. She only paused to send bursts of crystalized blood shards at two more men shooting at her before flying directly towards what she’d sensed. These people had been trying to kill her. She’d chosen to think of everyone around her as an enemy.

With that in mind, her next move had been easy to plan.

***

Nora’s sinking feeling was getting worse. She chased after Mareen, trying to distract her, trying to put her spear through the shiner’s head again--that had seemed to shake her before. But Mareen was like a different fighter now. She was faster, more certain, and her body kept changing.

The way she was more or less ignoring Nora now was a little insulting, but even more concerning. Nora threw her spear again and again, but every time she thought she’d gotten close enough to get a good hit in, Mareen dodged.

The feeling of dread in the pit of Nora’s stomach grew when she realized where Mareen was heading. A massive building was just up ahead, its top open to the sky. The air buzzed with the roar of a huge crowd of people inside.

Mareen wasted no time. She sailed forward, directly into what had to be the largest stadium that Nora had ever seen or even imagined could exist, and screams erupted from inside. When Nora dove inside, she beheld a nightmare scene.

In the center of the stadium, Mareen was methodically launching a staccato barrage of blood shards, starting at one point and working her way up and down and around the stadium. Nora had never heard so many people screaming at once in her life. Each blood shard tore people apart, mangling bodies, punching holes in metal seats, and creating a cloud of powdered concrete in the air. Even after being named the Hero of Berber, Nora was no rotting Hero, but something about what she was seeing was so wrong, it made a new feeling of resolve begin to rise in her. It paired with her feeling of revulsion for the demonic energy.

“Hazard!” she screamed. Eneus buzzed for Mareen’s chest, but the woman didn’t even budge from where she floated this time. Instead, a red arm erupted from Mareen’s armor, moving incredibly quickly. It batted aside Eneus just enough that the spear missed.

Meanwhile, the blood from all the broken corpses in the stadium was flowing forward toward the center. It formed a massive pool below Mareen. From the pool, a waist-thick stream of blood was flowing up into Mareen’s chest. The blood mage wasn’t done, though. Mareen kept mowing down the people below--men, women, and children alike. People were screaming, stampeding each other, trying to escape.

“What the hell are you doing? Is your brain rotted?” snarled Nora. Her floating time state shook.

“Of course not,” answered Mareen. “You have that spear, and that armor. They aren’t part of you. I’m just gathering my own tools.”

“These people are innocent!”

“How do you know that? They tried to kill me, at least some of them did. This is not our world. For all you know, all of these people are cannibals that worship Asag. I’ve made a choice already to protect who and what I love, and anything is worth it.”

“That’s rotting stupid!” Nora said.

Mareen’s armor was no longer bulky at all. Instead, it looked like she wore eggshell-thin panels all over her body. Her hair spread around her, waving like she was under water as she floated in the air.

“Stupid? Is it? If her child is starving, how many mothers would kill to feed her? How many would do terrible, awful things? How many wars have been fought over land, or flags, or religion, killing thousands of people? I’ve had a month to think about this. I don’t want to destroy things for no reason, I’m not mad, but I’m done being useless, and I’m done being weak. This thing I carry inside now, it’s evil, and I won’t pretend it’s not. But I chose it, and I will use it to protect my family and destroy my rotting enemies.”

Nora gaped. “You--”

“I’m not a hypocrite, Nora,” interrupted Mareen. “Everyone is selfish and places their lives and their family above others. Besides, this is the World Jar. This isn’t real.”

“But you don’t know that for sure! And our fight was between us!”

“So? I’ll do what it takes to win from now on. I’m done feeling guilty about it, either. We’re both trying to kill each other, I’m just doing a better job now.”

Nora didn’t know what to say. In her heart of hearts, she knew murder was murder, but what Mareen was doing was still wrong. Nora was still searching for how to express what she was feeling as she pulled Eneus back into her hand and launched the spear again. The moment the weapon left her hand, she threw air drill attacks as fast as she could manage.

The spear actually hit Mareen in the shoulder and Nora felt a thrill of hope. The Vibration-enhanced weapon hadn’t penetrated all the way, so Mareen plucked it out with another arm generated from her armor. Nora’s hope was still alive after her first air drill hit, but it looked like the magic attack had barely done any damage. Mareen’s thin armor must be incredibly dense now.

Before the rest of the air drills could make contact, the blood mage raised a hand and a wall of diamond-hard crimson formed to block the rest of Nora’s attacks. This battle was unlike anything Nora had ever experienced before. Even if she could, merely damaging Mareen wasn’t enough anymore.

Almost everyone in the stadium was dead now. Blood continued to flow from the seats into the air where Mareen hovered. Her eyes glowed and a halo of crimson hung around her. A pair of skeletal wings had risen from Mareen’s shoulders, and her tail had grown longer and barbed.

Suddenly, she moved so fast she seemed to flicker. A heartbeat later, she was hovering right in front of Nora and delivered a casual-seeming backhand. Only Nora’s new Heightened Reflexes saved her. She barely turned her body to the side in time to block with Eneus and roll with the strike. It felt like she’d been hit by an entire country.

Nora struck the ground so hard she bounced. Her arm was useless now, broken in multiple places and her armor had been torn open, showing a patch of her mangled limb. She poured more energy into maintaining floating time so she could still think, and rose from the ground, darting upward as fast as she could.

It wasn’t fast enough. Mareen was right behind her. The claws on the demonic woman’s hand grew longer as she slashed. Nora felt a shock in her leg, then a wave of numbness. She turned on speed and risked a glance downward, confirming that she’d lost her leg right above the knee. It also felt like one of Mareen’s claws had slashed through her other leg, too, but she could still move it.

She knew it would only be a short time before the pain set in, so she spent even more energy maintaining floating time. The situation was bad, but she wasn’t ready to give up yet.

Nora shot forward, pushing her Flight power harder than she ever had before. She generated a pointed screen to block the wind up ahead, and she gritted her teeth, aiming for some of the huge rotting buildings rising out of the middle of the city.

Mareen was right behind her.

Nora juked, flying between buildings and trying to lose her enemy, but it was no use. Somehow the woman was keeping up with her. On top of that, Mareen was strafing a hand back and forth, trying to shoot Nora out of the sky with incredibly powerful blood shards. Windows blew out of the buildings around them, and Mareen’s attacks were actually powerful enough that repeated hits caved in entire walls. Her attacks shredded multiple floors of what looked like offices inside. Glass and pieces of masonry rained down to the street below, followed by larger chunks of the buildings.

Then Mareen’s attacks grew even more powerful.

The sides of the buildings exploded as Mareen threw larger blood shards that penetrated a ways before bursting violently. Crystalline shrapnel flying everywhere. A piece hit Nora’s foot and she felt a tugging sensation. It was her armor, not her body that informed her that she’d just lost a foot.

To one side, some sort of flying machine came screaming out of the sky, guns blazing. A few projectiles hit Mareen, but didn’t have any effect. The blood mage generated a long, arcing red blade, and cut the vehicle in half. Both halves slammed into a distant building, exploding and setting the impact area on fire.

Another flying machine followed the first, and Mareen just threw a wide spread of blood shards at it. It broke apart almost immediately and its wreckage fell between two buildings to the street below, destroying cars and killing dozens, maybe hundreds of screaming people in seconds.

Then Mareen swung her massive blood blade at Nora, but she was too far away to hit. Mareen dropped the thing to fall to the street below, and resumed her barrage of blood shards.

Nora gritted her teeth, ignoring the incredible levels of pain her floating time was helping to hold at bay, and just kept channeling Vibration energy through her spear. She occasionally shot air drills back at Mareen, but they weren’t fast enough to make contact. The depressing reality was even if the air drills hit, she knew they likely wouldn’t do much, if anything now.

She dove down, pouring on speed, going faster than she ever had before. Her armor’s energy was barely holding on by a thread. If she lost her protection, she was going to die for sure. It was helping her keep going. Behind her, the nimbus-looking cone of air had formed that she’d seen before. At this speed, she couldn’t maneuver very well, but she wanted to get to the ground as quickly as possible.

There would only be one chance to make her last-ditch plan work.

Mareen was right behind her, so she had to be quick. She kept flying faster, dodging buildings while she searched for what she needed. Hitting anything at this speed would turn her to paste, but she had to keep her speed up or Mareen would catch her and tear her apart. As it was, the blood shards were coming incredibly close.

Nora’s armor wouldn’t stop any of Mareen’s attacks anymore. At this point, it was just holding her body together.

Finally she found what she was searching for, a tunnel. It looked like some metal tracks were running into it.

Nora slowed her charge just in time to dart into the tunnel and desperately tried to slow before she ploughed into something. Even as she careened forward, she remembered to throw a hand back and release a few air drills behind her. If Mareen came in too fast, Nora wouldn’t be able to prepare her plan.

The attacks wouldn’t really harm Mareen, but maybe they’d keep her wary.

A few seconds later, Nora had finally slowed enough that she could touch down, and she did as soon as possible, creating vibrations through the ground and using her tremor sense ability. In narrow confines like this, she could even tap into her affinity with the air. Coupled with her spatial awareness ability, her tremor sense was even sharper, projecting a wire frame image of the tunnel in her mind.

As a result, she knew the moment that Mareen entered the tunnel. The woman was moving forward steadily, which was good. Nora had to assume that Mareen could see in the dark, but Mareen might not know that Nora could see her. And most importantly, Mareen had to know she could heal from anything Nora could throw at her now.

Hopefully, she’d be surprised.

Nora had Eneus leveled as best she could, with her ruined arm wrapped around it. She knelt on her leg with the missing foot, and aimed her spear at Mareen. She likely wasn’t going to live through this, but Nora would rather be rotting fish guts than go down without a fight.

She didn’t need the other woman too close, just far enough into the tunnel that she wouldn’t be able to dodge or escape. In fact, if Mareen got any closer, Nora was going to likely die before she could blink. It was now or never. “Hazard!” she screamed, and activated Pewpew, dumping the energy into the spear as a catalyst, magnifying and unleashing all of the destructive energy that her weapon had absorbed since the last time she’d triggered this ferocious attack.

Everything turned violet.

Nora knew from experience that this attack was powerful enough to vaporize part of a city, at least it had been before. She didn’t know what it would do in a tunnel like this, but probably nothing good. As the concrete around her grew superheated and vaporized, the entire world seemed to violently explode. Nora thought, Ha, got you bitch.

***

The protective barrier from the World Jar receded from Nora’s and Mareen’s bodies as they logged out and woke up. Enheduanna mused, “I did not expect a draw.”

“Me neither,” admitted Keeja.

Henry crossed his arms. Inside, he was conflicted about what he’d just seen, and wanted to make sure Mareen was okay, and still sane, and not actually okay with killing thousands of civilians to win. Luckily, no matter how real the World Jar felt, it wasn’t real. Henry wasn’t really a big gamer, but he’d played a few games back on Earth, and knew plenty of people who basically only played certain games to mow down NPCs.

What he’d seen was still disturbing, though, even knowing that his wife was on his side. 

Jason spoke up, saying, “They both killed each other, so I think they both won.”

“Indeed, indeed,” said Enheduanna. “Alright, Keeja will give Nora the information she wants.”

“What about you?” asked Keeja. “Aren’t you going to train Henry?”

“Of course not, sweet little Ravager. I just said I’d ensure he would get a personal trainer. Besides, you and I both need to leave soon. But even though she’s been following you around like a lost infant, Philana doesn’t need to leave with us. She had an affinity with some of Henry’s magic, so just tell her to stay and train him.”

Keeja slowly asked, “Are you serious?”

“Yes. It’s a rather elegant solution, don’t you think? Give Nora my congratulations!”

“I’m right rotting here, Duanna,” growled Nora.

Enheduanna ignored her. “Goodbye now, everyone! I have things to do, things to dissect.” She paused and looked at her hand in confusion. “Things to fix. The usual.”

The demigoddess waved and left the room as nonchalantly as she’d entered. Henry moved forward to check on Mareen where she sat on the floor and behind him, Jason asked, “Keeja, are all High Priestesses…eccentric?”

“Don’t you mean crazy?” Keeja smiled. “I want you to do something. Imagine living for thousands of years, and ask yourself if you’d still be the same person you are today. Are you the same person you were ten years ago? How about a thousand.”

“That’s not much of an answer,” observed Henry. He had his arm around Mareen now. Luckily, she looked the same as she had before going into the World Jar, not the demonic nightmare she’d been during her fight with Nora. Her eyes flickered open and she smiled at Henry.

But then he glanced around at some of the other people in the room, noticing their looks of horror and fear. As he held his wife, he remembered that even now, she still had red eyes and fangs. He suddenly felt a strange sense of discomfort. “Actually, never mind. This is all a mind fuck.”

Keeja looked sad. “I fear that one day you may understand more than you care to.”

“What is all this talk? I’m still the same rotting person I’ve always been,” said Nora.

Henry shook his head. “Are you sure about that? Hero of Berber. Princess consort, marrying Tony. Just fought one on one in the World Jar and likely destroyed half a city. Really? You’re the same person you’ve always been?”

“Well, I didn’t massacre innocent people to win, World Jar or not.” Nora frowned and gave Mareen an accusatory nod.

“Are you sure about that, Nora?” asked Keeja. Her expression was still melancholy, and her voice was flat. “That last blast you created, the one that killed Mareen in the simulation, it also destroyed a large portion of the city. In the World Jar, how many people do you think you killed with that attack? Many times more than Mareen killed, I’m sure.”

“Oh.” Nora had stood up, but she sat back down again. “I don’t want to do any more World Jar right now.”

“Good. We are done with training for tonight anyway,” said Keeja. “I’ll show Jason how to use it later so when I leave, you can still train. Remember, the World Jar doesn’t only help you train how to fight, it also makes you examine yourself and the actions you take during combat.”

Henry glanced around again, but only Jason would meet his eyes. Everyone was quiet as they left the room, with only a few murmured conversations. Maybe it had been good for some of the new people to see a high-level fight and understand the stakes. He kept telling himself this as he held his wife’s hand, leading her from the room.

He kept thinking about the weird feeling he’d had before, and tried to make sense of it. If other people looked at Henry with fear or disgust it didn’t bother him that much, but if people looked at his wife that way, he knew it hurt her. Henry could feel a slow, simmering anger begin to burn at the back of his mind, but he tried not to give it any fuel. With this sort of battle, there was nobody to actually fight. All he could do was just keep telling Mareen that he loved her, and keep supporting her.

Power by itself didn’t make someone a monster. How a person used their power was what decided who, and what, they were. He believed that, had to believe that.

Delvers LLC may be an adventuring company, but they were all warriors by necessity. Jason was a combat veteran now, too. Henry felt an aching sadness when he faced the fact that his best friend, and now even his wife had to see the world differently now, would likely rarely experience peaceful sleep anymore, and probably understood the low, bone-deep regret of being a survivor.

Henry hadn’t been able to protect Mareen when she’d needed him. He would live with that shame his entire fucking life. All he could do was his best to make sure she knew she was loved and accepted, at least by him. To him, she wasn’t an engine of destruction with red eyes, she was still the earnest farm girl he’d fallen in love with. She always would be.

This wasn’t the type of fight Henry was really suited for, but he was stubborn as hell, and he refused to fail his wife ever again.

Unexpected Returns

 

Aodh was very glad for Tanushree’s company, otherwise he wasn’t sure if he could bear the loneliness. He hadn’t even been part of the Delvers LLC company for a full year, but it had been such a huge part of his life, and always would be. And now that he was king, it was becoming harder and harder to judge the honesty of the people surrounding him. In some ways, he knew he was very lucky to have not been born into this lifestyle. At least he had a handful of people he knew for certain cared about him.

Meanwhile, Tanushree was still worried that someone in her family might try to assassinate her.

Aodh wished his family was here, even if his ma and da were gone. At least they were on the way. Vitaliya might be mental, but her parents were good people. No, can’t think bad about Vitaliya. Aodh didn’t feel right complaining about his cousin anymore. She’d almost given her life to protect him. Sometimes it was still hard, though. She basically followed him around everywhere now, and without looking, he knew she was probably glaring at Tanushree.

Luckily, Tanushree’s noble status had been barely enough for Vitaliya to grudgingly give her blessing for Aodh’s upcoming marriage. But Rekkla tried to avoid Vitaliya whenever she could. Aodh still wasn’t sure how he felt about the very real possibility he might end up marrying the brash goblin shaman. He did like her, and he couldn’t deny how amazing it would be for the Gobskulls to join his kingdom and basically allow him to annex their cave systems. None of it would have been possible if they didn’t see him as a religious figure.

Aodh and Tanushree were being followed by Vitaliya as well as two Berber palace guards. His ever-present secretary Karl and his assistant Michaela were right behind him. A couple of lower-ranked nobles were also following Aodh. He hadn’t bothered to learn their names. Lower-ranked nobles didn’t dare to strike up a conversation with him outside the throne room, but it didn’t stop them from looking for a chance...or something. All of it seemed strange to Aodh.

Sometimes he even missed the insane fights he’d taken part in with Henry and Jason.

Suddenly, a guard ran up from another hallway. She was out of breath and tense. After saluting, fist to heart, she said, “Your majesty, we have detected an intruder in the palace. There may be more than one.”

“Okay,” said Aodh. He kept walking.

“Your Majesty, please consider moving to the safe room!”

“No,” said Aodh. What was this guard’s name? He thought it might be Saray.

“You may stay with us, guard,” said Tanushree. She was a lot better than Aodh at dealing with this sort of thing, and he nodded in appreciation at her. He suddenly wondered what Nora was doing. She’d come into his life like a cursing, complicated hurricane, and he had to admit that he was glad she had. In the space of two weeks, he’d become a king and met two, maybe three future wives.

Even though it hadn’t been that long ago, he already felt like a lifetime had passed.

An intruder in the palace probably meant another assassin. There’d been a number over the last few weeks and Aodh just couldn’t bring himself to get upset or worried every time. It seemed this was just part of being a king, at least right now.

Besides, between Henry and Tanushree, the rebuilt palace was basically one giant death trap for Aodh’s enemies now. If it actually came to any fighting, it likely wouldn’t last long.

Tanushree seemed a bit more worried than Aodh was, though. She asked, “The palace shield and defenses are up, right? And Tara-Lam and Gitty-na are nearby?”

“Yes, Princess.”

Aodh looked around, trying to catch sight of either Mo’hali Hero. The two of them had paid family debts by risking a Hero ring and pledging their lives to the Crown. When the previous queen of Berber had died, it’d been a huge dishonor for the two of them, and they were only slightly less zealous about his safety now than Vitaliya was.

Tanushree gently put a hand on his shoulder. “Aodh, to be safe, let’s actually go to the green hallway. It’s nearby. If we have to, there is a conference room there that we can have our meeting in, too.”

After a moment of consideration, he nodded. “Alright.”

His entire entourage had been following him to an opulent meeting room where he was planning to hear from the president of the Allied Merchants Guild. She wasn’t going to be happy about the change of plans, but that was okay. He didn’t like the woman. She was all smiles and fake words. “Alright, tell Madame Rydell that we will be moving the location of the meeting, please.”

The moment his assistant Michaela let him know she’d heard him and was working on it, sending out mental messages, he turned and began heading to the location Tanushree had suggested.

Aodh knew why she wanted them to go there. The panic rooms were strong, but certain places around the palace were better suited for Tanushree to fight. Their guards now were all vetted, all trusted, but having more options was good, too.

The former queen had been sixth-rank orb-Bonded, but she’d also been paranoid. Part of the ceremony she’d needed to take part in had required that she be stripped of her power for a while. Because of that, she’d sent most of her guards, and even most of the palace staff away. If she hadn’t done that, maybe she’d still be alive right now.

Aodh planned to never make that mistake. It wasn’t a good idea to be too trusting, but staying isolated wasn’t smart, either. Besides, Aodh couldn’t afford to make mistakes, at least not like that since he was planning to stay at third-rank orb-Bonded. He had a feeling that he wouldn’t be able to tolerate fourth rank. Instead, he just set aside time every day to channel his ‘Bonded abilities, which hurt, and he couldn’t actually witness any gains, but he was still alive and had somehow become a king.

It was all one heck of a coincidence.

The green hallway was lined with precious jade artifacts and statues. A beautiful mosaic of diamonds, emeralds, and jade had been inlaid into the ceiling. The walls were sculpted from stone in the way only stone mage artists could manage. An ocean scene complete with waves glittering with flecks of quartz filled the entire hallway from one end to the other. One side was the beach and the water, and the other was a jungle.

And the entire area was lined with deadly traps and weapons.

Using the principle of creating premade limbs or earthen machinery that Tanushree could animate, Henry had actually built defensive measures into the walls themselves, all keyed to Tanushree. What’s more, she was fourth-rank orb-Bonded now, so she could control a truly staggering number of earthen contraptions.

Henry had tried to plan for a number of contingencies with Tanushree, ways to deal with multiple orb-Bonded, even Heroes or mages. He’d told Aodh how he remembered when they’d met Governor Holtz in Mirana who’d been able to turn into sand. Henry had even built some sort of bellows system into the wall. It was on an arm that led to a metal catchbox. If a cloud were moving down the hallway, Tanushree could just suck it up.

The defenses likely wouldn’t hold back Henry or Jason, though. Orb-Bonded at fifth rank or higher wouldn’t be stopped for sure.

But the way the Berber palace was constructed, it was actually shielded against people who were too powerful, basically any ‘Bonded above fourth rank. Past that, the palace would start leeching power or suppressing it unless the person had been granted exception by the sitting king or queen. The system was ancient, incredibly complex, but still worked today.

There was even evidence that the dampening field could work over the rest of the city too if it were activated. Either way, the palace’s passive protection was likely one reason why the Asag cultists had attacked with true-demons and mostly around second and third-rank orb-Bonded.

Aodh was almost to the door of the conference room when Tanushree suddenly twitched, and a portion of the wall on both sides of the hall ahead of them opened up. Arms of clay shot out and wrapped massive, sculpted hands around...nothing.

“Something is invisible,” said Tanushree. “The clay under the tiles over there was taking weight.” As she spoke, a thin, smaller arm descended from the ceiling and began hitting whatever the other two hands were holding. Someone cried out, and a person was revealed between the hands as their invisibility dropped.

She was middle aged, wearing a dark cloak. A dagger was clutched in her hand, but she was very thoroughly restrained. To be safe, Tanushree dropped another couple of arms from the ceiling, one to hold the wrist with the dagger, and one to cover her mouth.

None of it was necessary, though. As soon as she was revealed, the woman swallowed and almost immediately her eyes rolled up into her head. When she began frothing at the mouth, Tanushree grimaced and let the body drop.

“Your Majesty, are you alright?” asked one of his guards.

Aodh frowned, disturbed that he wasn’t disturbed. “Yes. Can someone please take care of the body? There was one last week too.”

“Do you think it’s another Light school mage with one of those enhancement cloaks?” asked Tanushree.

“Looks like it. We really need to work on that plan to make the palace safer. My ability is good, but I’m not sixth rank, and this is ridiculous. Has Intelligence figured out where all these assassins are coming from yet?”

Suddenly, there was a sound of commotion and alarm coming from the other direction. There’s more!? Aodh thought. Some of his entourage screamed as a furry missile flew around the corner, moving directly for Aodh. Behind the creature, a couple of guards with drawn weapons rushed into the hallway.

Aodh put a hand on Tanushree’s arm, but she’d already relaxed. She must have recognized Honey too. “Stand down!” shouted Aodh. When one guard didn’t lower her air rifle fast enough and might actually look like she’d shoot, Aodh let his voice grow cold and tapped the butt of his spear on the ground. “Stand. Down.” The guard swallowed and lowered her weapon.

Speaking with authority like that was becoming more natural lately, and Aodh wasn’t sure what he thought about it. He really wished his family would arrive in Berber soon. Maybe it would be grounding to be around more people who remembered him as the orphaned farmer.

He glanced back to check on Vitaliya, but it looked like she hadn’t even grown excited or flustered. Vitaliya was overprotective, but she was also excellent at assessing threats. Despite her general dislike of Tanushree, the two had proven each other’s competence to each other multiple times now.

Honey ran up to him and sat on her haunches, ignoring the flustered guards. Aodh had been with Henry when they’d found the strange creature in a dungeon, the same one Aodh had met his would-be future goblin bride in. Honey looked like a bigger than average badger with purple highlights in her fur. The secret that she could understand language wasn’t a secret anymore. Neither was how dangerous she could be. When Honey had fought in Brecken, every time she’d been wounded she’d gotten bigger and stronger.

“What are you doing, Honey? Are you looking for Henry?”

Honey nodded and Aodh sighed. He said, “They left yesterday.”

When Honey cocked her head in a questioning way, Aodh tried to think of what she might be asking. She could understand people, but Honey was a badger and couldn’t speak. “Henry and Jason left yesterday on a mission I sent them on. They should be back soon, though. You can live in the palace until they come back. Are you fine with that? Are you done with whatever you went off to do?”

As Honey nodded, Aodh heard someone clear their throat. He looked up to see Tracie Rydell, the president of the Allied Merchants Guild and her entire entourage at the end of the hall. They were staring at him. With a start, Aodh suddenly realized how it might look, walking in on the king having a very serious, seemingly one-sided conversation with an animal. They couldn’t have missed the corpse in the background, either.

Great, he thought sourly. This is sure to create more rumors. Trying to explain what he was doing wouldn’t be productive, and volunteering information on what Honey was or might be wouldn’t be a good idea, either. Instead, he just turned to his assistant and said, “Make a note that Honey will be living in the palace for a while. She has completely unrestricted access. Please tell all the guards.”

“Is she the royal pet?” asked Michaela.

Honey growled, and Aodh quickly said, “No. Honey is one of the reasons this city wasn’t destroyed by true-demons. She’s a hero.”

“Your Majesty, are you done talking to the animal?” asked Tracie Rydell in a sweet tone of voice. “I believe we had a meeting scheduled in that conference room, correct?”

Aodh instantly felt a flash of anger, but couldn’t say anything. She was right. Sure, he was the king, but he didn’t have the power to just make everyone bend to his will right now, and he wouldn’t want to lead by that anyway. Henry and Jason had demonstrated how leading by example created a heck of a lot more loyalty than throwing power around. He was about to answer when Gonzo breezed past the Merchant Guild delegation.

Promotion had agreed with the wily spy, and he had filled his new role quickly. As he marched past Tracie Rydell, Gonzo said, “If anyone disrespects Honey, I will take offense. What the king said is correct. Honey is part of the reason this palace is still standing.”

The entire Merchant Guild delegation blanched and made half bows.

Gonzo was fourth-rank orb-Bonded now, and had a dangerous reputation in Mensk. While Aodh wasn’t great with politics or scheming, it seemed to come as natural as breathing to Gonzo. The spy had been good in the field, but he really shined in his new role as spymaster. As the man neared Aodh, Vitaliya bowed to him in respectful greeting but didn’t say anything.

“Your Majesty, I need to talk to you privately,” Gonzo said, voice low.

“Can it wait?”

He hesitated. “Probably not.”

Aodh turned and addressed Tracie Rydell. “Please excuse me for a moment, President.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” she said. There was no hint of irritation, but he knew she hadn’t been sincere.

Aodh gestured to the closed conference room door. What more was this day going to throw at him! It had only been a day since his friends left Mensk.

He turned the moment the conference room door was closed. “What is it now!” he demanded.

Gonzo gave a crooked smile and said, “Sorry, Your Majesty, but I think you’re going to want to take this one soon, maybe today. There is a man who has gone through Intelligence channels to speak to you. He says his name is Thato Jacobs...Mareen’s father.” The spy had a complicated expression. “Your Majesty...I think he’s telling the truth.”

Who Stays, Who Goes

 

Jason stood in the pilot room with Trask. His nerves were pinging. The ship was nearing Fort Sulfur, and he was sure something was going to happen. He’d felt it in his bones since he’d woken up, and now it looked like he’d been right.

Henry had designed the Raising Hull with combat and sabotage prevention in mind. Jason was currently standing in the wheel room on the front of the ship, but there was actually another pilot room somewhere under the deck in case this one ever got taken over or destroyed. Jason wasn’t sure how it all worked, and didn’t really care. But for the sake of flying a vehicle through the air, he figured it would be kind of hard to do if you couldn’t see where you were going.

And right now, where they were heading wasn’t looking good.

“What is that?” asked Trask. The goblin wore his fake eye glasses as usual, and he’d clearly starched and ironed the fine clothing he was wearing. Jason had tried to explain how wearing a top hat would be a cliche for a goblin, but Trask hadn’t listened to him.

“I don’t know,” said Jason honestly. He figured nobody else had any idea of what they were looking at either, or they would have come in the pilot room to tell him.

Down below in the distance, everything looked wrong somehow. The fort itself, like a small town at the base of a small castle with a big tower, showed no movement. Staring at it wasn’t going to make the problem go away, so he ordered, “Trask, slow the ship down. Stop if you have to. Try not to get much closer for now. I’m going to go talk to Henry.”

“You mean the demigod?”

“Yes,” sighed Jason. Why was it that everywhere Henry went, he ended up with more admirers? Maybe it was because he was aloof...like a cat. Philana had even started conspicuously being nearby wherever Henry was.

Unfortunately, Philana wasn’t going to save them from any future danger. She was the last High Priestess on board. But just like Keeja in the past, she’d made it clear she would not be actively participating in any conflict.

Henry was standing on the edge of the Hull, hands on the railing. Others were at the railing as well. The feeling on the ship was tense. All the turrets were currently manned by two goblin crew, above and below, just in case. Jason went to stand next to his friend and asked, “What do you think?”

“I think that’s definitely something FUBAR,” said Henry. He squinted. “It looks like some sort of web or something down there between the buildings. Almost like a nest, or like those movies with the chest-bursting aliens.”

“Yeah, I agree something is wrong. So what’s our next move?”

“Do you want to call for reinforcements before anything else?”

“That’s what I was thinking, yes.”

“Probably a good idea,” said Henry. “Something about that place is setting my fucking teeth on edge.”

Jason gestured at Agnes. “Agnes, come here, please.” The Intelligence officer hurried over, her expression very serious. Jason asked, “Could you please send a MMB to the palace? Send two, one to Gonzo, and one to King Aodh. You have your earpiece right?”

Agnes nodded and pointed to the magic communication device in her ear. Jason had gotten a set for everyone on the Raising Hull on Nora’s suggestion. He thought for a while and asked, “Henry, how far away was that last portway that we attuned to? An hour?”

“Yeah, about that long.”

“Hmm.” Jason gave everyone a speculative eye. “Uluula, you are not going to like this, but I need you to stay here.”

“What?” His wife arched an eyebrow.

Jason shook his head. “After she sends out the MMBs, Agnes needs to go back to Mensk. It’s three days before she can come back--that’s the cooldown for portways. But it’ll likely take longer than that just to be ready to come back. The MMBs we’re sending will be failsafes, but she should be arriving in Mensk about when they get there, too. Anyway, I figure it’ll be three or four days before Agnes can reach Mensk, march with reinforcements back to the portway, and transfer them here. Then they’ll need to move to the fort.”

Agnes took what Jason said calmly. “I agree that I should go. It has to be someone who has attuned with the nearest portway.”

“Why don’t we send one of the bodyguard sisters?” asked Uluula. “Couldn’t we just go back to the closest portway right now, let them attune, then one could go back?”

“Well, it can’t be one of the sisters because they never attuned to the portways near Mensk,” admitted Jason.

Light, Everr, and Grace didn’t say anything, but their expressions at that moment practically screamed, “I told you so.”

“What about Bezzi-ibbi?” asked Uluula. “He’s not even an adult!”

“That’s true, and it’s also part of why he’s going to stay up here too.” When Bezzi-ibbi’s tail began thrashing and it looked like he was about to argue, Jason held up a hand. “I need you here as backup and to protect the ship. Plus, we don’t know what is down there. Your Hero abilities work best on ‘Bonded and mages, but what if we’re dealing with something else? Based on what I know about the portals the military is guarding further north, we probably will be dealing with something else, actually.”

“That still doesn’t explain why I have to stay,” said Uluula.

Jason cleared his throat and replied, “Lula, you may not be a strong mage, but you do have some magic, so you can call MMBs and send messages. We need someone here on the ship to manage messages and to watch over our way home. Bezzi-ibbi can help, but he can’t use MMBs. And before you ask, yes the guards could do it, but Light, Everr, and Grace need to be with Nora if she’s heading into a fight. It’s their job. More importantly, they are not as mobile as you are.”

“And they are stronger and more versatile too, right?” groused Uluula.

“Pretty much, yeah,” said Henry, blunt as ever. “You aren’t dead weight, but you still refuse to take a fucking orb.” Jason shot his friend a scowl and Henry said, “What? I’m getting weird vibes about the fort. We could die. I get that Uluula has her reasons, but facts are facts. I don’t want her dying, and I am damn sure she doesn’t.”

Uluula scowled at Henry before deflating. Her shoulders sagged. “Dammit, Henry’s right,” she said. “He’s not being very kind, but like he’s said, the universe is not always fair. He’s right, and you are right, my love. I will stay here and watch your back, Jason.”

“Thanks, Lula.” Jason smiled at his wife and felt glad that no matter what happened, she’d probably be safe.

“Just promise me one thing,” said Uluula.

“It depends, but what?” asked Jason.

“Make sure you take Nora and Mareen with you. You and Henry can be soft, but they won’t be.”

***

Jason arrived on the ground with Henry, Nora, Mareen, and her guards. After dropping them off, the Raising Hull had risen back into the sky with Trask at the helm. Although Trask was the pilot, Uluula had actually been left in charge of the ship. The Hull would be hard to miss up in the sky, but if there were any enemies nearby hopefully they’d miss it or ignore it if it was spotted. Jason had asked Uluula to keep the ship at a safe distance, but also close enough to assist if the crew saw any signs of violence at the fort.

The exploration team had put down a few miles away from the fort, on the riverbank. Light and her sisters may not be a match for Nora, but they were still veteran ‘Bonded, and moved with hardly any sound, easily keeping up.

Jason loved the team’s new communicators. He didn’t even need to properly speak--he could subvocalize, and the microphone actually transmitted sound directly into the bone in his head. He thought it was called “bone conduction” back on Earth. The new communicators allowed him to communicate with the team in silence, all while listening normally to the world around him without any interference.

Everyone on the team had chosen their armor and weapons. Nobody there was a noob, and they were trusted to make good choices. Henry had taken point, and Jason was bringing up the rear. Mareen stayed in front of Jason. Light and her sisters had tried surrounding Nora until he’d vetoed that. Instead, they moved in a single-file line, and Nora actually led her bodyguards after she’d pointed out that she had better senses. Everr in particular didn’t look happy about being behind Nora.

Jason suddenly realized he didn’t know the sisters’ last name. He subvocalized, “Light, Grace, Everr, what is your family name?”

The three of them shared a quick look before Grace responded, “We actually don’t have the same family name. We are biological sisters but my mother divorced our father and ended up marrying a different man, my stepfather.”

“Oh, I see,” said Jason. For some reason it had never occurred to him before that broken families on Ludus could probably get really complicated with multiple spouses. Divorce was far less common on Ludus than on Earth, but not unheard of.

“Well, what are your last names, then?” asked Henry. Jason rolled his eyes. Sometimes Henry was so direct that Jason had to laugh. But since they were all marching in silence, the best he could do was grimace.

Light replied stiffly, “Everr and I share the family name Vallerand. Grace’s last name used to be Helm before she got married. Now it’s Regalia.”

“She took her husband’s last name?” asked Nora. “She’s orb-Bonded.”

Jason knew why Nora was surprised. On Ludus, it was customary for families to all take the last name of either the husband or the first or second wife, whoever had the higher social or political standing. Orb-bonded people automatically had a certain amount of importance in society.

Everr replied, “Grace married a minor noble. He fell head over heels for her, so much that he gave her an orb. Then she worked her ass off and helped get us one.”

“Grace is a noble?” asked Jason. With what they were saying, she would be by marriage.

“Yes. How else would we have gotten this job?” asked Everr. It sounded like she chuckled, but it was hard to subvocalize laughter so it sounded like choking instead.

“Stop talking rot, Everr,” said Grace.

“We are very proud of Grace and thankful for her,” said Light. “It’s also very kind of Grace’s husband and the rest of Grace’s family to let her do guard duty with us. Of course, we usually don’t leave the city. Haven’t in decades.”

Jason nodded slowly, knowing that none of the sisters could actually see him. Everything they’d just said made sense. Not all aristocratic families were rich, just most of them. It was surprising sometimes how aspects of Ludus culture could mimic aspects of Earth culture during different historical periods. Then again, most humans on Ludus were descended from Terrans.

Up in the front, Henry held up a hand. Jason could hear his friend saying, “We’re getting close now. Everyone shut the fuck up.” The team was completely silent after that until the edges of the cleared land came into view. Then with hand signals, Henry instructed everyone to lie flat. He subvocalized, “Everyone stay here for a minute. I’m going to scout.”

“Be careful,” said Jason.

“Yes, Mom,” said Henry, then he demonstrated one of his new abilities he’d been practicing after becoming fourth-rank ‘Bonded. Henry disappeared.

Jason knew his friend was still there, but he was no longer visible. What’s more, Henry could even hide himself from Jason’s infrared vision for a short amount of time now. “I mean it, don’t go too far,” said Jason.

Henry’s reply was serious. “Yeah, I know. This might take a while. I’m going to go out a way and use my senses.”

The wait was agonizing, but every member of the group had experienced life-or-death struggles before, and nobody twitched. Jason had never been in the military back on Earth, but he had a feeling this group was more disciplined than most soldiers, probably because all of his friends had all seen a lot of death.

Finally, Henry’s voice came through the communication equipment again. “Everyone can push forward a little bit. There is a hill through the tall grass about fifty yards in front of you. I’m on the second hill after that one. For now, you should stay on that first hill, and I’ll fill you in.”

“Understood,” said Jason. “Team, follow Nora to the hill. Everyone stay low.”

As the team moved forward, Henry’s voice came over the communicators again. “The entire town is FUBAR. The only thing moving sure ain’t people. Most of the trees around the town have been cut down, even past the area they probably leveled for security. Even the grass and shrubs are gone. It’s...really fucking weird.

“Some of the houses are covered in waxy-looking stuff. There are holes in some of the houses, and wax tunnels connecting them.”

“So you think the guards and the townspeople…” Jason let his question trail off.

“They’re most likely all dead,” said Henry.

“Got it. Uluula, did you hear that?” Jason asked.

Uluula’s voice was faint, but he could still hear her through his earpiece. “Yes. I’m writing a note for an MMB right now. I’m also sending one to Agnes to let her know just in case she hasn’t already zapped back to Mensk. Be careful.”

“Always,” Jason said. He couldn’t help a smile, even in the middle of such a tense mission. This situation was probably driving Uluula nuts, but she was a very logical person and wouldn’t be able to find any good reason not to stay on the ship.

Henry started talking again. “There are things moving where the town used to be. I don’t know what they are, but they look really fucking creepy. They float, have more than one face, and more than two arms. No legs. I don’t even really know how to describe them. The faces float. Fuck, it’s wrong, dude. I used my Mind Whip on one and actually learned something, though. All those things are tied to something else, like, something controlling them. I was afraid to push any farther.”

“Understood,” said Jason. “While we move up, try to find a good way into the town that avoids those things. I think we need to go in and take a look.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that,” said Henry. “In my opinion, we should just nuke it from orbit.”

“That’s the only way to be sure,” Jason agreed. “But we don’t know for sure that all the guards and civilians are dead. We just don’t know enough yet.”

Nora spoke up. “We could just wait for the military.”

“Yeah, but that would take three to five days,” said Jason. “If we were stuck in that town, still alive, I’d want to be rescued. That’s why Aodh sent us out here, in case it was something like this, right?”

“That’s true,” said Nora. Her tone came through, even subvocalized when she said, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Me too,” said Henry.

Jason didn’t reply, not least of which because his wife was listening in and the guard sisters were being conspicuously silent. He could feel it too, though, like he was being watched. He’d been hoping this was going to be an easy mission, but it didn’t look like that was going to be the case.

Orb-Bonded Recon

 

Henry’s wariness grew when he led the team into town. The wax stuff on the ground was gross. Everything was too quiet, and the entire fort smelled like death.

The team had done their best to avoid the weird-ass floating things he’d seen before, but it was only a matter of time until they actually had to deal with one. He’d already had a private conversation with Jason about that. There was logic in stirring up the hornet’s nest, but they didn’t know what they were dealing with yet. Also, they were a group of adventurers and nobles, not the Berber military. If shit went south, they needed to escape.

Everyone on this team could bug the fuck out if they needed to. Nora and Mareen could fly, Jason could teleport, Henry could jet-assisted hop, almost fly, and the guard sisters could run fast as hell and take a hell of a lot of damage before going down. It had been smart of Jason to leave behind the less tanky or agile folks. Uluula was pretty good with the Wing, and still pretty nimble without it, but she did best in a fight when she wasn’t the focus of an enemy’s attention. This was not a fight for Bezzi-ibbi.

Bezzi-ibbi had definitely earned his place on the team, and he was a scrappy little dude, but he wasn’t an adult yet, not even by Ludus standards. Things had changed. It was one thing when their adventuring company had been traveling and they’d been attacked, or had been doing their jobs, but if there was fighting now, it wouldn’t be the same as before. This was a recon mission done as a favor for the king of Berber.

The odds this thing could go sour in a hot second was a very real possibility. Henry was trying not to let it get to him, but he was beginning to feel creeped out.

He peeked around the corner again and thought, Shit. There really didn’t seem to be a good way to completely avoid the freaky, floating things roaming around the dead town. Either path the team took towards the center of town, the castle, they would run into at least one of the things.

And the town itself looked like it was being overtaken by the waxy stuff.

Ropy trails of the wax were dangling from roofs, or stretched between alleys. What Henry had thought were tunnels connecting some of the buildings before were actually just tubes of the wax. At least, if they were tunnels, they were too small for people to be using them. Henry looked in a window of a house they passed, and saw no signs of struggle. There were no marks of battle or magic usage anywhere around the town.

“What the heck happened here?” Jason subvocalized.

“I don’t know,” said Henry, “but one of the freaky monster things is in the square ahead.”

“Any ideas?” asked Jason.

Henry considered the problem. He said, “I think you all should stay put, and I’ll use my light cloak and try to see if I can get any leads.”

“I’m still supporting the idea to burn this place from the air,” said Nora.

“Me too,” said Light.

Henry ignored them and moved forward by himself. While Delvers LLC didn’t have any specific command structure, it still worked that way because everyone only took over when they were best suited to give orders. Of course, this usually defaulted to Henry or Jason, but they were willing to listen to anyone who knew what the fuck they were talking about. Luckily, Nora seemed to understand how it worked, and her guards would follow her lead.

Once Henry was far enough ahead of the group, he crouched and watched the town square ahead. It seemed the way the fort was organized really was more like a medieval castle than anything Henry had seen on Ludus before. There was a really big tower made of what looked like concrete jutting up like a pylon, surrounded by walls. Henry assumed that there would be guard barracks, store rooms, kitchens, and anything else a castle would need inside.

Around the castle, the town was spread out in a very orderly fashion, with streets running the four cardinal directions. Henry was currently watching a square that was fairly close to the castle. He stayed absolutely still, avoided all of the weird waxy stuff, and watched. Henry had never really hunted much on Earth, but being in the military had taught him a lot of patience. It seemed like, “Hurry up and wait,” had been a motto for his entire military career. From waiting in line for chow, to waiting in line to get shots for the hundredth time that year, he’d learned to just...let go when things were outside of his control.

So that’s exactly what Henry did while watching the square and the castle ahead. It took him almost an hour, but when he finally got up to return to the group, he’d learned a few things.

And Jason wasn’t going to be happy.

***

“That’s where they’re going?” asked Jason. He pointed and Henry nodded.

What is it with evil bad things and being underground? Jason wondered. He’d kept out of the shadows as much as he could ever since Henry had discovered what was spreading and sculpting all the wax around Fort Sulfur.

Jason glanced at the nearest corner of the alley, deep in shadow. He couldn’t help himself, but as soon as he looked, he grimaced and looked away. Milky-white worms with little horns and hairs, and a single, spindly arm, were crawling down the side of the building, throwing up, then leaving--one after another. One would occasionally use the misshapen hand and arm coming out of their back to smooth or move the wax.

Now that Jason knew what to look for, he could see them everywhere, but only in the dark. They avoided wherever the light touched. He could only assume that at night, more of them would come out and continue spreading the bizarre wax around the town.

In the distance, at the other end of the square, Jason watched one of the unsettling, floating things that patrolled the town as it moved into a large tunnel. The passage it entered looked like it’d been bored directly into or out of the earth--right through the cobblestone--at a forty-five-degree angle. It’d been placed in an alley. Henry had spotted it after noticing that the facemongers, the name Jason had given the monsters, flowed in and out of that area.

The facemongers were unlike anything Jason had ever seen before. A mass of bones, sometimes including a ribcage, but also shaped sort of like one, had been fused with the wax spread around the city. Above that floated a face with its eyes closed and growths of wax growing upwards like a crown. A number of arms, some still with flesh attached, some just bones, surrounded it, also floating. Around half of each facemonger’s hands were empty, and the other held a weapon. But probably the most unsettling thing about them was the handful of faces slowly spinning around, floating on their own just like the arms did. Unlike the central head with closed eyes, the orbiting faces had open eyes, and even made expressions--some thoughtful, some in pain, some angry. Each abomination looked different, but similar.

“This is a recon mission,” Jason said. His communication frequency was tuned into the one he only shared with Henry. He was getting really good at using the subvocalizing communication gear. It’d been weird at first, but now he could truly speak without making a sound. “Part of me thinks we should go back now. The odds that any of the townspeople are still alive…”

“So you’re thinking what I’m thinking then, huh?” said Henry. “Those fucked-up whatever they are floating around...those faces look fresh.”

“Yeah.”

“Did you see what they were doing?” asked Henry.

“I think. They were carrying something in one or two hands, right?”

“More of that nasty wax stuff, and clumps with more of those worms inside. I’ve been watching the worms, too. I think they’re eating whatever they can, changing it, and puking it up into wax. It’s fucking gross.”

Jason just nodded and eyeballed the distant tunnel. He wasn’t entirely sure what to do. Suddenly, his communication transmitter conveyed Nora’s voice directly into his head. “One of the floating monsters is here. The rotting thing came out of nowhere. Come quick.”

Henry turned. The two of them eyed each other before swiftly but silently making it back the way they’d come. The sounds of distant struggle weren’t very loud, which just made Jason tense up more. When they arrived, the fight was already over. The first thing that Jason noticed was a pile of bones, guts, and wax where the facemonger had been. Luckily, the second thing he verified was that nobody was hurt.

“Was that stuff the facemonger?” he asked, pointing at the bones.

“Facemonger?” Nora spit. “Good of a name as any. Rotting thing came out of that alley.” She pointed. “Light and Everr shield bashed it into the wall. It started trying to scream, but I hit it with Pewpew and Grace took out its head. It kept moving, and Light figured out its weakness.”

“All the faces have to be destroyed or it will keep moving,” said the guard. “Mareen crushed the last one.”

“Weakness? I didn’t hear any of this over the coms,” said Jason. “In fact, I didn’t hear anything.”

Light looked embarrassed. “We kind of said it out loud.”

Jason shrugged. It was unfortunate that they’d made noise, but the fight had made noise too. This form of communication was new for all of them and there was no use getting upset after the fact. He asked, “Uluula, did you get all that?”

“Yes. Adding the weakness to a new MMB.”

Jason felt a moment of pride for his wife. She didn’t like being stuck up in the ship, but she was still doing her job--efficiently too.

“Henry, you should go check to see what the facemongers are doing now,” said Jason.

“Good idea.” With that, Henry cloaked again and disappeared for fifteen minutes. When he got back, he said, “They’re all gone.”

Jason blinked. “The facemongers? They’re gone?”

“Yeah.”

After thinking for a moment, Jason said, “This might be our chance.” When he looked around and saw confused expressions, he explained. “The reason we were avoiding killing any of these things is in case this place is working like a hive right now, or like some dungeons, where attacking one monster makes the rest come out and fight. But the other extreme option is that if you attack one worker, they all go to guard their ruler.”

Comprehension dawned on Henry’s face. “You think there might be a big one controlling them.”

“Like a queen?” asked Nora.

“Yeah. It doesn’t have to be a queen like a bee hive. I’ll admit that I’m kind of getting that vibe. But regardless, this might be the last, best chance we get to check for survivors.”

Nora shook her head. “It’s almost dark. Can’t we wait?”

Jason considered that and said, “That’s a good point. We also can’t get boxed in or trapped. That means we need a rearguard to stay back at the entrance of the tunnel. Light, Everr, and Grace, that’ll be you."

Henry asked, "Wait a minute, Jason. Don't you have Monster Lore? Is your spidey sense tingling about all of this? Like, do you know anything more than we do?"

"Nope," replied Jason. "Nothing. And no, I don't know why. Of course, I haven't really ever relied on it before, but I was really hoping that it would be useful in situations like this, I'll admit."

Suddenly, Mareen spoke for almost the first time since they’d left the ship. “You should put me or Nora up in the sky to watch over the city, too.”

“Good idea.” Jason thought about it. “Mareen, do these things have blood you can use?”

“I don’t think so. If I have a choice, I don’t want to absorb these things.”

Jason nodded. “Alright, Nora, you’re up in the sky. You can move faster and Mareen does best if she can use what she kills. Let us know if you see anything but mind your communication range. Me, Henry, and Mareen are going in the tunnel. Henry can tunnel, I can teleport, and Mareen is really hard to kill. Everr, Light, and Grace, you’ll be guarding the tunnel.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Henry. “We should get the fuck moving, though. I don’t want to be underground after night. Actually, I don’t want to be in this town at all after night.”

“I think we all agree with that,” said Jason. “Let’s move.”

Ghosts in the Dark

 

It was true. All of the facemongers really were gone. Since heading into the tunnel, Jason hadn’t seen a single glimpse of one. He had an ominous feeling about it, but hoped it was a good thing.

The stillness and the quiet added to the tension he was feeling. Jason glanced around while he trudged forward, trying to be as quiet as possible. The tunnel was at least eight feet tall, and round. “What do you think made this?” asked Henry.

“Probably something big,” said Mareen.

Jason just nodded and tried not to touch anything. Before moving into the tunnel, Mareen had taken a sample of waxy stuff and used some life magic to determine it wasn’t poisonous in any way. But in the tunnel, it was formed into ridges, and whorls, and other organic shapes. The little creepy crawlies that had been painting the town with wax were all over the place. Jason was reminded of the movie with Sigourney Weaver where she killed a bunch of aliens. It wasn’t a happy thought.

Once they’d begun traveling down the tunnel, there’d been no more light at all. In the pitch black, Henry had created a light globe that hovered in front of them to guide the way. Jason was glad he wasn’t claustrophobic or he’d be living a nightmare scenario. Of course, it kind of was a nightmarish situation even without claustrophobia, though.

The idea that whatever huge thing had made this tunnel could come back while they were in it was something none of them actually vocalized. Being hunted like that in the dark would be worse.

Luckily, he’d tried to use his infrared vision as a test and discovered that he could get around that way. Of course, the fact that the creepy crawlies, his teammates, the earthen walls, and the wax were all different temperatures was weird and unsettling to think about. Jason asked, “If the light goes out, can you two still see?”

“Yes,” was all Mareen replied with.

Henry grunted, which sounded weird through the magic, subvocalization mic. “Yeah. I can use dark magic to see.”

“Okay, good.”

“Do you want me to turn the light off?”

Jason thought about it and eventually said, “No. All these creatures come from the dark, they move through these tunnels with no problem, so they’ll see us just fine with or without the light up. And at least the small ones seem not to like light in general. It may be an advantage for us.”

Henry didn’t respond, just kept the light up.

The passage they were taking hit an intersection, branching into three more tunnels. Jason couldn’t feel a slope anymore, so he figured everything had leveled out at this point. “Which way?” asked Jason.

“The facemongers float, so checking for tracks or depressions won’t help,” said Henry, practical as always.

“What about you, Mareen? Have anything?” asked Jason.

The crimson-eyed woman cocked her head, looking like she was listening to something only she could hear. She stayed like that for at least a solid minute before saying, “That way leads to at least one living person...I think. It doesn’t feel right, though.”

“But they’re alive? For sure?” asked Henry.

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s at least something to go on,” said Jason. “Henry, want to lead the way? Mareen, can you guide us?”

They both gave a hand signal for yes, and the group began moving again. Jason used his microphone to call to the surface. “Surface team, can you hear me? Light? Everr? Grace? Nora?”

“I can barely hear you, Jason,” said Light.

“You sound like a buzzing bug, but I can still hear you,” said Nora. “I’m flying high, though.”

Jason waited a few moments in case Uluula would respond, but she never did. The Raising Hull was likely already out of range. “Alright. If we lose communication, don’t panic. We are following a lead. Just keep our backs clear. Henry is an earth mage and we have options if things go bad.”

“Got it,” said Light.

“I really hate this,” said Henry.

“Aren’t you supposed to like the earth and being underground?” said Jason.

“I feel like I’m crawling up the ass of a giant spider.”

Jason scowled, and was surprised when Mareen grunted a little chuckle. It seemed that red eyes, horns, and blood magic or not, she and Henry were definitely still on the same wavelength.

None of them said anything else as they moved slowly down the tunnel, taking passages at Mareen’s direction, and keyed up to the highest degree possible. All three of them were keeping track of the path they were taking, he was sure. Their Mind power helped with memorizing things. Jason felt like any second something might jump out of the walls, and had to privately agree with Henry.

This sucks.

***

When they got close to where Mareen felt a living person at, Jason asked Henry to snuff his magic light, and the three of them moved forward in the dark.

Jason was not used to moving in complete darkness, infrared vision or not. He found the experience really trippy and highly unpleasant, especially when Henry suddenly grabbed him by the back of his armor and jerked him back.

Keeping his decorum--barely--enough to avoid yelping, Jason turned to glare angrily at his friend. The man was a bunch of orange and yellow hues in his infrared vision. Henry pointed forward. He stayed silent, but used his communications equipment. “There’s something up ahead. Something weird. Monsters, I think. Maybe some animals?”

Mareen had also stopped, and Jason squinted. Finally, he was able to see shadows in front of the regular low-level heat coming from the traces of wax on the walls. When the things started moving towards them, Jason asked, “Henry, could we get the light again?” His heart was thumping, and he knew his voice had probably sounded a lot calmer than he really was.

The moment the light came on, Jason saw what they were dealing with. The rotting smell hit him a moment later. Zombies. What the heck? he thought.

A moment later he heard a pitiful, “Who’s there?” Somehow, a woman was alive down here. “Are you living-living or with them?”

“Who is ‘them?’” asked Henry out loud. “Why are there zombies here?”

“Oh. Well, they are safe. They won’t attack you. They’ve been protecting me. Come here! I need help!”

“Uh, I don’t think so,” said Henry.

“Why don’t you come to us?” Jason asked the unseen woman.

“I can’t walk. Just come closer! Tell me what day it is, please. Can you help an injured woman, alone and scared?”

“Zombies,” said Mareen. She snarled. “I hate zombies.”

“Please, just help me. If you…” The woman’s voice trailed off, and the zombies suddenly attacked.

Jason wasn’t even really surprised, nor worried. He was fourth-rank ‘Bonded now. On top of that, he was with Henry Sato and Mareen Jacobs Sato, two of the most dangerous people he could probably ever meet in his life. Weak, decayed zombies in a tunnel just were not much of a threat to him anymore, especially with backup. In fact, he decided the other two didn’t need to get involved.

“I got this,” he said, and began throwing knives. Each bronze blade he grabbed out of thin air disappeared with a pop, appearing again right before slamming through skulls with a hollow thunk. He didn’t even bother using null-time to enhance the blades--it wasn’t necessary. He was stronger, faster, and much more accurate than he could have hoped to be before becoming ‘Bonded.

Not all of the zombies had been monsters. Two had been people at one point. There were even a few animals, a fox, what looked like a spider monkey, and even a huge rat. They all went down under Jason’s knives.

The moment the last zombie fell, the woman began laughing. “Oh this is too much. Are you really real? Are you here from my dreams? How can this be happening?” The woman’s voice was raspy and getting lower. “My thralls.” She began to sob.

Jason grimly motioned his friend forward. It couldn’t be, he thought.

A short way further down the tunnel, there was a room that had been dug out of the side of the wall. As he got closer, Jason realized it was a cave, or maybe a natural pocket that had been revealed when the main tunnel had been created, and someone had dug out the entrance further to get access. The area was only about the size of a living room. At the far end, sitting on the floor, was a woman.

She was filthy, more or less dressed in rags. Her hair had fallen out in patches. When she lifted her head and Jason saw her face, he whispered, “No way.”

Henry said out loud, “Wow, this is super gross. Look at all the bones on the floor. This place smells like a sewer mixed with a year-old refrigerator that’s been left out in the sun for a week.”

Mareen stood very still. “It’s her, isn’t it,” she asked.

Jason nodded. “I think so. It’s hard to tell, she looks half dead, but with the zombies and how she looks… How many Asian women on Ludus could there be who use zombies and talk that way? She looks terrible but her voice hasn’t really changed that much, either.”

Henry sighed. “I don’t fucking believe this. You’re right. If it wasn’t for the zombies, I would have never recognized her, but it’s that psycho woman who almost killed me. Lingy.”

“No, Liangyu,” said Jason quietly.

“So you are really, here, huh?” Liangyu tried to spit, but nothing came out. “Fate is truly a cruel mistress.”

“Do you think this meeting has something to do with Aodh’s power?” asked Henry.

“I have no idea. Why would you even ask me that?” Jason shot him a look.

“What? You’re always acting so smart, I thought you’d put a fucking pipe in your mouth and be like, ‘It’s elementary, my good man.’”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Can we focus?”

“You are too loud!” Liangyu screamed, or tried to. It came out as more of a rasp. Jason didn’t know how long she’d been down here, but if she wasn’t actually crazy before, she had to be now. The emaciated, wounded woman gasped, “Do you have water? I need water so badly. My thralls were only able to bring me some on that rock over there.” She pointed to a plate-like piece of rock with a depression in the top. It would likely only hold a tablespoon of water, if that. The rock was covered in filth, and Jason figured there was no way that zombies had been able to source any clean water down here.

“Will you tell us what happened and why you’re down here if we do?” asked Jason.

“Yes, sure, why not? But you need to promise you will get me out of here, and you need to be quick about it. I haven’t seen any of the floating monsters for a while.”

Jason fixed her with a hard stare. “Why did you attack us with your zombies in the tunnel?”

“Meat,” she said simply. “Could drink your blood, too. You seemed like enemies, or at least wanted to talk me to death. Do we need to have a therapy session about it?” She grinned without humor, showing stained, cracked teeth.

“She’s cracked in the head,” said Henry.

“What happened?” asked Jason.

Liangyu shook her head. “No no no. No! Say it. Do you promise? Water and freedom.”

Jason grated his teeth. “I promise.”

“Good. Deal. Done.” Liangyu seemed to relax and leaned back against the stone of her room. “I guess it doesn’t matter to tell you anyway, everyone is dead.”

She hacked and coughed. “My descendants on Ludus, a few generations and their families lived in Berber. I’m assuming that Fort Sulfur has fallen?”

“Yes,” answered Jason.

“Figures. Nobody would be here unless people who mattered died.” She laughed without humor. “So like I said, my descendants, a few dozen of them, lived on a homestead that I helped them build. I am old, and I have worked hard. The settlement had plenty of monster repellers.”

“What are those?” asked Henry.

“Just what it sounds like, fool. They repel monsters. Towers that run on magic stones to keep areas fairly safe, even in the wilderness. But this thing is smart, the big one, it’s smart. It does not behave like a normal monster. Probably some kind of true-demon. At night, one of my family’s monster repellers went down. I think it took it down with a rock, or maybe burrowing somehow. The next day, half the settlement left.”

“What? They left?” asked Jason.

“Yes. They left. And they just vanished down a tunnel. We followed. It was a mistake.”

Liangyu ran a gnarled, bone-thin hand over her face and Jason wasn’t sure whether to feel sorry for her or not. It was obvious that she’d been down here for at least a couple of weeks, and judging by the smell, and the garbage strewn around the ground, she’d been living off of raw animals that her thralls had brought for her. The remains of a small fire in the corner still had pieces of wood. Jason figured she’d started a fire, but realized that keeping it going would kill her as surely as not eating. Either low oxygen, or too much smoke, or maybe the fire had attracted the facemongers.

A small pile of filthy blankets and clothing in the corner showed how she’d tried to stay warm. Of course, in the damp earth like this, everything was wet now. Jason hadn’t felt the underground chill much because he was wearing armor, but Liangyu had probably been cold, hungry, and thirsty, basically slowly dying the entire time she’d been down here.

It was possible, maybe even likely that she couldn’t see in the dark, either, so she’d been looking through the eyes of her undead thralls that could see for her. Or she hadn’t been able to see at all. The way she was holding a hand in front of her eyes and squinting at them through crusty eyes, any theory was possible. What a horrible existence, thought Jason. He wondered why she hadn’t left, but figured she might get to that, so he listened.

Liangyu continued, “Once the rest of the settlement was below ground, chasing the others, we were ambushed. You’ve no doubt seen the creatures that spread the wax. There is another version, a worm with little tentacles that invades the body through orifices. Once inside, it can control you, force you to walk to your death.”

She hacked again and spit out some blood. It was obviously uncomfortable for the woman to physically talk, but she kept going. The situation felt like she wanted to get it all out, even if they were enemies. Her voice cracked and warbled, but she didn’t stop. “I tried to stop them, the takers. They don’t move very fast, but there are carriers, about the size of cats, that move them around. Once the takers are on you, they are hard to get off. My thralls weren’t enough. There was too much confusion. One of the takers forced my jaws apart and moved down my throat.” Liangyu growled. She looked up and her eyes shined. “But not before I’d turned a dead one into a thrall and given it an order. It followed the first, and since it was under my control, I was able to nullify the living taker’s effect, and kill it.”

Jason had seen a lot of messed-up stuff on Ludus so far, and had even done some things he wasn’t super proud of. He thought he’d developed a strong stomach, but the mental image of Liangyu’s zombie worm following another worm down her throat to battle inside of her body filled him with revulsion so strong he almost gagged.

She continued, “I wandered the tunnels for a while. After I finally fell asleep from exhaustion, I woke up when the taker thrall still inside my body killed another new taker that found me while I slept. That’s when I figured out how half my descendants had been kidnapped right under my nose.” She smiled without humor. “I finally met something even better, smarter than me. It was my match--I finally lost.”

Henry scoffed, “What the fuck ever. The last time my friends met you, you ran away like a bitch.”

Liangyu’s eyes flashed before she shook her head. “No no no! There is no way you can be alive. You are dead. Matilda killed you. This has to be a hallucination after all. What a shame. I can’t die, though. Too much to do.”

Jason shook his head at Henry before asking, “How have you survived, Liangyu? Why are you living here? Where are these creatures coming from?”

The ravaged woman stared at the ceiling for a moment before speaking again. “The one time that I tried to leave, the floating faces things almost got me. It seemed that as long as I stayed out of their way, they didn’t think I was worth their time. The takers still found me, but they seemed to be doing that on their own, not on orders. I refuse to eat them, you know. The takers. Moles, rats, anything else, but not the takers. Nothing is worth that.” Liangyu cleared her throat, which sounded wet now. “It took a while to find thralls. I had to steal what the takers had already stolen as they moved down the tunnels towards their end.”

Liangyu smiled. She probably meant it to look clever and dangerous, but she just looked unhinged. “They were just walking down the tunnel, the worms controlling them. A rock to the back of the head, and they were mine. I thought about eating them, but I needed protection more. Now I regret that, but I didn’t have enough information. The ones the takers take. They are used for parts, you know. Some of the floating face things wear my descendants. I saw one with the face of my great-great-grandchild.” Her eyes were vacant, and looked like she might cry if she had any moisture left in her body.

“Which way do they move?” asked Jason.

In response, Liangyu pointed in the general direction the three of them had been traveling before demanding, “Now where is my water? And if you are truly real, get me out of here! You promised. This world is not worth saving, but it would be even worse without Liangyu in it.” She tried to smile again. “The Death Witch is too clever, too important to die in a hole in the ground, no?”

Liangyu began a pained, hacking laugh that abruptly cut off when Mareen moved forward and tore her throat out with a crimson-clawed hand. It happened so fast and had been so unexpected, Jason didn’t have time to react. His brain needed a second or two to reboot. “What?” he said. “Why did you do that?!”

“She was evil,” said Mareen.

“But we made a promise,” argued Jason.

In a cold tone, Mareen said, “I never promised anything. This bitch tried to kill my husband and destroy my world. I did what I did with the Rose because of that. No rotting mercy for her. I hope she suffered as much as possible while she was down here in this rotting hole, but it still wouldn’t be enough. May her soul wither and burn in hell for eternity.”

Jason swallowed. He glanced over at Henry to get a read on his friend’s expression. There was no fear or disgust on Henry’s face, just concern. Nobody said anything for a long, uncomfortable while. Finally, Henry shifted, but Mareen held up a hand. She cocked her head to the side. “Something is moving. Something down the tunnel.”

Henry snuffed his light and Jason could see his friend in the dark, moving his head around, probably using his enhanced hearing. “She’s right,” he said.

Then Jason could hear it too--a skittering, scrabbling sound. He remembered what Liangyu had said about cat-sized carriers, and tentacled takers. Hell with that, he thought. “Henry, we need to get the fuck out of here. Lights on, we move fast back towards the entrance. Don’t stop until we’re back on the ship. As soon as we are in communication range again, we need to tell the team about the takers so we don’t lose any of them.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Henry. “Want me to cave in this tunnel behind us.”

“Hell yes, let’s go. Mareen, are you going to take Liangyu’s blood?”

“No. Never.” Her face was filled with disgust.

Jason didn’t understand, but decided he didn’t need to. Right now, they needed to escape and regroup on the ship.

Henry generated a more powerful light than before and began jogging back the way they’d come a ways. “The jig is up. Noise doesn’t matter now.” The sound of movement noises in the distant dark grew louder. Henry slapped the wall, then stepped back to look at it. He patted his knee while he looked up at the ceiling a moment, and said, “It should come down in like a minute. Hopefully it kills some.”

“You two can keep talking as long you want, but I’m going now.” Mareen matched her words with action, actually lifting off the ground and literally flying down the tunnel.

“I think she had the right idea. Let’s go, dude,” said Henry. He bounded after Mareen. Now he had one light orb in front of him, and one behind, lighting up a decent stretch of the tunnel.

“That’s what I just said.” Jason tsked and spared one last glance at a very pitiful, very dead Liangyu in the filthy, stinking hell she’d been living in. Part of him felt very, very satisfied that she’d met such an undignified ending. But part of him was wondering who he was changing into. Was it right to celebrate someone’s torture, even someone like this? These days, he would have killed Liangyu in a fight without hesitation, but she’d just been all but helpless after her zombies had been destroyed. She hadn’t been resisting.

Did Mareen just murder the woman? Could he even think about it in these terms on Ludus versus Earth? Actually, would Earth be the same? Jason was disturbed by how Liangyu had just died, disturbed by how glad he was she was dead, and felt like a hypocrite. He’d been keyed up, just waiting for the woman to make a hostile action and he would have taken her head off. He’d just needed an excuse. No, he had to be honest with himself. He’d been hoping for an excuse.

When the tunnel behind them collapsed, Jason hoped Henry had timed it right to destroy some of the creatures they’d encountered so far. As he ran, he decided that Mareen had done the correct thing with Liangyu. Leaving the Death Witch alive, much less saving her, would have been stupid. He was reminded of the fable of the scorpion and the frog.

So it had been the correct thing, but had it been the right thing?

Ludus had changed Jason, and Brecken had changed him further. When he actually got some time to do so, Jason vowed to do some thinking. He wasn’t willing to give up all of his morals or ethics, but sometimes it was hard to tell where to draw the line on Ludus. This was important because in a fight, if he got angry and everything became black and white, he needed to have those lines figured out ahead of time.

Jason ran to keep up with his friends. Not for the first time, he wished he could be as easy going and sure of himself as Henry always was. It was something he really admired about Uluula too.

The dark, the tunnels, the wax, and the danger weighed on Jason’s mind like a physical thing. He could understand why adventurers on Ludus could go insane. To combat his feelings of dread and danger, he kept thinking about his beautiful wife, and how creeped out she was going to be when she learned about the takers.

His mental picture of Uluula’s expression made him laugh, and that’s how he sped through the darkness, chuckling to himself. Jason’s head kept brushing against the ceiling since he was moving quickly. He even got clocked in the forehead with a root. Sometimes, being tall could suck. Not for the first time, he wished he could just teleport. If he did, it would be super loud in the tunnel, wouldn’t get him very far, and would probably be more dangerous than just running.

No more tunnels for me, he thought. I hate this.

Chemistry

 

Henry stood on the deck of the Raising Hull and felt glad to be alive. He patted his leg, and looked down at the ground below. The night was bright with starlight, but the distant fort was still covered in shadow and wax. The whole fucking place was probably crawling with takers, creepy crawlies, and facemongers. Maybe other things too.

Everyone on the Hull was accounted for, thank God. Somehow they’d all escaped. Night had fallen by the time Henry, Jason, and Mareen had fled the tunnel. Then the facemongers had attacked. Since everyone had been running away, it hadn’t been a pitched battle, but it’d been helpful that the town was dead, empty. Henry hadn’t cared about breaking things. Apparently, neither had anyone else. They’d practically left a path of destruction on their way out.

Now everyone minus most of the goblins was having a meeting. Trask represented the gob-folk. All of them were standing in a loose circle around a glass box that Henry had made to hold the corpse of the taker that Light had killed. The thing had been on her armor, climbing up her leg. She’d cut it in half, and for safety, Henry had put it in the glass box that he’d fabricated directly from sand.

The taker was truly a nightmarish-looking thing, like a silverfish the size of a finger that had five tentacles in the front that were almost as long as its body. It had moved through a combination of a sinuous motion, like a snake, and little cilia on the bottom of its body. The little “legs” had hooks, which was how one had been clinging to Light’s armor.

“You don’t understand,” he said, probably for the tenth time. “I can’t make something to protect us from these ‘takers,’ at least not in one night. You heard what Liangyu said. Orifices. And they have tentacles.” He pointed at the thing in the box. “They have to be strong if they could force the mouth open of an orb-Bonded like Liangyu, but the mouth is not the only orifice. To fully protect against these things, you’d likely need to have a full-body suit made of thick, blessed steel mesh, and it’d need to have little booties and gloves, too. If you didn’t cover your entire body, they might be able to squeeze under where the protection meets your skin.

“If they get us, we’re probably screwed. Like, Mareen would probably be fine if she’s awake, she’s a life mage and a blood mage, but the rest of us? I don’t want to chance it.”

“What do you mean?” asked Everr. “We could cover our mouths really well, right? What’s the problem?”

Henry sighed. He could tell Everr was going to be a constant headache. “Liangyu said ‘orifices.’ At least one attacked her while she was sleeping. Is your mouth the only hole into your body? What about your ears? What about below your belts?” Henry pointed at her crotch, and Everr blanched. He didn’t stop there, though. “And if they can’t get into your mouth or whatever, what if one went under your eyeball? We don’t know if that would work, but I don’t want to experiment with it, do you?”

“No,” said Everr.

“Well, then what do you think we should do?” asked Jason. “If we just wait around for the military, who knows when they’ll be able to deal with these things. I’m also not comfortable with waiting because the only thing stopping the takers and their mommy or daddy is probably the river. Once they get over that…”

“Yeah, I know,” said Henry. “But I’m guessing you all don’t want to go crawling around in the tunnels down there again, looking for Mama and Papa Grossout, all while waiting for a taker to crawl into your no-no places and turn you into livestock, heading for your own slaughter. Right?”

“Rot that,” said Nora.

“What she said,” agreed Jason.

Uluula shuddered. “In the dark, underground, I’ll be honest, I’m glad I didn’t go with you down here.”

“I don’t blame you,” said Henry. “But I have a plan.”

“You do?” asked Jason.

“Yeah. Everyone agrees that we’re more or less safe up here, right?”

“Well, yes,” said Jason.

“Alright. I want to go across the river to the farming area and get something overnight, then. We can sleep in shifts, for safety, get it, then come back.”

“What makes you think we’ll find what you’re looking for?” asked Jason. His words were skeptical, but Henry knew his friend. Jason had to be intrigued.

Henry grinned. “Because…actually, hold on.” He cast around for a prop and eventually settled on a little broken dowel sitting on top of a barrel. He stuck the dowel in his mouth and puffed on it like it was a pipe, put one arm dramatically across his chest, and said, “It’s elementary, my good man.”

“Can I hit him?” asked Uluula.

Jason made a welcoming motion. “Go ahead. Please, go ahead.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Nora. “Mareen is right there and I don’t think she has any relax switch about Henry.”

“It’ll be okay,” sniffed Uluula. “Mareen has a new eye color, but we’re still friends.” When Mareen looked at the Areva woman out the side of her eye, Uluula said, “Right, Mareen?”

Mareen seemed to consider it. “You can hit him once.”

Henry held up a finger. “Just wait a fucking minute, you bunch of simple savages!”

“Isn’t that my line?” muttered Uluula.

Henry decided the fussy Areva wasn’t worth responding to, and just ploughed ahead. “We have Princess Pewpew here--”

“I don’t like that name,” said Nora.

“--and we can requisition stuff on behalf of the crown. That shouldn’t be necessary since we have money, but we have plenty of options,” said Henry. “But anyway, I’m pretty sure that I can put together some weapons to attack this thing from the sky.”

“You mean we could attack it even if it’s underground?” asked Uluula.

“Yup. Trust me. I just need to get some things from across the river.”

“That...just might work,” said Jason slowly.

“Of course it will. And if it doesn’t, we’ll make it really, really mad. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to get any closer to those taker things than I need to.”

Bezzi-ibbi lashed his tail and raised his silver hand. In English he said, “If you kill what is making the takers, the takers will still be there.”

Jason answered for Henry. “That’s true, but if they are like insects, if they have a queen and we kill it, they’ll be mostly harmless after that. At least, they wouldn’t be leading people to slaughter anymore. We need to go after the source.”

Uluula crossed her arms and said, “We can always watch these facemonger things afterwards if you can find where they’re coming from and destroy it. Then if we observe their behavior change, perhaps the threat will be solved. If we are successful, we can observe the takers and see if it’s still trying to possess people, or just a tentacled slug.”

“That is logical,” Jason agreed. “Honestly, I’m tired, and this idea of Henry’s won’t seem to cost us much since we have a flying ship. I say we give him a chance to impress us.”

Henry smiled. He’d managed to find some coffee in Mensk before leaving, just enough for special occasions. This situation probably qualified, so he ordered, “Trask! Turn the ship around and head toward the river, then to the biggest farming area you can find from the air. Look for big barns or shops. A largish town also works--I don’t mind waking people up or even stealing if I have to.”

“Yes, demigod!” said the little goblin. He ran to the wheelhouse.

“Mareen, can you come with me?” Henry asked his wife. When she gave him a questioning look, he said, “I’m going to make some coffee. Could you use some magic to heat up the water for me?”

“What about us?” asked Grace.

“Everyone else can get some sleep unless we get attacked. Like I said, we can sleep in shifts like usual during the night.” Henry looked at the sky. “This is Ludus. Anything can happen.”

***

Hours later, Henry stood on the deck of the ship again. He hadn’t slept a wink. But it was okay. He’d had some coffee, beautiful, delicious, wonderful fucking coffee. Henry felt a tic behind one eye, and it actually reassured him.

A magically enhanced constitution and a few cups, or pots full of coffee had resulted in a wild eight to ten hours of work. Henry felt great. He felt better than great. Today was going to be a vindicating sort of day.

Oh yes indeed.

The sun had definitely already risen. Henry had changed his clothes but put all of his gear and armor back on, and even dug a few specialized things out of his mini armory.

Jason was having a rough morning. He rubbed his face, yawned, and said, “Okay, Henry. Everyone is here. We had shifts, and some people even helped you, so how about you show us what you did and what you have planned.”

Henry beamed. “Follow me!” he said, and began leading everyone down to the cargo hold. He felt like Willy Wonka, but instead of chocolate, he made things that were going to fuck up some wack-ass wax monster’s world. He laughed at his own joke, then realized he hadn’t said anything out loud and laughed harder.

The guard sisters gave him peculiar looks, but Jason waved at them. “He gets like this when he’s inventing. Tanushree said when he created the Mosquito, it was really bad.”

“What’s the Mosquito?” asked Everr.

“Please don’t encourage him,” asked Uluula.

“That was my first flying vehicle!” Henry said proudly. “This boat uses the same basic principles. Even though we are flying, staying up is more like how a boat floats. But if we get too heavy, we will go down lower, yes, but the resistance gets higher too. So we can’t ‘sink’, not all the way down. We just won’t be able to rise as high if we’re heavy. And right now, we’re really heavy.”

They all moved into the cargo bay and Jason obviously wasn’t sure what he was looking at. When Henry noticed him shoot an unspoken question, he grinned and simply said, “They’re bombs.” After that, Jason nodded slowly.

“How?” Jason asked. “Explosives? On Ludus? Are we in danger with this stuff being on board?”

“Nope to the nope!” said Henry cheerfully. He knocked on the surface of one of his smaller bombs and noticed when some of his audience cringed. “Fucking weak,” he complained.

“So what did we go to get?” asked Light. “What did you need to fetch?”

“Mostly fertilizer,” Henry responded cheerfully. “While you were sleeping, we crossed the river and found a farm. Bought thousands of pounds of ammonium nitrate. Remember, a lot of smart people live on Ludus, and have come from Earth and other, higher-tech worlds. They have really, really good ammonium nitrate here. At some of the farms they have loads of the stuff.”

“I really shouldn’t be surprised,” grumbled Jason. “Henry’s little trip across the river to grab ‘a few things,’ was actually thousands and thousands of pounds of bomb-making materials.”

“You haven’t slept yet?” asked Uluula.

Henry took another swig of coffee. “Nope!”

Uluula shook he head. “But you can’t make bombs on Ludus. At least I thought so. That’s why you went through all that stuff with Aodh’s blood fire, right? Oh, King Aodh,” she amended.

“Yes and no,” said Henry. “If I made the same stuff that the wack job in the ‘States used to blow up a federal building, that would likely randomly go up just like gunpowder would. But this? No way. This stuff I made is super, super stable.”

“What did you make and how did you make it?” asked Jason. “You know you want to just tell us, so quit dragging it out.”

“God damn, Jason. You are no fucking fun at all.”

“It’s early.”

“Whatever,” said Henry. “Anyway, I basically made a binary explosion similar to what people shoot rifles at on Earth, reactive targets. It’s made of ammonium nitrate, ammonium perchlorate, aluminum, and a couple of other things.”

“How do you know all this stuff?” asked Jason.

Henry took another drink of coffee and began patting his leg. “I could give you some bullshit answer about knowing it off the top of my head, maybe tell a joke about the dumb shit you know, but I’ll just be honest. A couple of weeks ago, I was thinking about how I could fuck up the Deepwater Rose if I went after it, and this was one of the ideas I came up with. It wouldn’t work, of course, but I could sure blow the shit out of all of its minions. Ignition would be a problem, too.”

“Ignition?” asked Light.

“I need to shoot these things,” said Henry. He touched the rifle he had slung over his back. “I used up most of my magic power making all of the aluminum, even with the help of having some of these elements on hand already. That makes it easier for me. But I still refined thousands of pounds of this shit. Then I had to mix it all. I’ve been working this entire time. Yay for orb-Bonded endurance, right? I’m really glad that I invested in that ability before. But now we have several thousand-pound bombs, and a few bigger ones, too. There was no way I would have been able to do this without magic, or even at third rank. I have a lot more juice now.”

Henry knew he was talking really fast and saying lots of words, but he didn’t care. Even though he hadn’t tested any of these bombs yet, he knew it would work. He’d run a quick experiment back in Mensk.

“Why are your bombs shaped like that?” asked Jason.

“You mean like a ball in a hollow cone? That keeps the bomb from rolling around. I needed them to be shaped like balls so they’d be strong so we could drop them. The cones are like stands that keep them in place until we need them. I’m a metal mage. I can just flatten one side of the stand and push the bomb ball right out the cargo bay door. Then after it lands, I can shoot it, and boom!” Henry clapped one hand on his arm.

“We can’t drop them from too high up, though, right?” asked Jason. “They’d go in the ground, or get damaged, or whatever. Or will they actually blow up that way?”

“They won’t blow up that way,” said Henry. He frowned. Having contact-ignition bombs to drop would be amazing, but he was stuck with ye olde binary explosives. But compared to how warfare had worked on this planet for centuries, this was still a hell of an improvement, though. “Anyway, after Mareen and Nora find out where these fuckers live under the ground, we can dig them out and blow the shit out of them. Whatever made those tunnels is big.”

“Why am I going?” asked Nora.

Henry pointed at her. “You and Mareen are the best flyers. Plus, you can sense things using your vibration abilities, and Mareen can sense life force and whatever else. Nobody should go anywhere alone, either.”

“You didn’t answer my other question,” said Jason.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, for the very first shot, I’ll need to go down, dig a hole with magic, and drop the bomb inside. After that, there should be a depression in the ground that we can chuck the bombs into. You’re right, though. We can’t get too high up because I still need to be able to see the bombs to shoot them, too. I’ll admit that we might still have some problems to solve. If the bombs come in too fast and get damaged, maybe I can rig up parachutes or something.”

“This plan is nuts,” said Jason. “But I think we were right to just go along with this. It really might work. Mareen, Nora, can you go scouting for us and find out where we should attack?”

“Doesn’t sound too hard,” said Nora. “You with me, shiner?” she asked Mareen, who nodded.

“Okay, I still have work to do.” Henry rubbed his hands together. “Everyone else should probably get ready for a hell of a show.”

***

Jason watched Henry work while Mareen and Nora tried to find the lair of whatever it was the group needed to destroy. Everyone else had left the cargo bay-slash-workshop, too. He was feeling strange, and wanted to talk about it. “Henry, does all of this feel…” He stopped speaking, not able to find the words.

“Too easy?” asked Henry. He didn’t even look around. The man was using magic to mold brass like putty, strengthening something on one of his bombs.

After thinking about it for a second, Jason nodded slowly. “Yeah, I guess. This all has been gross and scary, but…” Again, Jason paused, not sure how to put words to what he was feeling.

Henry hit a separate piece of metal with a knuckle, easily denting it. Then he formed a steel spike on the end of his finger and punched a hole through the metal he was working on like it was made of paper. “It feels wrong that none of us are maimed, or seriously injured, or turned into taker-zombies, or almost killed and zapped to a different country, or forced to run across Brecken--stuff like that, right?”

“I guess...yeah. How are you able to articulate this stuff?” asked Jason. He was honestly curious. Sometimes Henry could be remarkably emotionally intelligent, but this was still impressive.

“You gotta remember. I’ve been awake for like half a day longer than you and I had a lot of time to think while I was slurping down coffee and making bombs.”

“I suppose that’s true.” Jason grabbed a chair and took a seat. At first he’d thought the chairs were bolted to the floor, but Henry had designed them with really powerful magnets on the feet.  He’d actually put disks of blessed steel inside the floor at various points, all marked with colored stickers. This meant that the chairs could be moved but still be safe. The casual use of blessed steel for convenience would make most Ludans gag if they didn’t know how easily Henry could manipulate the stuff, now. Scrap blessed steel still wasn’t super cheap, but it wasn’t anywhere near the cost of useful tools made of it. Henry had cleaned Mensk out of any scrap blessed steel that anyone would sell.

Jason thought some more about what was weighing on him. “It feels odd, you know? We’ve changed so much, and I can feel a darkness growing inside of me, but I think about it more often, feel guilty more often now. It’s weird. And it’s like, I don’t want anyone to get hurt, or to brush with death like we used to, but all of this feels so, so...weird.” He’d almost said, “unearned,” but his stomach twisted at the thought of using that word.

Henry worked for a while, not responding right away. Eventually he said, “Jason, I think you need to get over yourself a little bit.”

“Come again?”

“Remember when we got captured in Mirana? You decked me, and you were right to be mad at the time. I did something really fucking stupid because I was up my own ass, feeling sorry for myself, and I kind of ignored reality. This situation is different but sort of similar.” Henry coughed and tried to take another sip of coffee, but frowned when his cup was empty. “This is going to take some talking. You okay with that?”

Jason had a feeling he wasn’t going to like where this was going, but he said, “Fine, go ahead. I’m not going anywhere, and it’s just the two of us in here.”

“Alright. It’s like this.” Henry scrunched up his face, looking up while he thought, then said, “We’ve known each other a long time, since we were kids. Even though we haven’t always been close like we are now, I kind of know your whole life story. You’ve been shoveling shit your whole fucking life. Like, yeah, you had a way better job than me before we came to Ludus. You were starting to be well off, but you still weren’t rich-rich. You didn’t own your house. Bills were still a concern. You still had to keep working or you would have been fucked. Basically, you kind of took a step from lower class to middle class. Life was better, but it would still be a struggle.

“And that was kind of a miracle based on where you came from, right? You were always the poor, weird kid in school. I wasn’t exactly rich either, but I had friends, did sports, didn’t move around, and I didn’t go through the shit you went through as a kid, so we have different perspectives. Then I joined the military, which kind of helped me figure out who I was, even though I didn’t always like what I found out.

“But you? You never relaxed, could never relax. Part of how you pulled yourself out of that hole you grew up in and helped your mom was by never giving up, never settling. That’s really fucking cool, man. But even after having more, your life was still like...the same sort of struggle.

“Then we came to Ludus, and everything got turned up to 11. This place can be really fucking shitty, but it can also be really awesome. We both found a couple awesome girls that, let’s be real, we don’t deserve. Like, if Mareen got zapped to some random planet out there, they’d probably think she’s a dark goddess and worship her. She’s going through a lot right now, but she still chooses to fold my socks.” Henry grumbled, “Probably because I think folding socks is really fucking stupid, but whatever.” In a normal tone he continued, “I really love her, man, and I was willing to spend life with her, barely getting by, barely surviving. In fact, I expected it.

“Here’s the thing--I think you expected to still be struggling right now too. I think your mindset your whole life has been, I dunno, bracing for some kind of suffering. But here’s the thing, we got a lucky break. Now we’re rich, we’re nobles, we have good people around us, we’re going to live for hundreds of years if we don’t get killed, we’re married to hot, awesome ladies with great personalities, and our friend is a king. On top of that, we’re flying around on a comfy ship, not sleeping in the mud anymore.

“Our lives are dangerous, and this situation is completely fucked, but we’re alive, nobody got hurt yesterday, and we have options.

“The reality is that if we’d been first or second-rank ‘Bonded in the Battlewagon yesterday, we would have been fucked. With my normal luck, a taker would have crawled up my ass and my face would be spinning around some freaky fucking wax monster right now. But instead, now we’re eating good, we have the support of a whole fucking country, and we have a fairly safe base of operations. We’re also pretty strong and keep coming up with weird shit that works. That’s the real secret, you know. If we just tried to bash things all the time, we’d probably be dead by now. That’s why I love this idea of just dropping bombs and flipping the bird.

“Life is better now. We’re better. Delvers LLC isn’t some little adventuring company anymore. Somehow, in less than a year, we have become the 1% of this world. Hell, the 1% of the 1%. And dude, there’s nothing to feel guilty about. Whether you become successful on Earth or on Ludus, and you did it on your own, I think you should be proud.

“I’m not going to pretend I didn’t feel it at some point, too. It’s why I can understand you right now, I think. But yeah, I think maybe deep down, you think everything should still be super difficult, and miserable, and scary all the time...because that’s been pretty much your entire existence. But, well, we made it, buddy. Here we are! We’re important, and powerful...and that’s okay. There is nothing to feel guilty about as long as you keep using your power to help other people. The sooner you accept it, the better, because we have a fuck ton of responsibility to a lot of people now, too. We’re not just adventurers trying to survive anymore. Now we have our own lands, and employees, and even household staff.

“The stakes are higher. We’re dealing with some truly fucked-up stuff, but we’ve been through hell, so it just doesn’t feel as...heavy to you, right? After what we’ve been through, as long as we’re not bleeding out or one of our friends is losing their life or soul, it just doesn’t seem that big of a deal. But you know what? That just means we have gotten good at our jobs. We worked really fucking hard, man, and we’ve earned a break. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather work smarter than harder. We have a lot more resources. Not using them would not only be stupid, it’d be irresponsible and…” Henry’s words grew harsher, heavy with conviction. “It’d be disrespectful to everyone else out there on Earth or on Ludus who haven’t caught a break, who are still struggling, and are hoping for someone to help them.”

Henry turned and looked Jason right in the eyes. “Remember what you told me before? You said people on this planet could probably use a Henry Sato to save them. Well, that was true, and it’s still true. We basically have a goddamn army floating around with us right now, so now we have the power to fix a lot of problems, because apparently, a lot of things out there still need to be blown up or killed. So you’d better get over yourself and pull your head out of your ass, buddy. Shit tons of people out there on this planet could still use a Jason James Booth to save them.”

After that, Henry shrugged. He looked satisfied, like he’d said his piece, then went back to tinkering with some obscure piece of metal.

Jason slowly shook his head. A lot of people who didn’t know Henry very well thought that his irreverence and dark sense of humor he used as social armor was actually who he really was. Jason knew better, but he was still speechless. Like Henry had said, Jason really had physically punched him before. But what Henry had just said had hit Jason just as squarely as any blow. “That’s a lot to think about, but I think I needed to hear that.”

“Sure thing.” Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Henry said, “Oh, I have to give you some props too because back when I was in the gob-folk caves with Aodh, I actually used your fruity meditation method to learn some magic.”

“Seriously?” Jason had a hard time imagining that. He decided to change topics, though, and ask something that was weighing on his mind. “Henry, you said you came up with some of these bomb ideas when you were thinking about how to attack the Deepwater Rose. I know you’ve said before that you won’t do it, but seriously, you do know that would be suicide, right? We’ve talked to Keeja about all of this, and her terms for everything is different, but basically, there’s gods out there. Then there’s Dolos and his crew, who seem to be angels or fallen angels, and are more powerful. And above them are what came before angels, like old ones. They’re locked away. The Deepwater Rose is one of them. It doesn’t actually live in that lake, there’s just a crack down there it peeks through.”

“Yeah, I got all that,” said Henry. “That doesn’t mean it can’t be killed, though. And based on what we heard, something really fucking huge, like, super nasty may be happening out there. Who knows what the future will bring.” He held up Meteor Origin, his strange hammer, and said, “All I know is that this thing is not normal. It’s like Nora’s spear, probably something humans were never meant to have. Maybe if we stay lucky, if we take this break we caught and run with it, we can keep getting stronger. Then if the shit really hits the fan, I can shove this fucking thing right up the Rose’s ass in return for how it hurt my wife.”

His friend’s eyes blazed, and Jason blinked. I wonder if this is what I look like when I’m angry, he thought. No wonder people are scared of us. Out loud he said, “I understand. If anyone or anything hurt Lula, I will kill them. And if the time ever comes for you to do something violent and hopefully permanent to the Deepwater Rose, I’ll be there to help you.” Jason felt a little silly talking about killing probably one of the most powerful beings in existence.

Henry just laughed. He said, “I already knew that, dude. And if you had to do the same thing, go to war, I’d be there, too. I owe pretty much everyone in Delvers LLC my fucking life. Like, I definitely wouldn’t be here if not for you and Tony. Why do you think I agreed to do this stupid mission in the first place? For a flying ship? It would have taken me a while to make something similar myself, but I didn’t really need any favors from Tony. I took his help because he’s my little buddy. We’re family. Family helps family. Even that crazy Death Witch bitch knew the importance of family, but she was evil and stupid, so they all got killed. So let’s just not be stupid, right? We may be a little darker, a little harsher now, but dark and merciless is not necessarily evil. Sometimes why you do what you do is as important as what you actually do.” Henry shrugged.

Jason crossed his arms and said, “That’s right. The reason you agreed to do anything for Dolos before was because he cured your mom.”

“Yup.”

The two of them sat in silence for a while, Henry working on his bombs, and Jason deep in thought. It was a little jarring when Light ran into the cargo hold, a complicated smile on her face. “They did it!” she said. “Nora and Mareen found the lair!”

Henry casually slapped one of his bombs and said, “Good. Time to go blow some shit up. Killing some evil things, doing good in this world, that’s what it’s all about, right, Jason?”

Jason quirked a smile and quickly dashed the moisture from one of his eyes. “For sure.”

Casual Poison

 

Jason scouted ahead, following Nora. He was heading to check out the area that Nora and Mareen found that they believed was the enemy’s lair. When he arrived up in the air, he could immediately see something was strange. The area around the spot in question was covered by trees that had begun to turn a sickly brown, but all the vegetation was gone in a large, cleared area. On top of that, it looked like the ground had been raised.

When Jason took a closer look, it seemed that earth from the tunneling had been piled on top of the cleared area after all the vegetation had been consumed. In fact, dirt piled at least a few feet everywhere he could see. Judging by the highest raised portion of the artificial little hill, there was some sort of tight tunnel system or something almost the size of two football fields below.

Amongst the remaining trees all around the site, Jason could see flashes of facemongers. They were hiding themselves, but definitely there. If a group of adventurers had just happened upon this site, they would have been instantly killed or enslaved for sure.

Jason had never felt so happy to be up in the air instead of down on the ground.

Just to be thorough, he used his infrared vision to scan the surrounding area, but didn’t see anything noteworthy that way. Time to head back, he thought. He was definitely satisfied that this spot was worth attacking, now.

Even before Jason returned, he could tell Keeja had returned. Nobody else would be playing disco music through the speaker system that Henry had built into the Hull. “Staying Alive” by the Bee Gees was playing as Jason touched down.

“Keeja is back, isn’t she?” he asked Mareen. She was standing nearby with absolutely no expression on her face, watching some goblins dance.

“Yes.”

“Why are the gob-folk dancing?”

“They say they like the ‘disco,’” said Mareen. “Henry is busy, but please change the music. I didn’t mind disco before, but my magic is reacting to this and I currently want to kill something.”

“I think disco has that effect on everyone,” joked Jason. Mareen didn’t smile, and he blinked. “Oh you’re serious. Why don’t you just change it yourself or ask Keeja to change it?”

“You know how she is. The only people she ever really listened to about changing the music were you, Henry, and Thirsty.”

Jason felt a little relieved that Mareen was starting to act more like herself. She was still different, but everyone was different now. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do, but please go tell Trask that we should head towards where you and Nora found the enemy’s lair.”

“Thank you, and yes.”

Then Jason tried to find Henry or Keeja. After going down to the cargo hold, he found them both together.

Keeja immediately turned and gestured Jason over. “Good timing. Come over here. We need to talk.”

“Uh oh,” said Jason. “Is it good or bad?”

“A little of both, I think,” said Henry.

Keeja said, “Henry has filled me in. What you have encountered is disturbing because it’s unlike anything I’ve encountered before and may be a roaming true-demon.”

“Roaming true-demon?”

“True-demons that can generally survive solo, and sometimes travel from world to world, seeding death and chaos. You already know what true-demons are, but roaming true-demons are different. Usually smarter, stronger, and more cautious. Sometimes they’re called greater demons.”

“Okay,” replied Jason slowly.

“Don’t worry, she’ll get to the point eventually,” said Henry.

Keeja scowled at Henry. She said, “The point is that depending on what you find, I may be within my authority to call in dolosbots to help with the cleanup, things of that nature. True-demons are not welcome on Ludus anyway, but this one, if it is what I think it is, did not come through a portal. It might have come from the sky.”

“From space?” gasped Jason.

“Yes. If so, these types of true-demons are so dangerous, they can take over or destroy planets on their own if left to their own devices. Because of this, if it’s confirmed that this is what you are hunting, I have the authority to call the dolosbots to clean the area of any remaining traces.”

“I still don’t understand why you don’t just blow the hell out of this fucking thing yourself, Keeja,” complained Henry.

“You may get your wish one of these days, but you should be careful what you wish for, Henry. If the time ever comes that I can act directly and do whatever I wish, so can other High Priestesses. You’ve already met Biivan.”

“Okay, you made your point,” Henry conceded.

Jason’s mind whirled, breaking down what Keeja had just told them. “We’re already heading to the location, so we should find out soon enough. So, Keeja, you are going to observe. Can you intervene if you find out this thing is a traveling space demon?”

“No.”

“Even then? Why?”

“Because every time you two are truly placed in a life-or-death situation, you always come out of them stronger than before, too. Part of my mission is to help you grow...or watch you die, I suppose.”

“Well, that’s just swell,” said Jason. “But can we change the damn disco music?”

“I will consider it.”

***

Jason decided that the new music piping over the ship’s speakers wasn’t what he would have picked, but wasn’t bad. Not at all. “What is this song?” he asked Henry.

“‘Kingdom,’ by VNV Nation. This is some new version or mix, I think, but I can’t remember the name. A few guys were really into VNV Nation in the Army and they played it all the fucking time. Hearing it kind of reminds me of them.”

“Is that why you asked Keeja to play it?”

“More or less.”

Jason nodded and looked down from the railing. The suspicious area was ahead. “We’re almost there.”

“Alright. Showtime.” Henry moved to the sound controls for the ship and turned down the music volume. Then he spoke into a speaking horn that carried his voice all over the ship. “We’re starting Operation Buttercup now. All gob-folk, make sure you are in your turrets. Everyone else, get ready for anything.”

Henry moved back to Jason and said, “I’m going down there now.”

“Are you sure you don’t need anyone with you?” asked Jason.

“Super sure. You guys are all up here and can help if I need it. Just keep the fucking ship back a ways, and don’t let anyone else follow me.”

“I’m going to keep the ship overhead, but not right overhead. And pretty high up, too, at least for now. I know,” said Jason.

Henry nodded. He made a big show of blowing a kiss at Mareen before bending to pick up a fifty-pound jar of his binary explosive. Then he jumped over the side of the ship.

Jason watched his friend plummet downward as darksteel covered him, then became a wing similar to the shape of Uluula’s jetpack thing. Light flared, orangeish red, and Henry shot forward. Henry couldn’t fly very gracefully yet, but he could manage.

There was still no movement below when Henry landed on the giant, raised area. Jason watched curiously as Henry seemed to aimlessly walk around for a while, cocking his head like he was listening.

The plan was for Henry to create a depressed area with magic to set his starter bomb in so he could come up to the ship and start his attack. Then he would eventually drop the larger bombs. But instead, Henry just set his bomb down, leapt into the air, and sluggishly flew back to the Raising Hull.

Pretty much everyone aboard the ship had been watching Henry, so all eyes were on him when he landed on the deck. Henry dropped his darksteel protection and gestured for Jason to come close. He said, “Something is weird.”

Jason resisted the urge to say something sarcastic. “What do you mean?”

“I used my earth magic to like...map the area. First of all, the place is crawling with monsters. I can’t sense the facemongers, obviously, but there’s other stuff beneath the surface. And pretty much the entire area down there is hollowed out.”

“Hollowed out?” Jason tried to wrap his mind around that. “What?”

“That’s what I want to find out. There’s something else, too. I have an idea. Hold on.” With that, Henry bounded for the stairs leading under the deck of the Hull, presumably heading toward the storage room. He came back quickly, carrying a heavy bucket.

“What’s that?” asked Jason.

“Poison.”

“What the hell, Henry? It’s bad enough you have bombs on board, but you were just casually carrying buckets of poison on board since we left Mensk?”

“Of course I was. What else are we supposed to drop from a fucking flying ship? Flowers? Besides, if you really cared, you could have looked at all of our equipment requisitions. Everyone left everything up to me up until now. So are you going to trust me, or keep getting pissed about stuff that doesn’t matter anyway?”

Jason grumbled but Henry had a point, and Jason decided he might not be thinking clearly. Like everyone else, his nerves were going crazy, and there was something about buckets of poison just casually sitting around their ship that unnerved him.

“What kind of poison is that?” Jason asked.

“Some sort of really nasty, corrosive shit. I figured that normal poison might not work on the wax creatures, but this probably will.”

What Henry had just said suggested that Henry had other types of poison stashed away, just stacked in corners. Jason decided not to follow up on that. “So what now?”

“I need Nora to carry this bucket, and put it at the edge of the hole I’m about to bust through the ceiling down there. Asking someone else for help sucks, but I want to keep my hands free.”

Jason thought about asking what the hell Henry meant by ‘ceiling,’ but decided to let that go, too. “Okay. Nora, can you help Henry, please?”

“I guess. It doesn’t have any poison on the outside, right?”

Henry frowned. “That’s a dumb question. Why would I be carting around a bucket that’s dangerous?”

Nora scowled. “It is dangerous, you just said so. We are also talking about you. Haven’t you been up for like a full day now?”

Henry chewed his lip for a second and said, “Alright. Touche. It’s fine, though. Stop being so prissy, Princess Pewpew.”

“Don’t call me that,” said Nora. “Why can’t you just be like a normal idiot and call me Hazardous Nora or something?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Henry grinned at her.

Then to Jason’s surprise, Nora actually grinned back. The armed and armored woman accepted the bucket from Henry.

They’re all nuts, thought Jason. But he glanced around and even saw his wife making a little smile as she watched. Even Uluula?

Henry instructed Nora, “Just follow me at a distance, okay? I’m going to put the bomb somewhere after figuring out where it needs to go. We need to be quick, because the fucking facemongers are probably gonna boil out of everywhere if I take too long. Once I find the right spot, I’ll punch a hole. You can put the poison next to the hole.”

Jason thought he might understand Henry’s plan now, but wondered if it might be too dangerous. Was he going to blow up the poison? “Should we pull back?” he asked.

“No, don’t worry. This stuff is liquid, and it’s all going down. It also loses its effectiveness as it melts and destroys organic stuff.”

“Alright. I’m trusting you, Henry. Please don’t kill us.”

Henry grunted and jumped off the side of the Hull again. Nora followed him down. Over the next couple minutes, Jason watched as the two of them followed Henry’s plan. Henry was covered in darksteel again, and the man basically walked around for a while before placing the bomb about fifty feet from where it’d been earlier. Then he moved to another area, cocked his head again, and suddenly dropped, punching the ground.

Jason had seen Henry use his magic to do things like this before, so the blast of wet earth that showered upwards and outwards wasn’t surprising. What he hadn’t expected was the almost solid layer of wax underneath. In the surrounding forest, Jason could see movement as the facemongers either prepared to attack or thought about it.

Henry hopped into the hole to stomp on the wax stuff a few times, and even from his position up on the Raising Hull, Jason could see it flex. The wax behaved almost like it was made of clay, or rubber, but had dulled the force of Henry’s magic. It might be resistant to damage.

“Thought so,” yelled Henry.

“I can see movement getting closer!” yelled Nora.

Henry raised a hand in acknowledgement. “Just a few more seconds.” From his upraised hand, a huge blade grew from his darksteel gauntlet. In the past, he’d made steel weapons, but this time, the spike that grew was actually made of more darksteel. Then as Jason watched the blade continue to grow, the edges abruptly flared, glowing yellow, and he knew he was seeing lightsteel.

Jason whispered, “Wow. He actually did it, huh?” Weaponizing lightsteel was something Henry had talked about doing for a while.

Down below, Henry slammed his blade into the wax. The lightsteel edge sliced through easily. Then he cut and twisted, widening the hole like he had a pocket knife blade through the lid of a tin can. Finally, he grabbed the bucket of poison, placed it above the hole, and cut it in half with one economical swipe of his glowing blade.

“Let’s go let’s go!” Henry yelled. As he sprang into the air and began to rise, facemongers came boiling out of the trees. They began to hiss, which was a noise Jason would never be able to adequately describe. It was terrible, and grew in volume as more wax creatures in the forest hissed as well.

As fast as they were, the facemongers hadn’t been able to reach Henry. This didn’t stop them from throwing weapons, or even weird bursts of green energy, though. Henry yelped but his darksteel armor protected him. “That’s fucking hot! Motherfuckers!”

“Should I do anything?” asked Nora.

“No, just wait.”

Jason signaled all the crew to stand down, just in case. All the goblin gunners on the Hull had to be aiming below if they could right now. He didn’t want any friendly fire or other accidents.

Right after Henry made it back up on the deck of the Hull, Jason goggled in surprise as the ground below began to split.

Henry dissolved his darksteel helmet. He turned and panted, “They took the bait. Yes!”

“What the hell is going on?” asked Jason.

“Nora and Mareen had no way to know, but that area down there has a huge set of doors that can be lifted, or pushed. I figured it out using some of my magic senses. The wax is like… an extension of these things. It can act like a muscle. There is bunches of it where the ‘doors’ hinge.”

“You were sure of this?”

“No, but I could see the seams in the wax down there, between plates, and put two and two together. Now watch.”

The ground moved higher as what looked like a few sets of doors swung up, straight to the sky. Tons of dirt and debris were moved, all falling into the area surrounding the doors. It took a while for the coverings to truly open, but as they did, Jason’s mouth went dry. He wanted to look away from what he was seeing, but he couldn’t.

Now it was more clear how the pale wax had been used to construct the ceiling, clad the walls, and floor, everything. The “muscles” that had pulled the pieces of the ceiling apart were made of the same wax. It looked like bleached, exposed muscle.

In the giant underground room, there was a pile of bodies and bins of vegetation in one corner. The bins had been constructed of the wax that everything else was made of. Half of the room, bigger than a football field, had been turned into what looked like a nightmarish assembly line. People and animals were laid on raised platforms, some whole, some partially or even fully dissected. Piles of body parts were stacked in bins, covered by clouds of mist.

Pedestals with half-assembled facemongers stood along one wall. Some already had faces rotating around them. They were slack, unmoving, some so fresh they still dripped with blood.

Fleshy pylons covered in wax thrust up from the floor between the bodies and the piles of guts spread on tables. Tentacles tipped with multi-jointed fingers, blades, and hooks moved among the parts, poking and prodding. Some of them inserted wires, or sinew, maybe both. Little wriggling worms and other crawling things were all over the floor, presumably feasting on spilled blood and who knew what else.

A giant hole in one side of the room seemed to exist as some sort of input area for organic material, because Jason saw a facemonger float over and throw a struggling, half-dead dog inside, followed by a tree branch. Further down the hall, an organic-looking orifice deposited a clump of wax into the bony, waiting hands of another facemonger.

And on the other side of the room was a massive...thing. Jason believed he was looking at what had originally made the tunnels, but now it had grown huge. It looked like a giant maggot, with one end containing a huge head, and what looked like humanoid torsos with eyes and mouths springing up around its bulk in random places. Most of it was a sickly yellow, interrupted by splotches of wax. The main head was plated with bone or some sort of armor, and oversized pink gums extended from this area, ending in enormous, sharp teeth.

The thing had tentacles that had been working at one of the production tables, at least twenty or thirty feet away. Behind it, there were at least a handful of giant eggs, or at least, Jason thought they were eggs. They looked like huge, leathery sacks made of the wax, and they moved slowly, sinuously, as things stretched inside.

All along the beast’s body, more tentacles erupted outwards, and half of its six eyes on its main head rolled upward to look at the Hull. It shrieked, and the otherworldly sound made Jason’s hackles rise.

“Why did it open the roof?” Jason wondered out loud.

Henry mutely pointed to one area of the room as he unslung his rifle. Jason’s gaze tracked to where his friend had indicated and he slowly nodded his understanding. The poison that Henry had poured into the room had splashed the creature a little, but had also covered some of the work tables. Now a table, a tentacle node, and at least a few dissected corpses of pieces of meat had been melted.

Jason knew that Henry only had a small amount of the poison, but this nightmarish creature hadn’t known that.

Down below, the facemongers had other monsters keep trying to throw things at the hull, maybe even takers, but couldn’t even come close to reaching it. Then the giant worm creature pointed one tentacle up and screamed again. A beam of sickly-looking light slashed upwards, barely missing the Hull.

“It can hit us? You saw that, right?”

Henry said, “Yeah. It sucks, but probably lucky for us. I was hoping it would have some way to fight back or it wouldn’t have opened the doors.” All around the forest below, facemongers and bigger, lumbering things were swarming out of the trees and coming out of tunnels.

“What now?” asked Jason.

“Look there.” Henry pointed again.

Jason said, “Your bomb? Oh, you put it right at the split between plates, didn’t you? It fell into the room.”

“Yes. So this will be a test run.” Henry’s face was calm, but Jason had known him for a long time.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Well, like we talked about earlier, if we were down there right now, we’d probably all be fucked. Do you even see some of those things? That one thing that just came out of a tunnel looks like a five-ton facemonger with tentacles. It’s throwing spikes and puking out of tubes or something. Fuck that. But now that we’re on the Hull, and I have bombs…” Henry’s voice trailed off, and he carefully aimed his rifle over the railing. When he fired, the rifle itself made no sound, but the hypersonic round’s whip-crack echoed everywhere.

The bomb exploded.

The area of the unholy chamber where the explosive had been resting basically evaporated. A shockwave bowled over dozens of facemongers, and part of the wall caved in. It seemed like the floor and the raised ceiling were made of tougher stuff because they’d been relatively unaffected, but tables and alien, waxy machinery on the other side of the room flipped over.

Thunder carried a cloud of hot gasses and cooked meat throughout the room and into the forest beyond.

A shriek made the dust seem to tremble. Then the huge creature attacked again, and this time the beam hit the bottom of the Raising Hull.  Jason leaned over the railing to look at the impact point. Where the attack had landed, the metal bubbled and corroded, but held. “That looked really nasty. Why didn’t it penetrate?”

Henry shrugged and said, “I convinced the metal to be resistant to damage. It’s not as good at blessed steel, but probably the same concept. In a few more days, that damage will be healed. Plus, it probably helps that we’re hundreds of feet up. We’re pretty far away. In fact, if we weren’t orb-Bonded, we wouldn’t even be able to see what was happening down there very well.” Then Henry moved to the communications array.

Over the ship’s intercom system he said, “Gob-folk gunners and all other crew, now you may fire at will. I’m going to start bombing now, too. Everyone stay focused, and do your fucking jobs. Stay frosty. We’re not done with this yet.”

Then Henry changed the music and turned it up. Keeja’s music player began belting Richard Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries” over the sound system. Henry was grinning as he returned. Another screech from the giant demon below was followed by a deadly beam attack that boiled up from the ground, barely missing the ship.

Jason asked, “Der Ring des Nibelungen?”

“I’ve always wanted to play this song while bombing the living fuck out of something,” Henry chuckled. “Jason, I need you to help Trask keep moving back and forth over the bomb site. We need to do as much damage as possible while they’re still pissed.”

Both men looked over the railing, and Jason swallowed when he saw how many wax creatures were carpeting the area, darting here and there. Dozens of them had assembled in a few areas, all building something. Jason was willing to bet they were constructing some sort of biomechanical weapon to attack the Raising Hull.

“Alright,” said Jason. “I’m going to use null-time to try stopping its attacks, too.”

“Smart,” agreed Henry. “Keep everyone on the ship, okay?” Henry gave Nora a pointed nod. Most of the non-goblin crew were watching the ensuing chaos in shock, but Nora and Mareen were obviously listening in.	

“You’re going down to the cargo bay now?” asked Jason.

“Yeah. I need my wife, though. Up in the air like this, she’s way, way stronger than I am.” Henry called, “Mareen, can you help me?”

The dangerous woman nodded, and the two of them descended down to the lower decks.

Jason moved closer to the wheelhouse and gave Trask orders on how to move the ship. He planned to position the Hull over the bombing area from time to time, but keep them moving so they’d be harder to hit. Nora had already begun strafing the ground below with her deadly ring, and as if that had been a signal, all the turrets on the ship opened up, too. Lightning flashed downwards, stabbing into groups of horrific wax creatures. Dayslers burned into the piles of disgusting wax that the defenders had been building into...something. Some of the gob-folk had even attacked the giant wax worm. From the nearest turret, Jason could hear the gunners chittering and cheering.

Uluula sidled up next to him as the ship began to turn and move, setting up Henry’s first bombing run. She said, “When I was in the Areva navy before, I saw some cold-blooded military activities, but this is on another level. I feel like I should be scared, but I’m not. This isn’t normal. Jason, what has happened to us?”

Jason put a hand on his wife’s shoulder and said, “Brecken, I think. Along with everything else.” Then he remembered what Henry had told him earlier and said, “I think it’s okay if what we’re doing doesn’t feel as heavy or dangerous as long as we know it is. We’re still doing what’s right. This is a battle, what we’re destroying is truly evil, and we just have better weapons. We should use them.”

Uluula smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “I’m Areva, lover. Having better weapons we aren’t afraid to use is basically the motto of my people. If not, it’s definitely the motto of my family.”

Jason just nodded. Uluula still hadn’t told him much about her life before coming to Ludus. He knew it would come in time.

Down below, he tracked familiar, sinuous movement from one of the giant worm demon’s tentacles. He put up a null-time barrier, as big as he could make it, covering most of the Hull. Luckily, the beam passed wide, but it still made his heart skip a beat. Whatever the creature was shooting looked like it would be hell on anything organic.

Then the Raising Hull had passed over the target area, and suddenly, a thunderous explosion echoed below. Jason yelled in surprise at the sheer ferocity of it. Even this high in the air, he could feel the shockwave in his chest.

“How big are his freaking bombs!?” he yelled. He ran to the other side of the ship and looked down to see a truly impressive amount of destruction. Trees at the edge of the dead zone had been knocked down, and half of the worm creature was just...missing. It shrieked and thrashed, destroying what little remained of its production facility and even some of the surviving facemongers as it raged. The demon slammed its bulk into the wall, trying to escape, but it was too late. It was too big to take a tunnel, and too wounded to climb out.

This explosion had punched a hole into the wax floor itself, and one of the huge panels that had been the ceiling had been blown off entirely. A massive haze of dust, dirt, and disintegrated wax hung in the air. Debris from the explosion still traveled upwards. Jason was glad that Henry had waited for the ship to be clear of the area before he’d detonated the bomb.

Philana abruptly landed next to Jason, making hardly any sound as she touched down. “This is unprecedented,” she said.

“What do you mean,” asked Uluula.

“First, that such a creature is on Ludus. Dolosbots have been summoned. Keeja is overseeing it. All of this filth will be eradicated from the planet. But the way this group has been able to do so much damage to this creature is astonishing. You have engaged it while it was still young and weak, but this is a greater demon, one of the original true-demons, a thing created to impact or even destroy entire worlds.”

“Oh,” said Jason. “Yeah, we heard.” Down below, another explosion detonated, no doubt shattering even more enemies and devastating the area.

“Should we tell Henry?” asked Uluula. “About the dolosbots?”

Jason thought about it and said, “Nah. He’ll be sad it was over so fast. Probably the goblins too. Let’s let them take out some frustration for a few minutes longer.” He glanced over at Nora, who was triggering Pewpew again, moving her hand to slice the beam around as much as possible during its activation period. Doesn’t it hurt her every time she does that? he thought. Jason quietly amended, “Others too.”

“How long should we wait, then?” asked Uluula.

Jason said, “Let’s wait until the end of this song that Henry started playing.” He abruptly laughed and said, “It ain’t over till the fat lady sings!”

“What in the world does that mean?” asked Uluula.

Jason tried to explain the colloquialism, and cartoons on Earth, and Apocalypse Now, and Wagner’s Ring Cycle. He knew he wasn’t doing a very good job of it, and finally just let his words taper off and die mid-sentence.

Philana made a face and looked at Uluula, who shrugged. “Terrans,” said Philana. She sounded mostly amused. “You may have your fun. The dolosbots will be in the area in about fifteen minutes. You should leave before then, or at least be leaving.” With that, the horned demigoddess floated up into the ship’s rigging and stayed there, watching.

“Well, that just happened,” said Jason.

His wife slipped an arm around him and gave him a hug, which felt a little strange since they were both wearing armor. Jason enjoyed it all the same. He bent to rest his cheek on the top of her head. “This is the strangest battle I have ever been in, but I think I don’t mind,” she said.

Jason thought about his conversation with Henry again. “Me either, but I wouldn’t have played ‘Ride of the Valkyries.’”

“Oh? What song would you have played?”

“Probably ‘T.N.T.’ by AC/DC.”

After a few seconds of companionable silence, Uluula asked, “Aren’t you going to ask what I would pick? A song from your world, I mean.”

“Oh, okay. What would you pick, Lula?”

The white-haired Areva woman smiled. “‘Bombs over Baghdad.’”

“That is a very literal choice,” said Jason.

“So was yours, my Terran husband. Besides, I am a literal sort of woman.” Behind and below them, another massive explosion rocked the landscape. Uluula said, “This is a very strange life, but I’m glad that I am sharing it with you.”

“Me too,” said Jason. He gave her shoulder a squeeze and waited for the Wagner opera music to stop playing so he could go tell his best friend he didn’t need to drop any more bombs. Henry really was going to be disappointed.

Uluula seemed to read his mind. “Henry isn’t going to be happy when you tell him to stop.”

“He’ll get over it,” said Jason. “Besides, the bombs aren’t super dangerous to keep on board, and I’m sure we’ll find uses for them later.” Then he quietly held his wife while valkyrie sisters sang over the ship’s speakers, and Nora Hazard hung over the railing, very seriously and passionately trying to kill things with her deadly ring from hundreds of feet in the air.

Kinship

 

Henry swirled his drink and felt a sense of relief. The Raising Hull was finally on the move again, and they’d already gone back to finding and attuning to more of the teleportation waygates. He grimaced, remembering how the dolosbots had basically razed the entire area around Fort Sulfur to the ground. Keeja had done some sleuthing, and actually discovered where the wax demon had come from. While the Delvers LLC team had been waiting for the Berber military to show up through the waygate, she’d even taken them there.

An asteroid had landed in the nearby mountains, whether intentionally or by accident. After knowing where the wax creature had come from, its path of destruction from the mountain to Fort Sulfur was obvious, especially viewed from the air.

When Agnes and the military had finally arrived, they’d been dumbfounded to see all the destruction and two Dolos High Priestesses leading the eradication of every wax organism that still existed. With the worm mother dead, their days were numbered anyway, but Keeja had said she didn’t want to take any chances.

Henry approved of that sentiment. He would cheer on the dolosbots if they microwaved all the fuckers.

But after having dealt with the wax creatures and seeing that whole situation closed off, it was nice not to expect any more FUBAR situations. Of course, on Ludus, anything was possible.

Mareen had actually magicked him up some ice cubes for his drink. He moved them around using an aluminum straw he’d made. Based on the directions he’d given to Trask about fifteen minutes ago, he had another hour before he needed to go down and attune to a new waygate. This was a rare moment of downtime, where nobody needed anything from him, nothing was trying to kill him, and he could just relax.

So it made sense that his calm moment lasted for all of five minutes before being interrupted. He glanced up as a shadow crossed his face and frowned at Philana. “Yes?” he said. “Can I help you?”

Henry still didn’t know Philana very well. She’d begun following Keeja around while Henry and Aodh had been separated from the rest of the group. All he really knew about her was that she was a new High Priestess, and not human. She was some sort of humanoid that lived for a long time, at least that’s what Jason had told him.

She asked, “May I sit?”

Henry blinked. A High Priestess was asking to sit? “Uh, I guess.”

“Thank you.” She grabbed a nearby chair and lowered herself gracefully. Her outfit today was some sort of low-cut, gold-embroidered brown jumper. A flowing white top mostly covered her arms, held in place with a couple of golden arm bands. The circlet she wore mostly matched her gold High Priestess necklace.

The moon symbol on her cheek looked even more mysterious up close. Henry had always thought it was a tattoo, but if it was, it was different than any he’d ever seen before.

Philana would have passed for a beautiful human woman if not for her bright-white horns, black eye sclera, and pointed ears. Henry had seen her sharp canines before, too. Her teeth were shorter than Mareen’s, but still definitely inhuman.

Henry took another sip of his drink and looked over it at the High Priestess. Her attitude and the way she presented herself was definitely not much like Keeja, and super different from Enheduanna.

“So what is this about? I don’t think I’ve ever actually had a normal conversation with a High Priestess. Every time I’ve ever talked to Keeja it was about business, or magic, or some terrible danger...or she was sexually harassing me.”

Philana blinked. “She harassed you?”

“Yes. She made a lot of advances, tried to embarrass me, stuff like that. She’s just a bored, pervy old lady, and she refused to believe I wasn’t embarrassed. Now that there’s been more going on, she has almost stopped.”

“Oh. Well, we’re all different.” She fidgeted. “This is the first time I’ve tried to have a conversation like this, so please be patient with me.”

Henry shrugged. “Alright. Take your time. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”

“Thank you.” Philana appeared lost in thought and absently rubbed her gold necklace. When she did, Henry noticed that he was patting his scarred leg and snatched his hand away. Mareen had told him that he’d been doing it more often, and he really didn’t want to have weird habits like that.

Philana asked, “Perhaps it would be best to start from the very beginning. I am obviously not Terran. Do you know what I am?”

“I can’t say that I do. You have horns, but so does my wife these days.”

She smiled politically and said, “Yes, she does, and they’re intimidating, but also beautiful. I am a nymph. Are you familiar with nymphs?”

Henry shook his head. “Something about goat men and everyone being horny, right?”

Philana made a face. “There is an uncomfortable amount of truth there, but not exactly. There aren’t many nymphs left. Nobody really knows what made us, and we aren’t all born at the same time. We come into existence almost full grown, so we tend to be really immature at first. Naive. We are usually tied to satyrs in various mythologies, but ‘satyrs’ are pretty much just male nymphs. What’s more, we usually have nothing to do with each other.”

“Okay.” Henry didn’t remember everything from school, or his discussions with Jason, but he was pretty sure that what Philana had just said flew in the face of some shit that some ye olde authors like Shakespeare had written.

Philana recrossed her legs. She said, “I’m not here to talk about satyrs or how they’re different than us, so I’ll just continue with nymphs. We’re all different, too, but also sort of similar. Some nymphs bond with a river or lake. Some with a tree. We bond to what we call totems, which give us long life and...ground us. Bonding with whatever a nymph is attuned to is how we grow. It’s what keeps us alive, what we’re born to do. If other nymphs are attuned for the same totem, we consider them family. I am a darkness nymph, but we are rare. In all my life, I have only met one other darkness nymph, and that was three hundred years ago.”

“What about the sex stuff?” said Henry. “That seems to be in all the stories.”

Philana raised an eyebrow. “You really don’t--what is that Terran expression--beat around the bush, do you?”

Henry decided to just be honest. “In my life, I’ve learned that being straightforward is really helpful to communicate clearly. Plus, you came to me, this seems to be a serious conversation, and part of it has to do with who and what you are, otherwise you wouldn’t be explaining all of this to me.”

“That...is...yes. Good assessment.” Philana sighed. “The truth is, I don’t like talking about this side of what I am very much. I think over many thousands of years, mortals have actually mixed up nymphs and succubi a bit because there is some crossover. The reality is that nymphs naturally do attract men, especially mortals. It’s something we can learn to deal with over time, but if we get upset, or really distracted, our control can slip. Some of us believe that the reason so few nymphs exist anymore is because the universe doesn’t have many secluded areas anymore. When a nymph is first born, she can’t control this power, doesn’t know...anything yet.” Philana looked troubled.

Henry finished the thought for her. “And a hot, likely naked chick with sexy powers is a lot more likely to be left alone to mature and survive in the middle of a big-assed forest, but not so much if she appears in the middle of a city, right?”

“Something like that, yes. Anyway, some nymphs have a very difficult time finding their totem, the element, or thing they can bond with. I have never bonded in my life, but I know exactly what my totem should be.” She smirked sadly. “I was dying when Dolos found me. In exchange for my service, my life has been prolonged. For several hundred years, I have worked as a researcher and assistant for Keeja. When I first met Jason and your other friends, I was new to my High Priestess power, and my emotions were in disarray.”

“Oh, I see.” Henry understood some of what Mareen had told him a lot better now. The version of Philana she’d first met had been different from the calm, intelligent, articulate woman that he was talking to now. “But you’re serious about this sexy power, huh?”

“Yes. Maybe it’s easier just to show you.”

Henry didn’t notice anything change at first, but then suddenly, he became aware of Philana in a completely new sort of way. She’d always been voluptuous, completely beautiful with clear skin and giant, exotic eyes a person could drown in. Henry had noted this before intellectually, but he wasn’t a teenager at the mercy of his hormones anymore, so that had been that. But now he noticed how her breasts strained her top, the little, alluring ways she moved her arms while she spoke. Her legs were amazing, and her lips were tantalizing. He began to wonder how it would feel to kiss her, to run his hand up the back of her neck into her hair, to--

With an effort of will, Henry averted his eyes and stomped on his rising lust. It wasn’t easy. A large part of him wanted to turn and stare at Philana, but he really didn’t like being controlled.

She said, “I am surprised that you were able to resist. It’s safe to turn now, I’ve suppressed it again.”

Henry slowly moved his eyes back to the horned woman, and relaxed when he verified she’d been telling the truth. “Okay, I understand the mojo now.”

“Yes. When I first accepted the...mantle, of a High Priestess, it was difficult to control, probably because I already deal with a natural set of restraints. When I was first born, I had a lot of difficulties because of this power. Men all wanted to possess me, and most women hated me on sight. The truth is that at my core, I can be a shy person, and I prefer to work on things in private. Dealing with attention is not comfortable for me. Learning to work with Keeja as a researcher of Dolos was actually not bad at all. The fact my job kept me alive was even better.”

“So you’re a nerd. A really long-lived, very powerful nerd.”

Philana pursed her lips before nodding. “Yes. That is not untrue.” She looked at him right in the eyes. “And now I will get to why I am here. Ever since I first saw you, you have fascinated me, Henry Sato. It took me a while to figure out why. You’re not ugly, but that means very little to me. All of your accomplishments and creativity are worthy of respect, but not admiration, at least not by me.”

“Now who isn’t beating around the bush?” asked Henry.

Philana smirked, and even without the mojo he’d just experienced, Henry would be able to understand why she’d had problems in the past. If Henry wasn’t married to a wonderful woman, she might have been even more tantalizing. That thought died in his mind as Philana said, “When I realized why I was gazing at you, it actually shocked me more than you would understand. The truth is that I could bond with you, as my totem. If I were to do so, my life would be tied to yours, but Dolos can’t keep me alive forever anyway. I would also prefer not to be tied to him anymore. This was all very sudden and unexpected, so I have had to do some thinking about it.”

“Oh,” said Henry lamely. “So what does all of that actually mean? How is it done? Why me?”

“All good questions. Bonding with totems that have a will is rare, but not unknown. I would need your consent, and I would need to hold a very simple ceremony steeped in the element of my nature--darkness, in this case.”

Henry narrowed his eyes. “Wait, didn’t you say that you hadn’t met many others like you? How do you know all of this?”

“Instinct.” Philana spread her open hands. “This is one thing mortals will never be able to relate to. From the time I understood that I existed, I also just knew certain things.” She absently tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and said, “To answer your question about why I am choosing you, it might be somewhat simple after considering all you have experienced. Henry, you have gone somewhere that no living person I am aware of has ever been to, or at least has ever come back from. You have experienced true, utter darkness, the kind that might not even exist in this three-dimensional universe. In addition to all of this, you have become a Darkness school mage, and you cover yourself with darkness every time you use your darksteel armor.”

Henry grumbled. “Before this conversation goes any further, what exactly is bonding? This is beginning to sound a lot too intimate, and I am a married man. If ‘bonding’ requires any kind of undressing, I have to say thanks but no thanks.”

“Your fidelity is admirable, but there is no cause for concern. I have already spoken to Mareen about all of this. This is common sense, she is your wife. She has given her permission for me to talk to you. In her words, she actually said, ‘Good luck with that.’”

Henry had definitely not been expecting any of this. “Really?”

“Yes. And what I am suggesting does not necessarily have to be anything more than a simple bond, impersonal tying of energies. Of course…” Her words trailed off and she began drumming her fingers on her leg. “I do not wish to reveal this to you, but I have decided to be completely forthcoming.”

“Just spit it out,” Henry sighed. Even after being told that Mareen had given Philana the okay to have this discussion, he was still feeling squicky. But at this point, he was also feeling morbidly curious.

“After bonding as a totem, there is a very high chance that an attraction will grow between us.” 

“So let’s say I agree to this, and let’s say I--we--decided to add you to my family. You are a High Priestess. I don’t see Mareen stepping down as first wife, but I’m not sure how it works, to be honest. What would happen?”

“I would be your second wife, of course.” She looked at him like he was stupid. “This is obvious. And it is not like you or Mareen are weak. I believe you both have much room to grow.”

Henry shook his head slowly. “So you would be content being a second wife to a mortal?”

Philana smiled. The expression was genuine, but her eyes were sad. “Henry, Nora Hazard is second wife. She could easily kill Tanushree Bobrik if she chose, but she is not only content with this arrangement, she is happy. As I have said, I spoke with Mareen about this...at length. She carries stress and worries beyond what you know. Having another woman in her family that she could rely on to deal with strangers would be a relief for her.”

“Oh.” Henry was not entirely surprised to hear this. “Mareen told you all of this? I’m not calling you a liar, it would just be really fucking inappropriate to be talking to you about this, alone, without making sure.”

“She already talked to me,” said Mareen. She noiselessly floated out of the shadows, but Henry was so used to that sort of thing lately, he didn’t even jump. His heart sped up for a second, though.

“Could you warn a guy before you pop out of nowhere?” He lifted an eyebrow. “You were listening in, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” answered Mareen. She didn’t appear embarrassed in the slightest. “I had a feeling that you would react this way.” As usual, Mareen’s speech was colder, more distant than it had been before. She’d really been through a lot. Henry was just grateful that she was still alive, and that deep inside, she was still the same woman he’d married. He just wished that she could see it that way herself.

Henry shook his head. “If you knew, they why would you talk to Twinkle Moon Cheek over here by yourself, not tell me anything, and make me think I was talking alone with another woman while she propositioned me to be her magical gigolo?”

“It’s not like that--” began Philana, but Mareen cut her off.

“I think I can handle this, High Priestess.” Mareen sighed, set down her hammer that she carried everywhere with her, and took a seat in mid-air. The casual display of power probably didn’t even consciously register for her. She’d mastered her blood magic astonishingly fast, especially while she’d been cooped up in their room back in Mensk.

“Oh, you can handle it, can you?” asked Henry.

“When it comes to you, I can always handle it.” Mareen graced him with a rare grin, and some of her old light returned to her eyes.

If Henry ever got a chance, he was going to kill the fuck out of the Deepwater Rose. Maybe that tentacled piece of shit would think twice about preying on emotionally vulnerable women if it got to chew on a nuke or two. He felt some of his suppressed rage about everything that had happened to his wife rising to the surface, and moved on. Mareen could always sense it if he started dwelling on that stuff. “Alright, I’ll give you a chance. Go ahead and convince me, hot stuff.”

Mareen smiled again. She said, “Practically since we first got married, I’ve been trying to explain my culture to you...actually, the culture of the rest of the universe. Terran women are both lucky and unlucky. It would be great to have a husband all to myself, but also pressuring, and tiring. From how you have described Earth, everything is very different. It’s scary, and violent, but there is a false veneer of civilization that everyone believes in. You trade pieces of paper that everyone just agrees has value. I was shocked when you told me about your divorce, Henry.”

“Yeah, I know.” Henry crossed his arms. “We’ve talked about this before. You’ve said what you think about it, and I agree with you. Monogamy isn’t really monogamy if people just go from person to person. It’s more like renting a partner.”

Mareen shook her head. “Ludus culture doesn’t really have the same kind of dating as your world. Yes, people date, but the goal is always moving towards marriage, or what is the point? Anyone can die tomorrow. If someone is just...playing around, that is wasted time.”

“Yes, I know. And people tend to move a lot faster and be more decisive on Ludus. But what about the High Priestesses?” asked Henry. He nodded at Philana. “Maybe not her as much, but Keeja hasn’t exactly hid the fact that she used to be a hoe.”

“That was her choice.” Mareen shrugged. “This is another way our cultures are different. Women are not judged for their choices on Ludus, but they are held accountable. If I had a friend who had played games and taken sport with many men, that would be her choice. But by the time she is middle aged, if she claimed she wants a stable family life and wants to be the first wife of a good man, and complained about her lack of options, I’d say she’d been foolish. From the way you’ve described your culture, it’s the opposite. People are shamed for how they choose to live their life, but are not challenged when the choices they’ve made directly contradict what they say they want for themselves.”

“Okay, so how is this relevant to what we’re talking about?” Henry was glad that Mareen was being so chatty, but he was also not sure where she was going with this conversation. Then again, she’d gotten awfully preachy before about Ludus versus Earth culture. Mareen was of the very firm opinion that part of the reason “Terrans” had such a bad reputation among the other civilized races was because of how dysfunctional the human home world was. “Remember it’s me you’re talking to. Don’t be subtle. Just lay it out.”

Mareen was silent for a few seconds before she stood up and finally spoke again. “You can be very rotting frustrating, Henry Sato. I didn’t want to be running our house by myself, and that was how I felt about it before. Things changed. That was when we weren’t nobles, with lands and businesses, and way before any of this.” She practically shouted the last word, and pointed at her blood-red eyes. Mareen drew her top lip back from her sharp teeth and hissed, “Henry, I love you, and I am very happy that you have been so patient with me, but the rest of the world is not as kind. Have you seen how people react to me? They practically rotting run away. Do you know what is worse than crying about this? Not being able to cry. I can’t deal with the public anymore, and you know it. More than that, I am a blood mage, and a Terran blood mage at that. If the Areva military knew about this, they would want to turn this planet into a sea of fire.”

“Okay, okay,” said Henry. He held up his open hands and made a calming gesture. The raw emotion in his wife’s voice had just been obvious, even to him. “So let me get this straight. Philana wants to bond with me, which will allow her to be free from Dolos’ control, and live for longer on her own. That would be all I’m agreeing to, but a side effect of the bonding might be increased attraction or something, right?”

“That is perhaps overly simplified,” said Philana.

Mareen shook her head. “It helps if you could simplify it for him.”

Henry held up a finger. “To even consider this, I have some conditions.”

“Speak,” said Philana. Mareen made a gesture to keep talking, too.

“Alright. I have some questions first. These are mostly simple questions with yes or no answers. Philana, will bonding with me affect me in any way other than what you just told me? Like will I get tired, or change in any way?”

“No.”

That’s a relief, thought Henry. He had to congratulate himself on taking all of this pretty well, but Mareen had made her intentions for their family damn clear from the beginning, and he hadn’t for a moment thought she’d been joking. Part of him had thought she wouldn’t be pushing for it anymore after Brecken had changed her. But he hadn’t considered how she’d see it from the perspective of meeting new people, or being nobility now.

Henry was old enough not to be easily swayed by the thought of having more women. He loved Mareen, and had meant what he’d said when he’d married her. Even with all the changes they’d gone through, he could still recognize something good, and Mareen was one of the best people he’d ever bumped into in his life. The fact that she truly loved him was still humbling. Knowing that he’d saved his future wife from goblins had been like something out of one of Jason’s goofy-assed comics, so it hadn’t even completely surprised him when the universe had shit on him to even things up.

Back on Earth, Henry would have rather gargled bleach than do anything to put his relationship in danger. But on Ludus, he felt even stronger about it. Continuing to fight Mareen on this issue might ironically put stress on his relationship. But they were all still human, so there were bound to be problems no matter what, either path they took. Having another person in a marriage would create some jealousy and drama, different culture or not. Henry just had to trust that he and Mareen would be able to figure it out, because this seemed like the path of least resistance. Unlike Jason, Henry could see the fucking writing on the wall.

But a High Priestess? He definitely hadn’t expected this. He’d made fun of Jason for marrying an alien, but at this rate, he might end up tied to two ladies with horns.

Henry asked, “If I say no to this bonding thing, will you be able to find something else to bond to, you know, for your life?”

Philana hesitated before answering, and finally said, “No. There is a possibility, but not a realistic one.”

This answer wasn’t completely surprising to Henry. If there had been other options, he didn’t think that Philana would have approached him so suddenly like this. He asked, “Has anything like this happened before?”

“Yes and no.” Philana sighed. “High Priestesses on Ludus have married orb-Bonded, or even mortals. There are examples of how to deal with it, at least on my end. But I am the first nymph High Priestess. My kind are rare, and it was just by luck that I wound up as Keeja’s assistant in the first place.”

“Speaking of Keeja,” said Henry, “I know that you got Biivan’s old powers. Is that going to change your personality or influence you in any way?”

“No.”

“If you bond with me, what does that actually mean? Will you die if we are too far away?”

“That is a good question,” Philana admitted. “I would be drawn to you, and the closer I was, the faster I would recover and be relaxed. It’s hard to explain. But yes, I would be very uncomfortable staying too long away or too far apart.”

“And this is seriously better than your current arrangement?”

Philana rubbed an upper arm with one hand. “Yes. Even with all the drawbacks, yes.”

Now it was time to ask the two most important questions. “If I let you bond with me is it a one hundred percent guarantee that there would be irresistible attraction or mating mojo?”

“Again, yes and no. For you, no. But for me, yes. Once I bond with you, since you are a living thing, I will have...feelings.”

Henry blinked. “That’s gotta be really fucking awkward for the nymphs that bond with bulls or dragons or whatever.”

“You don’t know the half of it. I’m sure there are some strange myths on your world about nymphs and such. The entire universe is full of these stories.”

Henry grunted in amusement. Then it was time for him to ask the most important question of all. “If I do this, what’s in it for me? Since you’re a High Priestess and work under so many rules, what kind of actual benefit would I get?”

Mareen narrowed her eyes at him, and Henry held up a hand. “The fact she’s beautiful and powerful are really fucking obvious, babe, but there are beautiful, powerful women all over this world. I’m not dumb, Mareen. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that your goal is for me to eventually marry Philana. You’ve already basically approved of it. But I don’t know this chick. I don’t know what she thinks about Mexican food, or whether she’d like Bourne Identity, or if she agrees that a cold mocha cappuccino isn’t real coffee, just a milkshake with caffeine in it. The point is that I don’t know anything about her, just that she’s hot, she has Biivan’s powers, and she needs me. I don’t want to fuck up our marriage, so I’m already being patient and taking a lot of this on faith.”

Philana made an odd circular gesture and said, “It is a good question. Honestly, there is not much that I can give that you actually need. Wealth? You are a noble and brother to a king. Knowledge? As you have said, I have restrictions. The future is uncertain. All I can say for sure is that as my totem, you will know that I will always be on your side. You will know you can trust me.”

Henry tilted his head. He felt honestly confused by the response. “You’re already on my side, though. And I already trust you.”

Philana smiled, a big, beautiful, uninhibited smile, the first Henry had ever seen her make. She turned to Mareen and said, “He really does have his moments, doesn’t he?”

Mareen had an amused expression as she answered, “Yes. He can be frustrating, but sometimes accidentally so sweet it will give you a toothache. If I’d been married to a different man after coming back from Brecken, I might have killed them.”

That was sure as hell news to Henry. He said, “What?” Mareen just shrugged, so Henry put his chin in his hand and thought for a while. He had a lot of faults, he probably knew that better than anyone, but indecisiveness wasn’t one of them. This was a chance to do something decent for someone who seemed to want to help him and his friends, who seemed sincere, and it wasn’t going to cost him anything as long as he could control himself. Big head had to be in charge.

He scratched his neck and said, “Alright, here is what I think. I’m going to go through with this, but my conditions are that neither of you talk about marriage or relationships unless it naturally comes up. Don’t force shit on me. My only goal right now is to help a friend in a shitty situation.” He turned to meet Philana’s eyes. “Philana, I don’t know you well, so whether you get the whammy or not, if you want something more with me, Mareen being cool with it isn’t enough. You need to spend time with me, and with the both of us. We need to have a friendship first, just like I had first with Mareen, and more importantly, I need to know we’re all going to get along. I will never knowingly do anything to fuck up my marriage. Making that mistake once with a shitty woman was bad enough, but I’m not gonna risk it with Mareen. If everyone agrees with this, I don’t mind doing this totem thing.”

Philana bowed formally and said, “I’ve heard and understand. You will become my totem, and we will begin official courtship.”

Mareen glided forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m proud of you,” she said.

“Whoa, wait wait wait,” said Henry. “Courtship? I didn’t say any of that. What the fuck?”

“Yes you did, love,” said Mareen.

Henry suddenly got a flashback to how Mareen and Uluula had ambushed him and Jason with marriage in the first place. Deep down, he knew he’d just been outmaneuvered again. Women are scary, he thought. It was a good thing that he was so sure he could trust Mareen, otherwise he’d be more worried.

 

Stars and Candles

 

Mareen and Philana wasted no time. The next thing Henry knew, he was standing on the deck of the Raising Hull with about half the crew watching. Stars twinkled overhead, providing the only illumination for the surrounding wild forest below. “Hold my hands,” Philana instructed.

“Okay.” Henry held his hands out. Philana’s hands felt much softer than he’d imagined they would be, since she moonlighted as a flying, energy-throwing demigoddess. The ceremony hadn’t required any prep, they’d just lit a couple of candles and placed them on the deck, but that had attracted attention and before he knew it, they’d had a crowd. Jason in particular was easy to see standing in the back with a seriously confused expression.

Mareen was next to Henry, and she seemed more curious than anything. She probably had no idea what exactly to expect, either.

Henry didn’t feel anything for a while, then he thought he felt a tingle in his fingers. Next, Philana moved forward slowly and asked, “Please look down.”

As soon as Henry’s head was lowered, he felt her forehead touch his. When he experienced another tingle sensation, Henry knew it wasn’t his imagination. As they were close, she whispered, “Thank you for doing this for me. I promise I will never be false.”

“Uh, alright.”

Philana raised her head and freed one of her hands. She gently put a finger on Henry’s chin and raised his head. “Under darkness, within the darkness, and through the darkness,” she intoned. Her hand drifted down until it was resting right above Henry’s heart, and he felt another tingle. As Philana held her hand there, Keeja noiselessly floated down from the sky, gently landing on the deck nearby to watch.

Keeja didn’t say anything, and Philana ignored her presence. Henry thought he saw her mouth twitch, though.

The tingle over Henry’s heart increased in intensity for a few seconds before Philana removed her hand. Next, she gently covered Henry’s eyes with her hand, and the way she shifted, he assumed she was covering her own, too. “Darkness is always here, always with us. We carry it everywhere we go.”

She removed her hand from Henry’s face, and gently took his hand in both of hers. She lightly pressed his palm to her cheek right over the moon mark there. “Both willing, bonded eternally. Nymph and totem.” This time, the tingle started at Henry’s forehead and traveled all the way down his body. He was sort of reminded of when he’d put on the ring and Mareen had used her necklace thing to become an indentured servant. The sensations weren’t the same, though. This one was also much stronger.

The tingles grew until they were about to become pain, then abruptly stopped. Philana lowered Henry’s hand. “It is done,” she said. “Thank you. Now I--I need to process…” The dryad-turned-High Priestess let her words trail off and floated off into the night, gradually gaining speed until she faded from view.

“What the hell just happened?” asked Nora.

“I’d like to know, too,” said Jason.

“It looked like they just got married. It was actually really beautiful,” said Uluula. When Jason turned to look at her with a lifted eyebrow, she shook her head and said, “It was. That was...intimate.”

“I think he’s looking at you funny because you just don’t usually say sentimental shit like that,” said Henry.

Jason moved closer to Henry and asked, “What was all that?”

“I don’t fucking know,” said Henry. He looked down at the back of his hand and slowly turned it over. On his palm, now he had a silver moon mark, the same as on Philana’s cheek.

“Congratulations,” said Keeja. She elbowed him as she walked past. “I didn’t think you would be smart enough to accept her request.”

Henry turned to Jason and said, “I think you’re next, man.”

“Wait a second! You didn’t really just get married, did you?” Jason looked horrified.

Henry just shook his head. “No, but I need a drink. Let’s go to the workshop. You coming, Mareen?”

His wife gave him an unreadable look before giving him a hug. She whispered, “Thank you for trusting me.” Mareen pulled back and at normal volume said, “No, I wish to talk to Uluula. Go have fun with your friend.”

“Works for me,” said Henry. He ignored the smiling goblins all around the deck of the Raising Hull. It might have been a trick of the dark, but Trask looked like he might have actually been crying. “Let’s go, Jason.”

“Seriously, what the heck did I just see?” Jason followed him down the stairs.

***

Jason watched Henry poke around for a while, patiently waiting for his friend to talk. One peculiar thing about Henry was how quick he was to act sometimes, but then slow to talk about things, at least seriously. Since Jason wanted honesty, not bluster, he waited.

Finally Henry said, “I don’t feel any different, but at the same time, I think everything has changed.”

“What do you mean? Did you actually just get married?”

“Nah, not that.” Henry formed some steel on the end of his finger and tapped on another piece of metal. “Might be later, though.”

“What?”

Henry looked up and shrugged. “When in Rome, right? We’re stuck in this fucking place, and more importantly, I chose to marry Mareen. She is never going to change her mind about how she thinks families should be run. Neither is Uluula, you know. I guess I just finally faced the reality. This bonding thing isn’t for sure gonna lead to that, it was just me doing something decent, being the Henry that some people might need, right?” He gave a shit-eating grin and turned to walk to a little magic-powered cooler. Henry withdrew a couple chilled meads and held one up. “Want one?”

“Yeah.” Jason thought he might need a drink by the end of this conversation. Something was really bothering him about everything going on, and he wanted to get to the bottom of it. When Henry had mentioned Uluula, he’d felt a deep flash of unease, so he had a pretty good idea of where the anxiety was coming from.

Maybe Henry was right. After all, they’d both only been married for a short time, but so far all the changes they’d gone through on Ludus had been fast and unexpected. It wasn’t a stretch for Jason to admit that this had been the most transformative portion of his life by far.

Jason took a seat and pulled the crimped top off of his mead. The glass bottle looked almost exactly like something he’d be able to find on Earth except the label was printed in Luda. He felt a flash of amusement thinking about how easy it’d been to remove the cap. Back on Earth, sometimes he’d had trouble. He hadn’t been orb-Bonded then.

“Alright, what’s going on, Henry?”

“Okay, so it’s like this.” Henry quickly explained the bonding he’d just done, and showed Jason the moon mark on his hand. Then he admitted where it might lead.

Jason shook his head. “But isn’t there a greater chance that this will mess up your relationship? Also, what about her feelings? Heck, what about Mareen’s? I don’t want to think about a broken-hearted Mareen, man. Like, we don’t talk about it, and God knows I don’t like to think about it, but if Mareen went nuts, she could hurt a lot of people. Hell, any of us could, but an out of control Mareen...”

“Yeah, I know it’s a mind fuck. But you’re still stuck in Seattle with some of your thinking, man. The way you’re looking at all of this is based on the morality and other shit of where we’re from. We married natives, dude. And we’re dudes. Women usually get their way. I know Uluula’s been working on you. You barely ever swear anymore, and I bet that’s not the only way she’s been putting her little claws into you.” Henry laughed and took a sip. “Someone told me a long time ago that a tree that bends doesn’t break. The girls have to bend to deal with us, so we are gonna need to bend too. I just bit the bullet. Nothing in life is guaranteed, but now that I’ve gone with the flow a little, I feel a lot less stressed about it. Actually, stressed is the wrong word. I feel like some tension with Mareen has gone away. Yeah, that’s a better way to say it. Most of the arguments I’ve had with Mareen after we got married were about this subject.”

“And what about Philana?”

“What about her? You know her better than me. My big head says she’s smart and seems to be very practical about all of this shit. Little head says she’s smoking hot and has an amazing set of tits. I’m not jumping into bed with her, much less marriage, but I’ve been involved with magic enough now to know that some of this stuff is bigger than me. Fighting against it is not only pointless, it can cause unnecessary problems. More importantly, if my family does grow, I’ll know that someone will be there to look after Mareen if something happens to me.”

That made Jason pause for a moment. What Henry just said had carried truth, but also stung a bit. “I’m your friend, I’d always be a friend to your family, too,” said Jason quietly. He took a drink of his mead.

“Yeah, and I appreciate that, but let’s be real, dude. If I kick the bucket, you might have already too. And also like you said, Mareen isn’t a normal girl. She’s packing some serious power. If she loses her shit, Philana is going to have a lot easier time dealing with her than you.”

Jason ruefully shook his head. “I know everything has truly gone sideways when Henry Sato is lecturing me on practicality, inevitably, and flexibility.”

Henry eyed him. “Really, Jason? Come the fuck on. I’ve already died, remember? Well, sort of. I shouldn’t even be here right now. It’s probably at least partly due to Tony’s power that either of us are still alive, but we can take the credit for some of it. Sure, I have my faults, but we’ve been zipping around on a flying ship that I built in a month.”

“You had a lot of help,” said Jason. Then he sighed. “Alright, maybe you’re right. I’m just freaked out.”

“By what? Polygamy?”

“Polygyny,” Jason absentmindedly corrected. “But yeah.”

“What’s the problem?” asked Henry. “I know what my hang ups were, but you’re not divorced like me. You shouldn’t have so many issues. Having more women is every guy’s dream, right?”

“At some level, probably,” Jason admitted. “But you gotta remember how I was raised. When I was young, surviving with my mom, I saw nothing but piece of shit men. My dad in particular was a waste of oxygen. I made a vow to be nothing like those guys. There are a few things I told myself I’d never do, never be a loser. So the thought of cheating on my wife really bothers me.”

“It’s not cheating if your wife tells you to do it, and your family grows,” Henry pointed out. “But one thing I have to admit I think the girls kind of gloss over is that it’ll probably cause fights and need adjustment time. I don’t care how different the cultures or species are, women are women.”

“If you know all that, then why are you going along with this?” asked Jason. He was honestly curious.

“Because like I said, if you know something is inevitable, sometimes just biting the bullet and getting in front of it is the best way to stay in control.”

“Or pretend you are,” said Jason with a chuckle.

“Exactly,” Henry said seriously. “If I already know something is going to happen, I’d rather go that way on my terms. Even if it’s all an illusion, your ‘tude is really important in life, dude.”

“Oh.” Jason didn’t know what to say to that. He just sipped his mead and lost himself in thought. He’d thought about it before, but he was glad that he was on Ludus with his best friend. Henry was prickly, and odd sometimes, but he had a talent for seeing to the heart of a problem.

Deep down, Jason feared that Henry might be right about all of this. But even though he’d married Uluula, Jason still hadn’t even had time to really accept that someone so amazing had wanted to tie her life to his forever. Then he wondered if at least part of his hangup might be rooted in insecurity. If he was honest with himself, maybe insecurity was a large part of the problem.

“This is pretty good mead, isn’t it?” asked Jason.

“Yeah, but I’d rather have a beer. At least it’s cold, though.”

“I hear you.” Jason finished his bottle and got another. Then he just sipped and thought. Henry left him alone and tinkered on something related to his guns. After a few more minutes, Jason asked, “You really don’t think we’re ever getting back to Earth, do you?”

“Not really, no. And even if we do, we’re different people now. Pretending different won’t change that. Like, I owe everything to some of the people in my life now. When I found out that Mareen was in that portal, before I went after her...” Henry angrily dashed a hand across his eye, hiding a tear. “I’ll never forget that.”

Jason nodded, thinking about all the terrible things he’d done. He held up his mead bottle. “Let’s toast to uncertainty.”

“Yeah, sure.” Henry clinked his bottle against Jason’s. “To uncertainty.”

Within the privacy of his own thoughts, Jason began to miss his mom and wondered what she’d think about everything going on. She’d probably like Uluula. For now, that thought was enough.

Diplomatic Immunity

 

Bezzi-ibbi looked over the side of the Raising Hull, lost in thought. The group was about to finally make it to Taretha, the capital of Tolstey. Bezzi-ibbi wasn’t a huge fan of the city. He should be looking forward to seeing his uncle Yanno-ibbi again, and he was, but he was also feeling somewhat melancholy. This wasn’t normal for him. It didn’t help that he knew exactly why he was feeling this way.

Now more than ever, he could understand why Mareen had done something as foolish as seek out the Deepwater Rose. His brother had been gracious about it, but he knew why Jason had excluded him from the mission at Fort Sulfur. What’s more, Bezzi-ibbi had to admit his brother had been correct to do so. Part of being a good Clan chief was knowing everyone’s strengths and weaknesses...and knowing your own.

Bezzi-ibbi had been able to see some incredible things already in his life. He’d been involved in literally making history and witnessing it unfold. By the time he reached adulthood, he’d be one of the most powerful Mo’hali on Ludus his age. But while traveling with demigods, and perhaps demigods in the making, he was beginning to doubt himself.

Everyone else was older than he was. Maybe if Bezzi-ibbi had someone his age to compare himself to, he’d feel better. Aodh O’Breen had been close before, but then he’d actually become a king. Bezzi-ibbi wasn’t jealous--if he felt even a hint of that in himself, he’d tear it apart with claws and teeth. No, he wasn’t sure what he felt, except a growing doubt in himself and the sense he was being left behind.

Bezzi-ibbi needed to keep up with his brothers to be the best Jaguar Troubadour ever born. He’d seen what had happened at Fort Sulfur from a distance, and felt very grateful to witness it, but he would have given his tail to be in the tunnels, to watch Liangyu die with his own eyes.

Luckily, he had a plan.

Uluula was no pushover, in personality or deed, but she had very little power of her own. Skill, yes. Power, no. Meanwhile, Bezzi-ibbi was a Mo’hali Hero. After that realization, what he needed, what he had to do became obvious. It would be dangerous, incredibly risky, but so had been putting on a Hero ring in the first place. Compared to that, this would be nothing. His greatest fear was the lost time he would experience, but that would be a small price to pay for the future.

“Hey buddy, you excited to finally be back in a city soon?” Henry-ibbi spoke English. He moved up to stand at the rail next to Bezzi-ibbi. “Don’t get me wrong, flying around is a hell of a lot better than driving around, getting ambushed by monsters left and right, but it’ll be nice to sleep on solid ground and actually get a cook for the boat. I figure you’d be happy to see Thirsty and your uncle again.”

Bezzi-ibbi forced a smile. “Yes. Plus, if any coded messages have come from my Clan, I will see them. The Jaguar Clan has dealings in Berber, but we use intermediaries there.”

“I’ve always wondered about that,” said Henry. “When I met you, we were in Mirana, which is not the biggest city, and Tolstey is weak compared to Berber. Your--our--Clan is pretty powerful, right? Why stay in Mirana?”

Bezzi-ibbi grinned. This was a question he could easily answer. “Hundreds of years, almost a thousand years ago, Tolstey was two countries, and Mirana was the capital of one of them. Most of the influential Clans already existed back then with bases in Mirana. After everything changed, because of tradition, many of the Clans kept their businesses in Mirana, or at least their chiefs lived there.”

“That doesn’t seem very convenient,” observed Henry-ibbi.

“It isn’t--wasn’t, but Mo’hali are very competitive. If a rival Clan is honoring tradition, others must too.”

Henry chuckled. “So everyone is always trying to out-honor each other, huh? I bet that gets even more expensive than comparing the size of your house or pool.”

Bezzi-ibbi nodded and flicked his ears in amusement. “Exactly. Many non-Mo’hali see us as adventurous, and rash, but the big Clans are strict, tightly restricted. My father is actually considered very radical and even dangerous by some. It’s one reason another Clan went through with attacking us around the time we first met. They’d convinced an ally Clan to look the other way.” Bezzi-ibbi’s expression darkened and he admitted, “I am hoping to get news about that after we are in the city.”

Henry nodded and said, “Your English has gotten really good, kid. If this Mo’hali Hero and Clan Chief thing doesn’t work out, you should move to Earth and be a language teacher.”

Bezzi-ibbi belly laughed. Some of the things his brother said were truly peculiar, sort of like his uncle Yanno-ibbi. Thinking of his uncle made him remember the risky plan that Bezzi-ibbi needed to set in motion after they reached the city. He quickly sobered. “Henry-ibbi, if I had to go away for a while, would you be disappointed in me?”

“Huh? That’s a dumb question. Nobody is keeping you here. If you need to go do something, we’ll just do what we have to do and come back to get you if you want us to.”

A weight that had been on Bezzi-ibbi’s heart lifted. “We are Family.”

“You bet. We’ve been through hell, kid. Literally. Nobody on this boat is ever gonna leave you behind, not even the goblins. They think you’re cool as hell, in case you didn’t know.”

That was news to Bezzi-ibbi. “What do--”

He was cut off by a noise behind him on the deck, a thundering boom and a loud chime. A wispy, undulating song came from nowhere. As he spun, Bezzi-ibbi saw a woman appear on the deck of the ship out of nowhere.

She was tall and willowy. Her skin was clear and dusky, practically glowing with health. A flowing garment made of beautiful--and obviously expensive--material shimmered as she moved, leaving her shoulder bare. Her hair had been done up in an elaborate style that left strands hanging down behind her, all tipped with little bells.

“Greetings, unknown flying ship. I can guess who and what you are from the messages I have received, but I still need to take this precaution. You can no doubt understand. My name is Smrithi Gongalu, queen of Tolstey. While it’s rude to discuss such things, you have a very large number of magic cannons pointed in your direction. In case you have not noticed, I am not really on board your ship. This is a projection. However, there is a glowing ring directly in front of my image. If anyone steps inside, I will be able to see and hear them. I would like to speak to your captain or your leader. You have two minutes to answer me.”

“She’s great at making an entrance, gotta give her that,” Henry muttered. “But two minutes? What if I had to put on clothes or something?”

Bezzi-ibbi watched in amusement and a little bit of horror as Henry walked directly to the circle, stepped inside, and said, “Two minutes? What if I had to put on clothes or something?”

“I suppose we might have had a problem then.”

Henry shook his head. “But seriously, two minutes? What if I was deaf, and didn’t hear your booms and doorbells noises?”

“If I really had to, I might have waited another minute or two,” said the queen.

“Then why give such a bullshit time limit in the first place? That’s setting yourself, or someone else, up for failure.”

The queen raised an eyebrow. “You must be Henry Sato. I have heard a lot about you.”

“Cool. I know next to nothing about you, but I gotta admit that other than the two-minute thing, I like your style. And we’re obviously here peacefully, otherwise we would have come at night and blown your city up.”

The queen narrowed her eyes. “That is a dangerous thing to say.”

“Yeah, well, that’s how it goes. You’re a queen, but I’m a noble now, and I’m standing on one of the most high-tech pieces of military hardware on this entire planet. I’ve got no problem being friendly, but seriously, two minutes? That’s just unreasonable and it’s still bothering me.”

“You seem to have a misunderstanding here,” said the queen. Her eyes glittered. “I understand what you’re doing. Why Terrans feel the need to constantly test me, I don’t know. But your status plus your ship do not make you my equal, not even close. Again, a misunderstanding. I do not need the city’s cannons to destroy you.” The sound of the low-volume singing rose, becoming jagged, insistent. A moment later, a solid bar of energy shot past the ship. The attack hadn’t been on the same level as the sort of thing Keeja could do, but if it’d hit the ship, they all would likely have not been happy.

Henry blinked. “Okay, that was impressive. You made your point, Style Queen. I’ll stop the flexing and just act super impressed and chill from now on. Since we’re going to be setting down in your city and whatnot, I just wanted to get a read on what kind of person you were.”

“Your friend Thirsty did, and said, practically the same thing when I met him.” The queen rolled her eyes. “I’m Ludan, human, but Terrans really do like to earn a reputation, eh?”

Henry shrugged. “I yam what I yam. But seriously, I could kind of tell that you were having fun with all the threatening and power displays. If you were a psycho I wouldn’t have played along.”

Queen Smrithi shook her head ruefully. “Well regardless, I’m glad that we understand each other now.”

“What the hell are you doing, Henry!” Jason yelled. He came running up from the stairs, hastily trying to button a button and buckle his belt at the same time.

“Can you hear him?” asked Henry.

“Yes. The sound from outside has crossed into the circle.”

“That’s sneaky.” Henry pointed at Jason and said, “But see? Not dressed. Two minutes is way too little time.” He sighed and held up a hand when the queen put a hand on her hip. “Yeah, yeah. I got it, Your Majesty. This is your turf, and you’re the real deal. Respect is earned, you’ve earned it.” Henry bowed.

Queen Smrithi sniffed. “Good. I know that you are envoys from the new king of Berber, so I’ll let it go. Plus, you probably don’t want me to charge you a weapon tax for a rotting flying ship.”

“Uh, you’re right about that, Your Majesty.”

Jason finally fixed himself and ran into the circle to stand by Henry. He practically radiated embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty.” He bowed. “I am--”

“Jason Booth, yes, I know. It’s fine, I was expecting your friend to be this way. Don’t worry, if I actually blew you out of the sky without provocation… On board are two personal friends of the king of Berber, and his fiancee, who is the Hero of Berber, it would be a major problem. That and Thirsty would likely mope around for a week.”

“Thank God for that,” Jason muttered.

“I like her,” said Henry. He hooked a thumb at the queen.

“Would it kill you to just bend a little with customs and protocol? Weren’t you just talking about being a tree that bends the other day? Why do you always do this?” demanded Jason. “You almost got us in trouble with Governor Holtz in Mirana, too!”

“Do what? It always works out, doesn’t it? I’m American. People expect me to be blunt.”

“There is no America here!”

“Yeah, but Tony is a king, of a bigger, more powerful country by the way, and he’s my buddy,” said Henry. He scratched his head and said, “Queen Smrithi seems pretty cool, too. She’d have to be when you think about it. I mean, could you imagine Thirsty working for her if she was a bitch?”

Bezzi-ibbi facepalmed. His brothers could really be stupid. Maybe in some way this was part of their charm, and might have helped them make such unique friends during their travels, but Bezzi-ibbi cringed. Second-hand embarrassment made his tail fur stand on end. He had been trained in protocol and state affairs ever since he’d been young. He wasn’t sure his brothers could be more wrong right now without being directly insulting or intentionally disrespectful.

“You two know I’m still here, right?” said the queen.

Jason went white as a sheet and swallowed. Henry said, “Oh shit. Can we just pretend this didn’t happen, Your Majesty? I promise to give you a gift that you’ll probably like. Blessed steel or something.”

“Perhaps. I’ll look forward to it.” The queen’s expression was severe, but Bezzi-ibbi thought he saw her eyes twinkle.

Bezzi-ibbi almost didn’t notice Philana approaching until she’d floated down right in front of him. He’d gotten used to traveling with High Priestesses, but the way they could suddenly appear still unnerved him. She walked to the circle that Henry and Jason were in and nodded in greeting. “Queen Smrithi.”

The queen’s eyes narrowed. “A High Priestess? I don’t recognize you, so I apologize that I do not know your name, your Holiness.”

In a deadpan voice, Philana said, “I have worked for Keeja the Ravager for some time. My station was elevated after Jason Booth here killed Biivan. For your information, Henry Sato and Jason Booth are both priests of Dolos, marked by Dolos himself. If you had destroyed this ship, I would have been within my rights to kill you and raze your city to the ground.” She smiled sweetly. “If I hadn’t, Dolos might have.”

“Oh, I see,” said the queen with a very straight face. “It is good that there was no issue, then. 
Perhaps in the future, while flying a military ship into another’s sovereign holdings, it would be wise to send a magic messenger bird or an envoy.”

“As you said yourself, you know this is an envoy, correct? I forgot mortal customs, but you are a fairly old and powerful orb-Bonded, yes? It seems you should have known.”

Henry put a hand on Philana’s shoulder and said, “It’s okay, Philana, Queen Smrithi’s cool. Let’s just land and have some cake or coffee or something.”

The queen raised her eyebrows at Henry touching Philana before turning back to Henry and Jason. “I am glad that you were able to visit. Hopefully the rest of your stay will be less...exciting.” She shot a look at Philana, not exactly angry or disrespectful, but not happy, either.

Philana smiled and bowed so slightly, her shoulders barely moved. “I am glad I did not need to kill you nor destroy your city, Your Majesty. It is much more productive to be friends. Keeja has told me that she’s been on friendly terms with the monarchs of this country for the last thousand years. I would hate to break that tradition.”

“Yes, of course,” said the queen. “Lord Henry, Lord Jason, welcome to Taretha. Please bring your ship to the large exercise field next to the palace and dock there. We have guards ready to watch over your vessel. I will see you all on the ground.” With that, the singing stopped, the vision ended, and there was silence on board the Raising Hull.

“Wow, you can tell she has a lot of experience dealing with difficult people,” said Jason. “No offense, Philana.”

“None taken.”

Henry whistled. “Wow. That was the most intense dick-measuring contest I’ve ever seen, and the people with the biggest dicks don’t actually have any.”

Uluula came up onto the deck from downstairs and asked, “I only caught a bit of that. Did Henry ruin everything?”

“I don’t think so, surprisingly,” said Jason.  “Henry, you learn and use more protocol. For fu--” He looked at Uluula. “For heaven’s sake.”

“Well, I was too busy making an awesome floating ship.” Henry scratched his cheek. “I’ll admit, I could have handled that better. The thing about the two minutes just annoyed me. Anyway, thank you, Philana.”

The High Priestess inclined her head. “I told you that you would not regret our bonding, my totem. But if anyone kills you, they kill me, too. I would lose nothing by destroying them.”

“Couldn’t you just go back to whatever you were doing before to stay alive?” asked Henry.

“No. That was a contract that I signed with Dolos. He used crystals of some sort, and those resources crumbled after I gained a totem. There is no going back, now. I am still a High Priestess, but no longer a slave.”

“Well, thank you,” said Henry. He eyed Jason. “What the hell were you doing below decks, anyway?” he asked. “Isn’t it too late for a nap? And we were nearing the capitol.”

Nora floated down from the rigging overhead and said, “I would bet that Uluula just got dressed too.”

“And?” asked Uluula.

“Nora. Where the hell have you been?” asked Henry.

“Watching.”

“Why didn’t you stop him,” complained Jason.

“I would have made a worse impression,” said Nora. “Henry is an attractive man. The queen would prefer talking to him more than me.”

“What the hell? I’m not a piece of meat!” complained Henry.

“Thankfully, on this planet you are,” said Jason.

As his friends continued to bicker, Bezzi-ibbi shook his head. He got up to find Trask. The unofficial goblin captain would need to begin taking the ship down so the landing would be smoother. Henry or Jason would have told Trask eventually, but this was one way Bezzi-ibbi could help his brothers.

Bezzi-ibbi mentally and emotionally began bracing himself for what was to come. His mind was made up, but this was going to be another difficult portion of his journey to become the greatest Jaguar Troubadour ever born.

Fateful Distractions 

 

Taretha was the nicest-looking city that Uluula had seen so far on Ludus. She made a face when she realized she wasn’t being very fair. By the time she’d seen Mensk, it’d already been ravaged by demons and cultists.

The ship had already docked, and curious onlookers from the city had practically flooded the area. Of course, the huge fences and other protection around the palace stopped them, and the practical army of Palace Guard on the inside of the gate, and Taretha city guard on the outside of the gate kept anyone from getting too close. It didn’t keep them from yelling questions, though.

“Who are you!?”

“What is that ship?”

“That man is very handsome! Is he already married!?”

Uluula shook her head. She would have liked to feel superior, considering this was a mostly human city, but the truth was that Areva people weren’t much different...just more subtle.

An official guide met the group and led them to a very large, very impressive-looking waiting room. The goblins had stayed on board the ship, and Henry had told them to stay out of sight. Nora’s guards had been left on the ship as well. They had really not been happy about that, but the three of them weren’t stupid, and understood how important it was to guard their cutting-edge technology...and their ride home.

So everyone that left the ship had included Henry, Jason, Mareen, Uluula, Bezzi-ibbi, Agnes the spy, and Philana. A few minutes after everyone had taken a seat to wait for whatever came next, Keeja and Enheduanna had showed up. The only person who hadn’t looked surprised had been Philana.

Keeja had absently waved, then the two of them had gone off into a corner, talking quietly. That development had been odd. Uluula felt disturbed. She thankfully didn’t have long to think about what it could mean before a tall black man dressed in a yellow toga with purple highlights burst into the room and yelled, “Henry!”

“Hi, Thirsty.”

“You’re alive!” Thirsty Zha Zha rushed forward and Henry barely stood before he was enfolded in a big, unrestrained hug. “I thought you were dead! We all thought you were dead!”

“Fuckin’ A. Didn’t you get an MMB? I sent one out to anyone who might have heard that I was dead.”

“That doesn’t matter. I thought you were dead at one point, fool. Let me hug you.”

Henry awkwardly patted Thirsty on the back. “Well, I’m glad to be alive, too.”

Then Thirsty stood and slowly walked to Mareen. “I know we’ve all changed, but some of us have changed more than others, huh? How you doing, girl?” He gently took Mareen’s clawed hands in his own.

She tried to smile, but the expression looked a bit sad. “Some days are better than others. But at least I have everyone here to help.”

“And you must be Nora Hazard.”

“Yes. I have heard about you from Aodh.”

“Aww, that’s sweet.” Thirsty smiled. “Aodh was one of the best. I’m happy he was able to find love. Being a king probably doesn’t hurt, either.” He moved in to hug Nora.

“Don’t touch me.”

Thirsty pivoted without missing a beat. He nodded and smiled at Uluula. “Hey fierce elf girl. What’s happening?”

Uluula nodded. “Thirsty.” The man was confusing as ever, but for some reason, she didn’t take offense when he said offensive things. Maybe it was a natural ability, or one learned through a lifetime of struggle.

Henry frowned. “Wait a second. Why can he call Uluula the ‘E’ word?”

Jason shrugged. “Not sure. It’s new to me, too.”

Thirsty hugged Jason and scanned the entire group. He stepped back and scanned the group. “You all look terrible. Like you’ve been through hell and back.”

“We have,” said Henry and Jason at the same time.

“Still, you threatened Queen Smrithi when you got here? Ya’all are crazy.”

“She said you did the same thing,” said Henry.

“Nah. I just poked a little fun. And besides, I do things with style. Your style is like… bull in a China shop, mixed with a little kung fu hustle and a dash of what the fuck.”

“Thanks, I think.” Henry’s voice was deadpan. “But I’m not Chinese, I’m Japanese.”

“I said ‘China shop,’ you know, with cute little cups and shit. And I’m a bad bitch, but you don’t hear me talking about it.”

“Does any of this make sense to you?” Jason asked Uluula.

“I don’t think it’s meant to.” Uluula didn’t bother pitching her voice down. “They’re both dysfunctional and this is how they are showing friendship.”

“Whatever, miss thang, all white haired and tiny and sexy,” said Thirsty. “Why do you gotta be all literal and analytical like that?” Thirsty flopped into a chair and crossed his legs, letting everyone see the high-heeled boots that he was wearing. “None of you all know how to dress with me gone. That reminds me, where is my clawed little man at? Where is Bezzi-ibbi?”

Uluula frowned. Now that Thirsty had mentioned it, she didn’t see Bezzi-ibbi anywhere. She said, “Maybe he left with Yanno-ibbi or went to find him. Agnes already left.”

“Who’s Agnes?” said Thirsty. “What’s with the old lady name?”

“Different world, and she actually is an old lady, I think,” said Jason. “She’s our new Berber Intelligence liaison.”

“So Gonzo isn’t here?”

“Nope,” said Henry.

“Can’t say I’m too heartbroken about that,” said Thirsty.

Uluula wasn’t surprised. Gonzo and Thirsty had worked well together, but never really warmed to each other. She was curious about Bezzi-ibbi missing and nobody knowing where he was, though. She would have thought that Bezzi-ibbi would have stayed with them, to meet the queen if nothing else. “Do visitors on diplomatic missions often just disappear?” she asked.

“Not really. But this is sort of like a waiting room or a meeting room. The queen uses it sometimes for people to hang out in a bit if they fly in, although this is the first time we’ve had a big-assed flying ship.” He nodded at Henry. “Your doing, right?”

“Yup.”

“Figures. But this area actually has guards everywhere. The queen and the guards know better than to breathe down your necks, what with you being ass-kicking nobles now and whatnot, and having some High Priestess divas with you, but it’s really not possible to just walk off without someone knowing. He must have met up with Yanno-ibbi--he’s staying here in the palace, you know. At least, he came here a few days ago when he found out that Bezzi-ibbi was heading to Taretha.”

“What about you?” asked Jason. “So do you live in the palace? You work for the queen, right?”

“Sorta, and yes.” Thirsty made a gesture and a butler standing in the doorway bowed and departed.

“What the hell was that?” asked Henry.

“I have a butler. The job comes with perks.” Thirsty sniffed. “I just ordered drinks. Based on what I’ve heard, and what you were constantly bitching about before, I made sure a fresh coffee will come out for you, Henry.”

Henry blinked and slowly nodded. “Okay, this place is cool, and I like Thirsty with power.”

“You are so easy to buy,” said Jason.

“Fuck yes, I am. After I found out that this fucked-up world actually has coffee, everything got better. Everything.”

Thirsty laughed. “Glad you feel that way.”

Uluula had to admit that she was also enjoying meeting old friends, even if she wasn’t sure she could ever bring herself to accept Thirsty completely. She definitely cared about him and wouldn’t mind if he were to travel with them again. But while her friends talked, Uluula’s eyes roamed the edges of the room, looking for flashes of Jaguar Clan fur, or any other sign of Bezzi-ibbi. Something was bothering her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was.

She began paying attention to the conversation again when Thirsty was talking about his new life in Taretha. He said, “So then the queen basically put me up in a badass mansion right next to the palace, with Royal Guards. Don’t get me wrong, I work my ass off every day, but she’s been good to me. She’s been super open minded, way more than certain people I could name,” Thirsty said and nodded in Uluula’s direction.

“I tolerate your presence well, I think,” argued Uluula.

“Uluula, can you tone it down?” said Jason.

“I am always proper.”

“Just, be nicer, please?”

“Being nice for no reason is how weak people act as a survival mechanism.” This was extremely basic knowledge that Uluula thought everyone would know. In the Naval Officer Academy, it’d been one of the first lessons, one that her family had already drilled into her. “I have fought with Thirsty, and we’ve shed blood. Being false or accommodating to weakness is not necessary.”

“Wow, your wife is a real charmer isn’t she?” asked Henry.

“She’s right, though,” said Nora.

“Holy shit, I forgot how everyone was in Delvers LLC. Ya’all could argue about whether donuts taste good.” Thirsty waved a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t really matter. I’m just glad you’re here.”

The servant from earlier bustled back into the room carrying a large tray with drinks. He bowed and went from person to person in the room, allowing them time to choose a glass, cup, or mug.

Henry grabbed some coffee, of course. Uluula eyed the drinks and chose something that looked cool and fruity. She took a sip just to make sure it was not alcoholic before putting it to the side and promptly forgetting about it. Staying alert and functional was important. Thirsty being here had put everyone at ease, which had probably been the point. They were all still acting as representatives of Berber, and this was the Tolstey capital.

She felt reassured that nobody had attempted to take her weapons away, and decided to ask about it. “Why were we all allowed to stay fully armed?”

Thirsty took a drink of some sort of fizzy amber liquid. “That one’s easy, for several reasons. Most of you are orb-Bonded, you flew a military ship down to ground, there are about a butt-ton guards everywhere around here, you have three High Priestesses with you,” he said, pointing at Philana, Keeja, and Enheduanna all talking in one corner, “and Queen Smrithi is

seventh-rank orb-Bonded.”

“Seventh rank? Seriously?” asked Jason. Uluula’s jaw dropped. Seventh rank? That kind of power might truly be approaching Holders at the High Priestess level. Not for the first time, Uluula wondered why knowledge of Artifices was suppressed on Ludus.

“Yeah. She’s amazing. I’ve made her my honorary drag mom,” said Thirsty.

“Here we go with all the drag stuff again,” said Henry.

Jason half-smiled at Thirsty. “You’ve really grown, really come into your own here, haven’t you?”

“How could you tell?”

“Part of it is a feeling, but you’re also way more self-confident than before. Maybe part of it is your skill growing. I’m assuming you made that stuff,” said Jason, pointing at the pouches on Thirsty’s belt.

“Oh you bet, and that’s very kind of you to say, darling.” He stood and did a turn. “The difference between me and many others is that I make adventuring look good.”

“You don’t adventure anymore, you live in a palace,” said Henry.

“Yeah, but if I was still out on the road, I’d be fucking fab. Believe it.”

“So are those weapons?” asked Jason.

“A little of this, a little of that,” said Thirsty evasively. “Speaking of which, I have some stuff I made for all of you. Just a little present to say hi.”

“You did say you were gonna do that,” said Henry. “Cool. I’m actually excited to see what you came up with.”

Uluula tuned out the conversation and tried to figure out what was bothering her. The feeling that she was missing something hadn’t gone away. Something was on the tip of her mind.

She felt like she hadn’t gotten any closer to what was bothering her before an attendant came through the doorway and snapped to parade ground attention. A woman walked in behind her. She was wearing opulent clothing, and was attractive in a way that was sure to turn heads on any world. She was so tall, she was nearly Jason’s height. Her outfit left a lot of skin bare, and not a lot to the imagination. Uluula didn’t approve in the slightest. She seemed very pleased with herself, too. Maybe she would be less smug with a jaalba shoved up her ass. The woman announced, “I am Cora, Queen Smrithi’s seneschal. Her Highness is ready to see you now. Please follow me.”

Thirsty inclined his head at the seneschal. “Cora,” he said. Uluula noticed his cool tone, not exactly unfriendly, but not warm, either.

“Thirsty.” Cora’s acknowledgement was similar.

The entire group got up and followed Cora. Uluula barely paid attention. She had her jaalba in one hand, its weight comforting. Her other hand snaked into Jason’s and he gave her hand a squeeze. He could likely tell that something was bothering her, but he was leaving her alone.

Bless that man. Terran or not, she’d married well. Once he finally got over his silly Earth-based morality, he’d be perfect.

The opulent palace halls passed by, and Uluula still couldn’t rid herself of the strange feeling. In fact, it kept growing stronger. In the back of her mind she noted that the Tolstey palace wealth and art definitely paled in comparison to Berber, even with the recent reconstruction.

It was a petty thought, but she couldn’t deny how she felt.

The walk to see the queen took longer than Uluula expected, but she couldn’t fault anyone for that. The palace was laid out how it was laid out, after all. Meeting the emissaries of a foreign country where they landed was probably not a good look for a queen, no matter how powerful or connected they were...or how nice their flying ship was. And rooms had different functions. Uluula assumed they were heading to the queen’s audience chamber.

Guards along the way eyed them, but Uluula thought she caught a hint of fear, too. That would be wise. Jason might not be able to figure out how to limit break again yet, but he had dueled a High Priestess. Henry had come back from the dead. Their adventuring party had effectively taken over a capital of a country and put one of their friends on the throne. With the facts laid out like that, Delvers LLC probably sounded like a very scary group, and that was without seeing Mareen for the first time.

Uluula desperately hoped to never have Mareen as an enemy. One day the rest of the universe might find out about Mareen’s existence and try to do something about it, but there was no use worrying about it right now.

Finally, the group reached the audience chamber, or throne room, Uluula amended. The room was set up similarly to the throne room in Mensk. A big room with a large chair at one end seemed to be fairly standard among sentient beings all over the universe, so it wasn’t surprising.

The queen sat on her throne, singing a little melody to herself. At first, Uluula thought nothing of it other than the queen might be a bit eccentric until she saw the glow by the queen’s face. On a closer look, Queen Smrithi had a box floating in midair that she was looking into. Uluula could only guess what the queen was doing, but it looked like some sort of specialized magic, and actually reminded her of the tools that Enheduanna generated out of mid air.

“Welcome, guests from Berber,” said the queen. Cora moved forward to join her next to the throne. Everyone but the High Priestesses bowed, even Henry.

“You may stand.”

Henry seemed to be scanning the guards ringing the room and grunted. “You’ve got Thirsty working overtime, huh? All the guards are wearing the same kind of enchanted clothing that you and Cora are wearing. It’s some really tough stuff. Color me fucking impressed.”

Cora glared daggers but didn’t say anything.

The queen said, “Governor Holtz gave me a detailed report on every member of your group, as well as a report of your meeting. This information was added to after Aodh O’Breen took the throne of Berber. But I am still constantly surprised. While I will admit it is disruptive to have someone act this way, I must ask, Henry Sato, how in the world can you tell what is and is not enchanted?”

“Oh, I’ve been using my Mind Whip. Plus, I just increased my Magic Perception skill, so I can sort of feel whenever anything is enchanted or has magic kapowie now.”

“Did any of that make any sense to you?” The queen directed the question to Cora and Thirsty.

“No way, but I’m used to it,” said Thirsty. “Henry’s Henry, but he’s usually right about stuff with magic and whatnot.”

While her friends and the queen kept talking, dancing around discussing anything of any real importance, Uluula furiously spun her mind, trying to isolate what was bothering her. She’d learned a long time ago not to ignore feelings like this; it was usually part of her mind trying to tell something important to the rest of her.

When had she started feeling this way? Right after she’d realized Bezzi-ibbi had left their group, right? She’d seen him get off the ship, and he’d seemed normal, in fact, maybe even more cheerful than normal.

Oh no. That’s it, she realized. Horror dawned on her. The last time she’d seen that sort of expression on Bezzi-ibbi’s face had been right before he’d put on the Hero ring.

“Bezzi-ibbi!” she blurted. “He looked the same before, and then he put that ring on! Remember? Back at the Jaguar Clan?”

Behind them, another procession of people came into the room followed by even more guards. “Bezzi-ibbi? Where is he?” Uluula turned and saw that it was Yanno-ibbi talking. Bezzi-ibbi’s uncle looked much as before, with a prosthetic leg, and walking on a crutch. Uluula had gotten good at reading Mo’hali expressions on Ludus, and could see happiness in Yanno-ibbi’s face, but also concern. He’d heard her.

“What do you mean?” asked Jason. Behind him, the queen looked irritated on her throne, but Uluula didn’t care.

“Bezzi-ibbi! I spent a lot of time in a cell with him, remember?” She mentally cursed herself. Bezzi-ibbi had already put his life on the line in the past, so she couldn’t imagine what he was doing, making that same expression again. “Before he put on the Hero ring, remember how he was smiling really wide? He came to see all of us, then he put on that damned ring.”

“He’s not here,” said Henry. “I thought he found Yanno-ibbi and went off with him. We were surrounded by guards.” Henry nodded to the Jaguar Clan man and said, “It’s good to see you. Sorry everything is fucked up as usual.”

“Where is the Clan heir?” asked Yanno-ibbi. His voice was calm but his claws were moving in and out of his finger pads.

A bell started to ring.

“Report!” said the queen.

A guard ran in from a side door, bowed, and said, “The Chamber of Artifacts has been breached, Your Majesty!”

“What!?”

“Chamber of Artifacts? What the hell is that?” asked Henry.

“Oh no,” said Yanno-ibbi. He turned to another Mo’hali in his group, a Jaguar Clan woman that Uluula didn’t recognize. “Isn’t the Primal Archway, the Archway of the Ancestors kept there?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Something is happening, guards, arrest them,” shouted Cora.

The queen shook her head. “Shut up, Cora. Everyone SHUT UP!” She shouted the last command, and her words actually made Uluula feel like she had physical weight on her. Then the queen stood and she sang. The melody was hummed, and wasn’t particularly loud, but pierced the stone walls and Uluula felt like it ran through her too.

“None of these people have ill will,” said the queen. “The locks on the Chamber are still intact. Everyone follow me, as whatever is happening seems to be connected to everyone here.”

“If she could just do that, why didn’t she just sing a fucking song to begin with?” asked Henry.

“Truth Hisser,” muttered Yanno-ibbi.

The queen turned and cast a baleful eye at everyone in her throne room. “Everyone follow me. I’m not going to say it again.”

Enheduanna giggled, “Excuse me, little miss queen, but--”

“You too, Duanna. All of you High Priestesses, get your asses over here. I’m not going to be bullied in my own throne room. Besides, I’ve had tea with you and Keeja for decades. Stop trying to muscle me around in my own home or I’ll stop listening to you complain about each other when you come to visit.”

“So unreasonable,” muttered Enheduanna. She patted her hair, spun and said, “Lead the way, oh queen!”

“Yes ma’am,” said Keeja.

“Wow, she’s a real ruler, huh?” said Henry.

“You better believe it,” said Thirsty. “Queen Smrithi is a bad ass. Now let’s go follow her because I want to find out what the hell is going on.”

Uluula’s gut roiled as she moved with everyone following the queen. Guards came running from every direction, flanking Smrithi and boxing in all of her guests. Please, Bezzi-ibbi, I hope you didn’t do anything stupid. Jason was the most important person in her life, but Bezzi-ibbi was also precious to her for different reasons. The Mo’hali boy had ceaselessly worked to keep her spirits up during the worst time in her life, confined in a cell on an alien world. Neither of them had known what would happen to them, and their jailors had been cruel, but Bezzi-ibbi had never wavered.

The poshly dressed, self-professed Jaguar Troubadour was one of the most positive, courageous people Uluula had ever met on any world. “But that’s part of the problem, isn’t it?” she said under her breath.

Risky Business

 

Bezzi-ibbi carefully watched his friends as they walked off the Raising Hull, heading to some sort of richly appointed waiting room. This was not Bezzi-ibbi’s first time in Taretha. He’d been to the city several times, and as the heir of the Jaguar Clan, he’d been in the palace, too. In fact, he’d stayed in the palace before. And ever since Bezzi-ibbi had been young, he’d liked to explore.

He looked down at his clothes and frowned. His outfit had been appropriate to meet the queen so his friends wouldn’t suspect anything, but now he had to get his beautiful purple suit dirty. Meanwhile, most of the Delvers LLC group were so fashion-blind, they wouldn’t have noticed anyway. His caution might have been unnecessary, but what was done was done.

The moment he saw an opening, Bezzi-ibbi ducked to the side and unsheathed his claws. He sprang to a wall and scampered up. This was going to be the riskiest part of his plan, breaking away from the group. Luckily, Henry, Jason, and even Nora all had so much attention on them, it’d been easier than he’d hoped. The High Priestesses were bringing up the rear and largely being ignored. He was almost sure that Keeja actually saw him leave. His stomach dropped, but she didn’t say anything, though.

If he survived this, he would need to remember to write a poem for her.

Bezzi-ibbi quietly ran from roof to roof of the palace outbuildings. He’d almost immediately taken off his shoes, which he’d hated to do, but sneaking was much easier with toes and claws. It was ironic that his mothers had condemned his exploration over the latter half of his life. During the first half of his life, most of his hunter skills had truly been learned from his mothers. Henna-ibbi in particular had been impressive--still was. Henry-ibbi was lucky to still be alive. If Henna-ibbi had put her heart into killing Henry-ibbi the first time they’d met, he would have died for sure.

He reached the main palace and crept down a wall, keeping his Hero field extended about a claw’s length from his skin at all times. Bezzi-ibbi had no doubt that the palace had great security. When he’d been young, the guards had not been on high alert and he’d just been a harmless child. Now things were different, but being a Hero had other perks, too.

After reaching a window to a seldom-used privy, Bezzi-ibbi listened intently, trying to make sure the area was clear. Then he formed a tool he’d specifically thought up for this purpose, and cut a hole in the window. The security in this part of the palace was mostly magic-based, but also partially mechanical. All the kingdoms on Ludus employed talented engineers to invent new Ludus-friendly technology. In this case, the windows were wired for an alarm.

After the hole was cut, Bezzi-ibbi formed a new tool using his quicksilver arm, a long, thin probe that he bent with a thought after it was through the window. The switch to deactivate the alarm was much too far away for a normal person to reach, much less if they didn’t know where it was. But Bezzi-ibbi’s makeshift tool was perfectly shaped, and he could change its form at will. In only a moment, he’d made the window safe to open.

Then he was inside. 

Bezzi-ibbi carefully closed the window behind him and reset the alarm, for propriety if nothing else. That done, he prepared for the second-most risky portion of his plan. He glued himself to the privy door, listening intently for footsteps. After a long breath, he opened the door and dashed across the hallway. His quicksilver arm was already fashioning lock picks in case the storage room door had been locked, but he got lucky. The door opened easily and Bezzi-ibbi swarmed into the room, slowly shutting it behind him. His heart hammered in his chest.

There were two reasons he needed to find this store room. He grabbed a sack and threw some basic clothing into it, and other odds and ends in the storage room that might be of use. The legends were very clear about a few things, and he wanted to prepare as best he could. He had his pride to think about. Then he opened one of the built-in closets at the far side of the room, and carefully removed the false top.

He’d discovered the ancient ducts over the rooms and hallways of the palace when he’d been a child. When he moved his head up to look around, he grimaced. They were a lot smaller than he remembered them. This was not going to be fun.

Bezzi-ibbi didn’t consider himself claustrophobic, but after this little adventure, he likely wasn’t going in any tight spaces for a while. His whiskers drooped with dread, but he’d made up his mind already. Turning around in the tunnel was going to be impossible, so first he got up into the little duct, then moved directly backwards, over the opening above the closet. Bezzi-ibbi reached down with his claws extended to close the closet doors again, and grabbed the false top from the tunnel ahead of him, replacing it too.

The tunnels had been very, very dark when he’d been young, so this time he’d come prepared. He’d actually borrowed the magic-powered hand torch that Mareen had gotten in Mirana after she’d registered for an adventuring company. Bezzi-ibbi grinned. Most of the artifacts of Mareen’s time with Henry she kept on her person. For instance, the dagger she’d taken from Jeth still rode on her belt like it always had. Her trip to Brecken hadn’t seemed to have affected it at all.

The machete hadn’t fared so well. Bezzi-ibbi was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to know this, but he’d seen it in some of Henry-ibbi’s odds and ends in his workshop. Now it was warped, mangled, and looked scarred. As far as Bezzi-ibbi knew, Mareen hadn’t asked about it, and Henry was obviously not in a hurry to fix it.

Mareen’s hammer was precious to her; she carried that everywhere. But this hand torch she hadn’t cared about and Bezzi-ibbi had snagged it a while ago. The team had better magic lights, but this one’s dim beam was actually perfect for this sort of work.

Bezzi-ibbi’s shoulders filled the entire little tunnel, or duct, as he shimmied forward. The bag he’d taken from the storeroom was tied to his foot with a piece of rope and he dragged it behind him. If he didn’t have such a good memory, and didn’t still know these tunnels so well, he would have been hopelessly lost. There were enough hidden entrances that he probably wouldn’t have died, maybe. But it was still uncomfortable, tight, and hard enough to breathe even before the clouds of dust his movements were kicking up.

He avoided thinking about getting stuck. If he thought too much about that, he might lose his nerve. Getting stuck would be very, very bad. If it happened, he didn’t know if it’d be more embarrassing to die, or get caught.

Then of course he got stuck. The crawl space must have narrowed, and he’d tried to push through, but couldn’t go forward anymore. The claws on his toes scrabbled against the stone, but there wasn’t enough to catch on, no leverage. Moving forward that way might just make things worse, too. As an experiment, he tried to move back, but he didn’t have enough leverage. His hands didn’t have enough friction on the stone since he had to push straight rearward. Any sort of upward force just made him feel more stuck. He felt short of breath and a little dizzy.

Bezzi-ibbi concentrated on breathing for a moment, which just drove home how he couldn’t fully fill his lungs. He fought panic. Fear was a hunter’s worst enemy. It was fear that killed as often as claws and teeth. While he was bigger than he had been as a child, he’d changed in other ways too.

He bared his teeth and willed his quicksilver arm to elongate, snaking up ahead. Then he fashioned the end into a flat head with multiple sharp tips, sort of like a rake. With that end on his stretched arm, he slowly scratched it back toward him until the sharp tines caught on a crack. He hissed in hope, then concentration, slowly feeling around the crack with his transformed “hand”, deepening his anchor until he could slowly, painstakingly pull himself forward. Finally, he was able to move a tiny bit more freely again, and he tried to slow his heart, keep his breathing normal. If he got worked up and started breathing too rapidly, he might get stuck again.

Fighting fear in the dark, pressed in on all sides by the rocky walls, all of his mental battles were as difficult as actually physically moving forward. His dim light shone ahead. Mo’hali had good night vision, but the light was comforting. Bringing it had been a really good idea.

As Bezzi-ibbi crawled and pulled himself forward, he focused on moving rather than the possibility of getting stuck again, or the way he couldn’t turn his head. He occasionally looked at the walls of the duct. The entire palace was made of solid stone, and the way the walls looked melted reminded Bezzi-ibbi of how Henry shaped stone. When he’d been young, he had thought that maybe the tunnels had been made for children to escape the palace, but now he was not so sure.

Governor Holtz in Mirana had been able to turn into sand. Maybe at some point, a king or queen of Taretha had been able to easily move through these ducts, using them to appear unexpectedly. This was an interesting thought, and he kept examining it. Thinking about the tunnels’ origin helped Bezzi-ibbi not think about how it felt like he was being crushed by a mountain.

Finally, he reached the little door in the floor he’d been looking for. This quirk of the Taretha palace seemed to have been a secret lost to time until a bored Bezzi-ibbi had happened upon it.

The Chamber of Artifacts was one of the most heavily guarded rooms in the entire palace, even more than the armory. The legends seemed to agree that because Tolstey was where most off-worlders were transported to, and where Dolos had begun a number of experiments, it used to have the highest concentration of strange artifacts on Ludus.

What’s more, Dolos had been far more interested in Mo’hali Heroes up until about five hundred years ago. Various oddities had been scattered around for Mo’hali Heroes to find--hidden in ruins or dungeons. When the country of Tolstey had been formed, all the artifacts that had been considered too dangerous to leave out for people to find had been moved to the palace and locked in the Chamber of Artifacts.

This had been one of Bezzi-ibbi’s very favorite places to sneak off to and explore when he’d been a child. He’d never been stupid enough to touch anything, but he’d loved to creep into the room right under the guards’ noses and examine everything from a distance. And it was because he’d been in this room before that when he’d read about the Archway of the Ancestors, and had seen a sketch of it in a textbook in Mirana, he knew he’d seen it before.

Over the years, he’d idly wondered what it would be like to go into the archway, but the price was far too high, even if he managed to get into the Chamber of Artifacts again. Only a handful of Mo’hali heroes on Ludus had ever successfully used the Archway.

Bezzi-ibbi wasted no time once he was into the room. This room was so heavily guarded, even his Hero field wouldn’t prevent detection for long. Bezzi-ibbi grabbed another artifact he’d identified in his studies, took a deep breath, and walked up to the arch. This was it. One more step and he’d be fully committed.

There was only one thing left to do. Bezzi-ibbi withdrew a packet of letters he’d written. One went to the queen, an apology note. He’d also written one for his family, and one for his brothers. Hopefully they would understand. This move was not just about them, or even about himself. He’d made a promise to Rark-han, and as he was now, he wouldn’t be able to realistically honor it.

Bezzi-ibbi placed the packet of letters in an obvious spot, still being careful not to touch anything in the room. Then he squared his shoulders and growled a laugh. “No risk, no reward, eh?” It was something his brother Henry-ibbi would say.

He took a final step forward through the archway. A flash of light washed out the room, and Bezzi-ibbi was gone.

***

Jason was impressed. The area that the queen of Tolstey had led them to was old, much older than any other part of the palace he’d seen. Artwork had been carved deeply into the stone. Jason thought it was interesting how most of the people in the artwork were Mo’hali. In the newer portions of the palace, most of the artwork showcased humans.

“This is the Chamber of Artifacts,” said the queen. “Everyone stand back.”

Cora herded everyone away from the queen. “She’s serious. You will die if you are too close.”

“What about her,” asked Henry.

“She already knows she’s going to die.”

“What?”

Queen Smrithi held out a hand and sang a single piercing note. The door flashed, and a pair of footprints glowed on the floor, about two feet in front of the queen. She grimaced, stepped forward onto the prints, and changed the note of her song. The door flashed red, and a box of shimmering energy sprang up that surrounded her. Then it filled with fire as dozens of sharp metal spears shot from the walls and impaled her.

Jason gasped. Those spears had been full of deadly magic.

The fire cut off, the barrier faded, and Smrithi fell as the doors began to open. Each door clearly weighed thousands of pounds and was over a foot thick of solid metal. On the floor between them, Smrithi’s blood spread out in a pool of crimson, surrounded by char. Henry and Jason rushed forward, but Cora held out a hand. “Stay back!”

With a start, Jason realized that he could still hear the queen’s clear note hanging in the air, and his jaw dropped as it changed, growing in volume and complexity. Queen Smrithi rose from the floor. A green and purple glow spiraled around her, and she floated further upward. The grievous injuries she’d sustained healed in a few seconds, hair grew back out, her burns mellowed, then the rips in her clothing were fixed as well. Only about half a minute after being struck down, reduced to a torn, bloody mess, Smrithi stood whole again. Even her outfit was clean. The only evidence that Jason hadn’t just imagined it was all the blood on the floor. She quirked an eyebrow and said, “I am very difficult to kill.”

“No joke,” said Henry, clearly impressed. “You helped design this lock, didn’t you? To get in, either a group would need to be willing to sacrifice someone with the skill and power to open the fucking thing in the first place, or they need to be OP as fuck like you.”

“If I understand your meaning, yes.” The queen gestured to her guards. “Inner Guard, search the room. Be cautious.”

The guards saluted, then quickly but smoothly entered the room. Jason could tell that some were orb-Bonded, or at least powerful mages. His psionics magic had been coming in handy a lot lately. It didn’t work the same way as Henry’s Magic Perception skill, but Jason had been getting a lot better at sensing the unseen world around him.

For several minutes, everyone stood out in the hallway, not looking at each other, just staring at the open doorway. Jason could hear other people breathing, and quietly gathered his power. He was ready for anything. A sense of unease was growing in the pit of his stomach. The more he thought about it, the more he knew Uluula had been right. Something had been off with Bezzi-ibbi. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

Finally, the guards left the room. One of the oldest shook her head. “Nobody was inside. We did a complete sweep. Someone was definitely in there before, though. There were scuff marks in the dust. Apologies but we were not able to find out where they came from. We found a note. More than one note, actually.”

Another guard wordlessly handed the queen a package. With a stony face she rifled through it, and withdrew three envelopes. “One is for me. One is for the Jaguar Clan. And one is for Henry and Jason.” She opened the one to Henry and Jason, shrugged, and folded it up again. Then she handed it to Henry before ignoring everyone else around her to open the note addressed to her.

Henry took a look at the letter. He rapidly scanned it, shook his head, and handed it to Jason. “It’s addressed to you too, dude.”

Jason accepted the note and immediately knew why the queen had passed it on. It was entirely written in English, with the careful blocky letters of someone new to the language. Bezzi-ibbi’s command of grammar was impressive, though. He’d misspelled some words, but Jason was able to easily make out what it said. He automatically fixed the text in his head.

It read:

Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi,

Please don’t be angry at me. I needed to do this. The letter I gave the queen makes it clear that this was my choice and that I acted alone.

I don’t know how long I will be gone. In case you don’t already know, I’ve entered the Archway of the Ancestors. This means in one week to a month or two, I will come back older. Time is different in the Archway. If I am found worthy, I will come back older, wiser, and stronger. But if I’m not worthy, I’ll come back older, but missing all of my memories. The price of failure is years of my life. I’m sure that my family will tell you more.

This was something I had to do. I’m growing too slowly to be of help, and this is not acceptable. I made a promise to Rark-han. It’s still not time to tell everyone all of what he told me, but my mission is important for all Mo’hali and I will need to go to Jallen soon. If I come out of the Archway with no memory of what happened, I will still try to do right for Rark-han. Maybe if I was unworthy, I will still be a stronger Hero.

But Henry-ibbi, Jason-ibbi, don’t worry about me! This is much safer than using the Hero ring before. I don’t know what to expect since all the Mo’hali who have been worthy have been sworn to silence about the Gateway. However, I believe I am going to be the greatest Jaguar Troubadour who has ever lived. It is worth the risk.

Jason-ibbi, Henry-ibbi, making you my brothers has been the best thing I have ever done. I love my Delvers LLC Family, and I can’t wait to hunt with you again.

-Bezzi-ibbi, Jaguar Troubadour

Jason looked up with misty eyes. “There’s another page here. Did you see it?”

“Yeah,” said Henry. “He left us one of the songs he’s written so far.”

“Did you read it?”

Henry nodded. “It’s fucking terrible.”

Jason sighed. “I hope he’s going to be alright.”

“Me too, but we should probably worry about us right now. The queen looks like she’s about to be done with her note, and she doesn’t look happy.”

Jason carefully folded the letter and put it in his pocket. He had a hard time imagining the Queen would not want to know what it said. He also needed to find out about this Archway of the Ancestors as fast as possible.

“This day really went to hell fast, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“What does the letter say?” asked Uluula. Her voice was patient, but her eyes were frosty.

“Oh, oops. Here you go,” said Jason. He withdrew and handed her the note. “You can pass it to Mareen when you’re done, I guess. It’s addressed to me and Henry, but Bezzi-ibbi wouldn’t mind.”

“What about me?” asked Nora.

“Can you read English?”

“Mostly.”

“Then Nora too.” Thirsty coughed meaningfully and Jason signed. “Fine, anyone who wants to see it if they can read English. Bezzi-ibbi didn’t put anything super sensitive in there, and I have a feeling everyone will know what happened soon anyway.”

“Never a rotting dull moment with you people, is there?” asked Nora.

“That’s pretty fucking fresh coming from you, Hero of Berber,” said Henry.

Nora seemed to think about that. “Good point.”

Trio of Trouble

 

Jason shook his head and ruefully thought, This is completely bananas. He was worried about Bezzi-ibbi, but something even bigger seemed to be afoot now.

The queen had been hammering out orders to seal the Chamber of Artifacts, eyeballing Henry and Jason in a way that let him know she was about to interrogate the heck out of them, when two messengers had come running up, out of breath. The guards had let them through immediately. They must have been powerful, respected, or both.

After whispering to the queen, the blood had drained from her face and she’d immediately walked away with them. The members of Delvers LLC had been led to another room, where Agnes had joined them. She hadn’t known what was going on either, any of it. After filling her in about Bezzi-ibbi, the group had sat around for about thirty minutes before they’d been summoned to a huge room with a big round table in the center.

The moment he’d walked through the door, Jason had intuited what the room had to be. He wasn’t sure what they called it on Ludus, but this was a “situation room.” Basically a large conference room to hash out plans in case something really went sideways. Based on how nervous and stressed out the nobles and aides sitting near the queen were, there was definitely a problem. Bezzi-ibbi disappearing wasn’t enough to justify this.

When Jason and his friends walked through the door, the queen said, “Delvers LLC people, Nora Hazard, sit down, please. I don’t have time for formalities. Cora, go to that side of the table and tell them what is happening. I have reports to read.” With that, Smrithi picked up a sheaf of papers and obviously dismissed them.

Jason shook his head. Queen Smrithi seemed to be incredibly tough, even within a world that seemed to breed tough women. She’d just been mortally wounded in a hallway about an hour ago. Hell, maybe she’d died. There were multiple things going on, the Jaguar Clan was likely already wanting answers about Bezzi-ibbi, and something new seemed to have happened, but she was sitting at her end of the table like a calm island in the middle of a storm. She was efficient, direct, and seemed to be delegating like crazy.

The queen was scary as hell.

Cora moved over and said, “Please sit.”

“Everyone leave a space next to Jason,” said Henry.

“Why?” asked Cora.

“Me and Nora can sit farthest away. We have the best hearing.”

Cora didn’t say anything further, just sat next to Jason. As she did, Jason looked around the room. Thirsty was nowhere to be seen. Jason didn’t know if that was a good or a bad sign. The High Priestesses were nowhere to be seen, either. He wondered where they’d disappeared to.

“We are at war,” said Cora.

“Wow, she really doesn’t beat around the bush, does she,” said Henry. He was far enough away that he had to use a normal speaking voice, and some of the other nobles around the table shot him unfriendly looks. None of them said anything, so Jason assumed the queen must have given them some sort of warning earlier.

Jason asked, “Can you explain, please?”

“Yes. We have received word today that a large force is heading to us on the ocean. With sailing ships.”

“I thought that was almost impossible,” said Jason. As far as he knew, ships only sailed across the ocean at great risk, and even then, they didn’t travel with more than one or two, max. There were giant ocean monsters, and the more ships there were, the harder it was for water mages to hide from them.

“It should be impossible, but they are there,” said Cora. “Queen Smrithi verified it. They are Fideli from the Fidel continent.”

“Fideli!?” asked Jason. “But how? Why now?”

“This is what we have come together to discuss, and to plan for the worst.”

“Do we know they are hostile?” asked Mareen.

“Good question,” said Uluula.

“Beyond the fact that they are Fideli?” asked Cora.

“Yes. Rotting humor us,” Nora answered. Jason knew she’d been trying to behave as she probably imagined a Princess Consort should, but Aodh was part Fideli, and Nora was very protective of him.

Cora sighed. “They have already destroyed at least one scout ship, maybe two. After learning about the fleet, all of our assets on the ocean were contacted and two did not respond. Also, when the queen attempted to project her image to talk, much like she had with you, her sending was attacked, then jammed.”

“Oh,” said Mareen.

Jason said, “Why are we here, though? Don't get me wrong, I'm concerned, but we are nobles of a foreign country. This isn’t really our fight, right? We’re on a mission.”

“The reason we’re here is fucking obvious, dude,” said Henry. He was speaking even louder than before, and others further down the table didn’t try to hide their anger. Henry was either oblivious or didn’t care. “This is Tolstey, remember? The queen may be powerful as hell, but third-rank ‘Bonded are hot shit here, it’s not like Berber. So not only are we fourth rank, we also have a big fucking flying ship. With guns.”

Finally, one of the nearby nobles spoke. She was an older woman, dressed in finery, but carrying a very practical-looking short sword with a hilt that poked up over the table. She sneered, “The orb bounty is still in effect. Perhaps if we took your life, our country would have--”

She froze, still as ice, but her fingertips vibrated like she was fighting against it. Her body was rigid as her eyes moved towards the queen. Smrithi said, “Chesna, I warned you. You’ve always been stubborn and stupid, but this is directly disobeying me and putting Tolstey at risk. I could kill you right now and none of your spineless friends would even lift a finger.”

The queen turned to stare down another noble at the table. “Francisca, take your loud-mouthed cousin to her room, and confine her there. If she isn’t there when I come calling on her, both of you will not be in my good graces.”

Then the very quiet and shaking Chesna was released from whatever had held her. She left the room with her cousin without another word. The queen said, “You seem to be caught up now, Henry-ibbi and Jason-ibbi.”

Oh hell, she’s using our Jaguar Clan names, thought Jason. He knew where this was heading.

“You are the highest-ranking Jaguar Clan Family in my kingdom right now, did you know that?”

“Here it comes,” muttered Henry.

“Since the Jaguar Clan lives in and does business in my lands, you have ties to Tolstey and your actions have consequences. Your young friend Bezzi-ibbi hadn’t thought of this. Granted, he probably hadn't expected the country to enter a state of war after he trespassed into a restricted area and put the entire palace in danger."

"So...what, Your Majesty," Jason hastily added. "Because we are technically Jaguar Clan, you believe you can mobilize us?"

"In a word, yes," said the queen. "I have no rights to your magnificent ship, since that is a Berber military vehicle." At Jason's surprised expression, she quirked her lips and said, "Tolstey has spies too. But your inclusion in the Jaguar Family may not directly make you my subjects, but it does mean whatever you do is directly reflected on the Jaguar Clan. If you refuse to help this country in its time of need, it will likely have negative consequences for your Clan."

"That's if the country is still standing, and still has the same government," said Jason, voice cold.

"True. Is that a risk you are willing to take? Especially with your young friend still within the Archway of the Ancestors?"

“That’s cold,” said Henry. Jason privately agreed. The queen’s move had been shrewd, though. He could respect her intellect and ruthlessness.

Nora said, “It’s true that Bezzi-ibbi is here and might come out of that arch thing whenever. If bad girls take this place over and we aren’t here, what happens to Bezzi-ibbi?”

Henry said, “Yeah, but all of that was still cold. It was unnecessary. You could have just asked us to help, lady,” he told the queen.

The surrounding nobles bristled, and Henry said, “Oh, fuck off, table leeches. We’re being strong-armed into fighting for you bunch of blue bloods. Go ahead and kill me for hurting your feelings. If we die, we can’t help you with your war.”

“I am not trying to blackmail you, Lord Henry,” said the queen. “This was just so we can understand each other.”

“Oh, so now it’s Lord Henry now, not Henry-ibbi? I don’t like being told what to do. When Dolos tried that shit, I told him to go fuck himself, and you sure ain’t Dolos.”

A new voice cut through the room. “And yet, simple little Terrans still always do what I tell them. Eventually.”

“Oh, him again,” said Nora.

Jason didn’t want to look, but he turned anyway. Dolos strode through a doorway that had been closed a moment ago. The thick wood had just fallen apart into a loose pile on the floor.

“Lord Dolos!” exclaimed the queen. “Everyone bow!” she hissed.

“Fuck that, Dolos already gave me the D,” grumped Henry.

The nobles all around the table shot to their feet in terror, bowing in the general direction of the advancing Dolos. The giant hardwood table looked like it was melting ahead of where Dolos walked, falling apart just like the door had. His passage very obviously marked the straight line he was making for Henry and Jason. “The Terran-spawn queen should talk to those I am meeting with after I am finished,” said Dolos. “This is almost a waste of my time as is, but it would be even more insufferable if I had to hand out orders to uppity mortals like treats to a dog. ‘Do this, do that!’ So tiresome.”

Then, just like Jason had experienced before, the flow of time stopped. A paper that one of the panicked nobles had dropped and had been falling to the ground was frozen in midair.

“Lord Dolos,” said Jason.

“Oh, the day has finally come where the mortals dare address me like some lowly feudal-nothing, mortals playing dress up and pretending at greatness. It is a dreadful state of affairs.”

"What do you want?" asked Henry. "We still have years before we need to fight for you, right?"

Then Dolos did something Jason had never seen or heard before. The tall, bald, stone-crowned Griseus let loose a genuine laugh. He grinned ruefully and said, "Mortals attempting to know the minds of Gods and flows of the universe. So much assumption and hubris!”

Jason said, “Just let him talk, Henry. Yelling at him, threats, nothing will have any effect.”

“Even Terrans can cultivate a surprising kernel of wisdom occasionally.” Dolos floated into the air and assumed a cross-legged post. His multi-colored outfit fluttered from a non-existent breeze. “My research cannot wait anymore. Everything has changed. The second Great War is coming. Because word has spread fast, my sister Apate has demanded that our contest take place early, the franstha. This is within her rights, though. The confluences of the universe make it most convenient for her creations to be transported here in five to seven days, on the Teteth continent. The wild lands south of the Inland Sea will be the location of your encounter.

“There are other promising research groups on Ludus, but with your quaint new ship, you are the only group that will get there fast enough to meet Apate’s representatives. You are also priests of Dolos. If you die, your death will allow me to take further actions than I otherwise could. If you win, it will bring more glory to my work on Ludus. It is truly a cunning strategy, only possible because I am the Great God Dolos.”

“And what---” Jason began.

“No dude,” said Henry with a shake of his head.

Henry was right to urge caution. If Henry Sato was worried, it was probably best to stay mute. But in that moment, Jason didn’t care. Everything, all of this was so unfair. “What if we, I dunno, break down mid flight. Maybe never make it there,” Jason challenged.

The mark on Jason’s shoulder burned as Dolos looked directly at him. “There are ways to make my tools work. But your prices were paid. If mortals go back on their deals, so can gods, yes? Henry Sato’s mother was cured of cancer. What if she became ill again?”

“You asshole,” whispered Henry. The Asian man began to shake.

Dolos made a brushing-off gesture and said, “Of course, there is no pain, no coercion, no threats, nothing unpleasant if you just do what you’ve promised to do anyway. I hate dealing with Terrans. Everything is a struggle. Even Fideli do not challenge natural leadership so much, they understand strength.”

Nora suddenly spoke up, and Jason was reminded that she’d been included in the bubble of frozen time with him and Henry. “Excuse me, mister, uh, Sire Dolos, thank you for giving me that rock earlier. It helped me shut down the portal.”

Dolos fidgeted with his crown. “Gratitude from Terrans? Will wonders never cease? My will is complex. By using the tool you were given, you did the will of Dolos.”

“If it’s all the same, I still want to say thank you,” said Nora stubbornly. “So thank you.”

For once, Dolos didn’t seem to know how to respond. Jason took the opportunity to ask, “Is there anything else?”

After a dramatic sigh, Dolos continued, “There are two more things that brought me down to this stinking, squalid Terran breeding warren. Because of the return of the enemy, and because my research needs to be sped up, I am freeing the High Priestesses from many of their rules. They may fight each other. Once a day they can act, instead of once a year or with permission.

“High Priestesses will be allowed to fight and even kill each other on Ludus starting tomorrow. Each of the most promising groups of orb-Bonded on Ludus have their own High Priestess watchers. This should generate better data.”

That bit of information floored Jason. He couldn’t imagine Keeja fighting other High Priestesses, but this could be a reality in the near future.

“Is that all?” asked Henry sarcastically.

Dolos turned his glittering eyes, and in rare form, spoke directly to them. “No, Henry Sato. There can always be more. Priests of Dolos are fair game for High Priestesses, too. Lastly, monsters will no longer be prevented from attacking settlements, towns, or cities.”

“Oh,” said Henry.

“Your attached High Priestesses have much greater freedom to talk about restricted topics now,” said Dolos. “Focus on generating the best data you can.” His voice grew deadly serious for a moment. “The work done here could save the rest of the universe. Time is nearly up. This is our last chance to create an edge to combat the enemy. I have been working toward this moment for many millennia. Being premature will not be enough to make me fail, I swear it!”

Then Dolos took one more look around. He left the room, back straight. The moment he’d left the room out the door he’d ruined, the flow of time resumed. All the bowing nobles around the remains of the table fell into their seats like they’d been pushed.

“You just had to open your fucking mouth, didn’t you, Henry?” snarled Jason. A knot of stress was forming in his back, and he could feel the vast sea of his rage swelling below the surface. This was bad, very bad. He knew it wasn’t really Henry’s fault, but earlier that day, he’d just been heading toward a simple meeting on behalf of his friend, about to visit a few more friends in Mirana before heading home. Now… this.

“Yeah, sorry dude,” said Henry. Then he turned to the very quiet, wide-eyed queen. “Got any coffee, Your Majesty? We need to have a chat.”

Jason said, “I’m sorry, Henry. You’re not who I’m really mad at. This is basically a really crappy golden handcuffs situation for us. Stuck. Sucks. It’s just…”

“You don’t have to tell me, dude,” said Henry. "But what's golden handcuffs?"

"Financial term. Don't worry about it."

Queen Smrithi said, “It has been over one hundred years since I’ve seen Dolos. We should all consider ourselves lucky to still be alive.”

Henry said, “Your Majesty, speaking of that, you aren’t gonna like this, but we need to go on a trip before we can help you.”

“We will discuss it in private,” said the queen.

All eyes in the room were on their portion of the table. Henry turned to Jason and said, “You know what I said to you a few days ago about being rich and life being easier now?”

“Yeah.”

“I take it back. Mo’ money mo’ problems.”

“That’s something I can definitely drink to,” said Nora. “Cora, I would like to try some coffee too.”

The queen slumped back in her chair and rubbed a hand across her forehead. “Cora, go get these people some drinks. I would like an ibuprofen, too.”

“They have ibuprofen here?” asked Henry.

Jason shook his head. He felt a small hand land on his wrist. “You are going to tell us what just happened too, yes?” asked Uluula. She frowned. “Also, I would like a wine.”

“Of course,” said Jason. He laughed.

“What a shitty day,” said Nora. She flicked a finger. “Hey you, shiner. Cora, right? I want a lychee iced tea.”

“Why does this shit always happen to us?” asked Henry.

“I dunno,” said Jason. “But I’m in a really bad mood now.”

“Talking to Dolos does that,” agreed Henry. “You ready to fight a High Priestess again?”

“Not if I can help it,” said Jason. Some of the remaining nobles sounded like they were choking on their tongues.

“You might not get a choice, my dude,” said Henry.

Mareen glared at Cora and her eyes flashed bright red. “Coffee for my husband,” she ordered.

“Mo’ money mo’ problems,” repeated Henry.

Side of Cautiou

 

Aodh rested his head in his hands and groaned. What was that phrase Henry always said in English? That’s right. “This fucking sucks.”

“Huh?” asked Tanushree.

“Nothing.”

Aodh stared down at the paper on the table in front of him. He was taking a short break from work to draft a letter to Mareen and the rest of his friends. With each passing day, he missed them more, but he hadn’t planned to actually send them an MMB before. Now he had to at least send Mareen a message, though. Her father was alive. Aodh was keeping it a state secret for now, but when Mareen got back, she’d find out. If Aodh didn’t tell her when he could, she was going to be angry.

Angry Mareen wasn’t something he wanted to think about before she’d gotten red eyes and horns. Not only that, he really owed it to her. He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like if a friend found out that his ma or da were somehow still alive and didn’t tell him about it.

Which reminded him of his missing family. At the end of the day, the members of Delvers LLC were some of the only people he truly trusted in this world. There wasn’t anyone else on the planet who was better suited to help him figure out where the heck his family was...if they weren’t already on a mission he’d sent them on. Aodh was getting a headache.

Tanushree watched him do nothing but stare at the paper for a minute, and said, “Maybe you can come back to the letter. Are you ready to make a decision on the tax issue?”

“Yes, I think so, I just need--”

A light knock at the door interrupted him. After the door opened, a woman in Berber livery was revealed. “Your Majesty,” said the messenger. She bit her lip. “I apologize, but this message is urgent.”

“Come in,” said Aodh. What now? he wondered. It was always something.

“Your Majesty--”

“Taylor, right?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” She was an average-looking young woman, her only stand-out features being the fact that she had no stand-out features. The Intelligence recruiters had found her at a young age, an orphaned wind mage, and trained her to be one of the best messengers in Berber. “Your Majesty…” Her voice trailed off and she handed Aodh a message rolled into a waterproof tube.

Aodh opened the message, not sure what it would be, just expecting more work. As he read the message he held his breath until he was done, exhaling explosively. He wordlessly handed it to Tanushree and sat back in his chair.

Tanushree let out a sound of distress. The report stated that Hanana had been attacked, from across the ocean. Fideli. They had to have come from Accendo or Berkash...but how? Traveling across the Divide Ocean was impossible for a fleet. The report stated that Hanana, the Areva country to Berber’s northwest had already been subdued. Now all that was left were small pockets of resistance.

“This is bad. Really bad.”

“Yes.” Aodh might not have completely understood a few weeks ago, but now he did. There were a lot of Fideli on Ludus. What’s more, Berber really didn’t have much of a military to spare. Most of Berber’s soldiers were stationed at the mountains, containing the portals, otherwise what came out of them would overrun the country, then the continent, and maybe eventually the world.

Tolstey was over the mountains, not a threat. The Areva country of Hanana and the Mo’hali country Jallen to the northeast were aware that Berber kept the portals threat contained. Berber guarded and protected its borders, but by unspoken agreement, the other countries didn’t invade. They didn’t help, but they knew better than to pull Berber’s military away from their primary mission.

But the Fideli that had just taken over Hanana might not know or worse, might not care.

Dozens of possibilities ran through Aodh’s mind, problems he would need to solve. But another thought rose too--this was a legitimate emergency. Once the Berber nobles learned of this, they’d panic. If war came to Berber, they might lose their cushy lives, or even worse, be expected to fight. Maybe something positive could come from this news. If Aodh was ever going to push through some of his more radical plans, this might be the perfect scenario to do it.

He steepled his fingers. “Taylor,” he told the messenger, “give me paper for messages. I need you to hand-carry them before I do anything else. One is going to Rekkla of the Gobskulls.”

After the messenger handed over the paper, Aodh bent to write a quick, concise message to his goblin admirer. Rekkla was going to be thrilled. Not only were her people about to become Adom, this meant she was likely going to end up marrying Aodh. Aodh was okay with it. Rekkla would always be wild, but she had a good heart, and adding a member of the Adom to his household would helpfully help deal with some of the bigotry he’d been uncovering in Berber.

“Who is the other message going to?” asked Tanushree. “Are you going to activate levies, or call on the nobles to donate forces, or ask for funds?”

Aodh shook his head. “All of that can wait for later. In fact, if we act too soon, I’ll have to fight everyone in the House of Lords. Let’s let them think all that stuff is their idea.”

Tanushree nodded, lips pursed and eyes narrowed. “Smart. So where is it going?”

“Thato Jacobs. He doesn’t have anything to do, and he can’t go back to being who he really is since he’s ‘dead.’ Maybe I can offer him a job.”

“Mareen still doesn’t know he’s alive,” said Tanushree.

“I know, but hopefully she’ll forgive me. See, I just thought of something. We need more people anyway, but maybe now more than ever.”

“What?” asked Tanushree.

“Since the Fideli from across the ocean can sail here safely now for some reason, maybe they hit other places too. Remember what Dolos said and what he’s been doing? Stirring up conflict? I need to prepare for anything. We’re talking about Thato Jacobs. If I had one of the most capable adventurers ever born working for me, I’m sure we could figure out somewhere for him to serve.”

“You’re thinking more and more like a king every day,” said Tanushree with approval.

“I know,” said Aodh sadly. “But it’s a lot sometimes.” He got done writing his messages and handed them over to Taylor. Each tube clearly had the recipient printed on them. She bowed and hurriedly left.

Tanushree watched her go and said, “You might not want to be so free with how you talk around others, Aodh.”

“It doesn’t matter, at least not with her. If she was a spy, she carries some of the most important messages in the country. It’s not like she’d need to hear me talk about things to steal secrets.”

“I guess, that’s true,” Tanushree conceded. “But are you truly expecting the Fideli to attack? Fideli and Areva hate each other. Maybe they’ll stop. Or is this about…”

“You mean the fact that I look Fideli?” Aodh smiled without humor. “That’s part of it. I still don’t know about my parentage, at least not how it’s royalty. My family isn’t here yet to ask. I can’t blame some of the nobles for thinking that it’s suspicious. If I don’t actively prepare to defend the country, which is smart anyway, the nobles--Treesdales at the very least--are going to spread rumors that I’m working with the invaders.”

Tanushree nodded. “I’m sorry, Aodh. It hasn’t even been long since you took the crown.”

Aodh chuckled darkly. “Henry and Jason haven’t been on this world long, and look what they’ve done. It’s okay. We have to live every day like it’s our last, right? That’s why I kissed you that first time.”

“You did more than kiss me, Your Majesty.” Tanushree grinned.

“Yes, I did. And I’d do it again.” Aodh tried to smile back at her but the expression fell. He was so, so tired.

“What’s wrong? I mean, besides the obvious.”

Aodh sighed. “‘Shree, I’m worried about my friends, I’m worried about my family, I’m worried about the people... My gut is telling me that something really bad is happening, something big. I trusted my gut even before I got this magic. Now, I can’t afford not to.”

Tanushree didn’t say anything, just let him think in silence. Finally Aodh said, “Maybe it’s nothing, maybe we have nothing to worry about, but I want to send a message to Jallen. We were hoping that the Asag cultists were destroyed, but I feel like all of this is connected. The way Fort Sulfur was wiped out might even be related.”

“What are you going to ask for? Aid?”

“More than that. A partnership. Jallen, Havana, and Berber have pretty much stuck to themselves for the last hundred years, but things change. I hope I’m not right, but…”

“I understand,” said Tanushree. “You should hurry up and finish your messages to your friends then, too.”

“Yes,” Aodh agreed. “Because if anything else is happening on this continent, Henry and Jason are probably already involved or will be soon. Nora too.”

“You may be right, but at least Nora can fly really fast. She’s a survivor and she’ll escape.”

“Maybe she could, but would she? Really?” Aodh shook his head. “You know her as well as I do. She’d curse the entire time, and tell anyone who’ll listen how bad of a person she is, but she would never leave if the helpless needed her.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Tanushree. “She’s a rotting hero. They all are.”

“That’s part of the problem, I think,” said King Aodh Anthony O’Breen. He leaned back in his chair again and stared at the ceiling. Out loud he said, “Please be safe, everyone. I’ll do my job here, I promise. But my gut is telling me we need you. Please come back, everyone, please don’t get hurt.”

The terrible burden of authority suddenly made Aodh feel like he weighed a million pounds. Everything going on, all the items that needed his attention, the looming possibility of war, uncertainty, all of it weighed on his conscience. And above everything else, he feared he’d sent his friends and his fiancee to their deaths.

Aodh began to silently cry, and Tanushree quietly moved closer to him and held him. All the stories about farmers becoming kings hadn’t mentioned the crushing responsibility, sleepless nights, or assassination attempts. Aodh wished he could be back on the farm, but with his friends and loved ones, eating delicious food and singing around a bonfire.

It was a moment of weakness. After gently pushing Tanushree away, he swallowed and centered himself again. He’d traveled with some of the best people he’d ever met, and he had the honor to call them all friends. “Okay, he said. Let’s get back to work. Also, let’s get Gonzo up here. We need a plan to deal with the nobles. Berber is going to have a goblin army whether they like it or not.”

Forlorn Hope

 

Teresa bowed her head as the taskmaster walked by. She sat listlessly, eyes blank the way she knew they wanted her to. Scum, she thought. They hadn’t broken her yet, but she couldn’t let them know that. Of course, once they gave the order, the damned ring around her finger would compel her to fight for her captors just as completely as it suppressed her power now.

Shock troops, disposable shock troops. That’s what the survivors of Hilil had been reduced to.

By a stroke of luck, or maybe fate, her friend Yata had been herded onto the same ship with her before setting sail across the ocean. Yata didn’t have as much energy left as Teresa, but part of that might be because of how badly their Fideli captors had treated Areva prisoners. As a human, Teresa seemed to oftentimes be ignored by the Berkashians.

She scuttled deeper into the hold, trying to hide in the shadows. It was tragic how many of the prisoners were orb-Bonded, now reduced to slaves in filthy rags. Each of them bore a tattooed ring around their finger, tied by magic to the collar mark of a Berkashian Centurion.

In the corner of the hold, she leaned her shoulder against the wall and the rocking of the ship put her to sleep. She woke up with a start as someone else sidled next to her, an Areva woman she’d never spoken to before. She had dusky skin and cautious eyes.

While Teresa had been sleeping, Yata had sat next to her and also fallen asleep at some point. Even filthy, wounded, and dressed in rags, Yata looked like an important person. Teresa nudged her friend awake. Yata blinked owlishly and immediately noticed the newcomer. “Who are you?”

“I am Cynami.” She inclined her head. “Yata. I didn’t want to approach you any earlier in case…” She let her words trail off. Up close, Teresa could see the marks of torture and other cruelty on Cynami’s skin. One of her ear tips had been cut off.

“Who are you?” she asked again.

“Hilil Intelligence.”

“Neu-goats taste terrible,” said Yata.

“But they are better with salt,” said Cynami, completing the passcode.

Yata nodded. “Your prudence was wise. Thank you. You’ve made contact, but now what?”

“We have to warn them,” said Cynami.

“Who?”

“Hanana. This invasion fleet has almost arrived. Our Areva brothers and sisters--”

Yata grunted. “Hanana has already fallen. Fililsa still stands, but the country is conquered.”

“How do you know?” asked Cynami.

“I just do. It is not important.”

Footsteps on the deck above halted their conversation for long minutes before Cynami said, “Your Royal Highness--”

“Don’t call me that!” Yata hissed.

Cynami bowed her head and warily eyed the nearby slaves, but none had moved. As usual, most seemed to be sleeping as much as possible. “Yata, I have been tasked with a mission.” She lowered her voice further. “I can break one suppression ring.”

“What?” Yata’s entire demeanor changed. She leaned forward. “How?”

“It is not important. You need to escape to warn Hanana. If not Hanana, Berber. The Berkashians must be stopped! They have chosen to ally with cultists and true-demons!”

Yata breathed laughter. “How can anyone stop them? They have been planning this invasion for a year. I doubt most of the people on the new continent will even register the threat is real at first, much less react appropriately. But then again, how could they know that the Berkashi queen fights with shock troop slaves and demons, or that she has the support of High Priestesses?”

“No, Yata, I agree with Cynami. What they really need to know about are these,” said Teresa. She pointed at the damned ring mark on her finger. “They need to know about the neuralizers, the capture nets, and the suppression rings. Actually, they need to know everything. The Berber continent probably doesn’t even know about the war, or how Berkash has conquered Hilil and Accendo.”

“Not all of Accendo,” said Cynami.

“Yes, but it is only a matter of time.” Yata showed her teeth. “If it weren’t for the cultists, the demons, and those Terran orb-Bonded, Mad Tinker included, things would be different.”

“Terrans are truly the worst,” hissed Cynami. She touched Teresa’s arm. “You are an exception of course, Lady.”

“No offense taken,” assured Teresa. “Besides, before I came to Ludus, I was Filipino. I’m used to feeling excluded. In this case, it’s a good thing.”

Yata’s shoulders sagged. “Cynami, even if someone escaped to Hanana, or even to Berber, what good would it do? The Berkashians have that damned Mad Tinker. We’ve seen them create portals to hell and unleash waves of demons. They have new technology, their High Priestesses… Even Dolos seems to be on their side.”

“I agree that it doesn’t make sense, Your--Yata. Why wouldn’t Dolos stop the Berkashians when they are consorting with true-demons?” Cynami wondered aloud. “Asag wants this entire world.”

Yata sighed and her lungs rattled. Teresa gave her friend a concerned look. Yata had been quietly hiding her true identity for a long time, longer than any of them would have thought possible. When the Areva nation Hilil had fallen, Yata had fought bravely shoulder to shoulder with her soldiers, but had ultimately been neuralized and netted. Then she’d been ringed like all the other mages and orb-Bonded that the Berkashians had captured. And now she was a slave, basically a pawn to be used for the Berkashian invasion plan.

The Fideli were still looking for the Hilil royal family, of course. Teresa suspected one of the main reasons they hadn’t been able to find Yata hiding under their noses was because she was ringed, and acted like all the other combat slaves. She ate the same terrible food, took the same beatings, and looked the same as all the other Areva orb-Bonded. The handful of Areva who knew her true identity went to great lengths not to give it away, like how Cynami had waited so long before making contact.

“What should I do, Your--Yata,” Cynami said. “I waited as long as I could to talk to you. Most of the Berkashians on this ship are drinking alcohol, preparing for landfall, but there is that one cultist priest, and I’m afraid she might sacrifice some of us before landfall. Once we’ve landed, it will be harder for anyone to escape, too. This is our best and last opportunity. You must flee!”

Yata exhaled and looked upwards for a few seconds. She lowered her gaze and said, “No. Not me. How would I escape? Swim? How long would I last in the ocean? Killing all the enemy on board is a nice thought, but what then? We are surrounded by other ships. No, you need to free Teresa instead.”

“What?” Teresa’s jaw dropped. She was just a Terran who’d lucked into an orb, and she was only third rank. Yata was sixth rank. “Why me?”

“You’re a water mage, Teresa,” said Yata. “What are we surrounded by?”

“Oh.”

A few of the surrounding slaves seemed to have noticed what was going on, but none raised an alarm. Instead, a Terran man and Areva man, and two Areva women all began loudly fake-snoring. It was risky, because noise like that might anger the guards, but the door to the hold was closed. Not all the captured ringed slaves could be trusted. The fake snorers were protecting the princess, drowning out Yata’s whispered conversation.

Yata said, “Cynami, how does this work? Can you free Teresa now?”

“Yes. But there is a risk.”

“Besides the obvious?” Yata tried to smile, but a scar, a swollen lip, and some of the damage to one of her cheeks made the expression look awful.

“Think of the suppression ring as a band of metal. I can turn it into rubber. The band will still be there, so Teresa’s powers will be reduced. She’ll have to fight against it, too. But if she can get far enough away, the band will snap and she’ll be completely free.”

“They can track us using these too,” said Yata. She pointed at her ring mark. “So they will be able to track her until it breaks?”

“Yes, maybe,” Cynami admitted. “This is the best we could figure out before the capitol fell. The way the rings work is loosely based on the rings and necklaces used for indentured servant bonds...but strengthened and perverted. The key that I was entrusted is living magic tech, probably the only way I’ve been able to keep it hidden for so long. I’m sure you’ve already figured, but I only have one.”

“Okay, let’s do this,” said Yata. “Teresa, are you ready? I’m sorry to ask this of you, but we need allies, we need help. I don’t want to give up hope. Promise me you will escape and survive.”

“I will do it, Yata,” said Teresa. She’d met the princess while working as an adventurer. Yata had been a willful youth, disobeying her family. Their meeting had led to a lifelong friendship, eventually resulting in Teresa working as Yata’s gardener. Yata knew how much Teresa hated violence and death.

Now they were up to their noses in it. Pisting yawa!

Cynami stilled her breathing and suddenly began to seize. Her eyeballs rolled back into her head. Teresa grabbed the woman, trying to hold her still, but she wasn’t that much bigger or stronger than the Areva spy. Luckily, Cynami quickly grew still again and her palm came up to her mouth. When she opened her hand, she revealed what looked like a little green insect made of jade.

“Teresa, hold out your finger,” she instructed. “This is going to hurt, too. Brace yourself.”

With a nod, Teresa presented her hand. She clenched her teeth, but when the strange, bug-looking thing touched her skin, she still almost cried out in pain. Teresa hissed under her breath, closing her eyes. She concentrated on breathing while lances of agony ran down her finger, up through her head, down to her toes, and all around her body. The little green bug’s needle-sharp legs pierced deeper and deeper into her finger.

Finally, the pain lessened and rapidly faded to nothing. She opened her eyes and the insect was gone. The dark ring around her finger had green bands on both sides now. Some of her power came back, slowly seeping back into her body, her spirit. The magic felt slow, sick, but it was there.

And just like that, she felt more alert and powerful than she had in a long, long time. All the ways magic had made her better, stronger, she’d taken for granted before she’d been ringed. Now the dim slave hold was far less dim to her eyes. The acrid stenches around her hit her nose like a tsunami of filth, but she felt glad for the clarity. It felt like she’d at least half-waken from a terrible nightmare.

Cynami grabbed and pulled her down. She whispered, “Go somewhere else before you do anything. Whether you succeed or not, we are all going to be tortured for information about how this was possible. Some of the slaves will talk. Don’t make it harder for--” She gave Yata a meaningful head nod.

“Good luck, my friend,” said Yata. “Be free.” Then the brave Areva princess lay down and pretended to sleep. Cynami crept away, back to whatever part of the hold she’d been living in for the journey across the ocean.

Teresa focused on acting normal, furtive as she moved to another part of the hold. She wasn’t sure any of this was going to fool the other slaves, but any little bit might help. Up until a few seconds ago, none of this had seemed real to her. Malnutrition and poor living conditions had been eroding at her mind. But she felt sharp again. It might not last, but it would have to be enough.

Some of the sounds of revelry from other areas of the huge ship grew louder, and Teresa decided it was time to move. She hated violence, hated killing, but there would be no other way. Slaves were not allowed outside of the hold, and she doubted she could avoid being seen.

There were some truly powerful enemies on this ship. She prayed she would not meet any of them. The large, thick, wooden door to the slave hold loomed before her out of the gloom. This was it, the point of no return.

She looked behind her and made shooing motions to the other slaves near the door. A space had been cleared for the door opening already. There were lines drawn in the floor that the slaves had to keep clear for inspections, too. At her motion, a few slaves, one of them barely a teenager, scurried back in fright.

They’d been quick on the uptake.

She thought about destroying the door, but decided against it. It’d be too loud, and take too much energy. Instead, very loudly and deliberately, Teresa knocked.

The door opened to two Berkashian guards, both dressed in dark armor and conical helms glared at her. One was a woman, and the other was a rare male guard. At least one of them smelled of alcohol. The Fideli woman moved to shove Teresa back. “What did I tell you lot--”

Teresa put an ice spike right through the woman’s face. She’d gathered moisture from the air, fashioning the chilly weapon on her palm, and had slammed it forward. There’d been no way to tell if these guards were orb-Bonded. Luckily, the Fideli woman dropped.

The male guard cursed and moved to draw his large dagger, but Teresa didn’t give him a chance. She was weak, not anywhere near her prime, and she was only third-rank orb-Bonded to begin with. But she’d been an adventurer on the Accendo continent, which was far more dangerous than the Berber continent.

She lunged forward, closing her hand on the man’s arm, pushing down to prevent him from drawing. He frantically tried to yell, “Ring pain! Ring pain!” Teresa put a hand over his mouth so the words were muted.

But behind her, some of the slaves in the hold wailed as an intense shock was still triggered by the control words. Teresa snarled as she raked claws made of ice through the man’s eyes. He gasped and stumbled back into the wall. Then she closed her thumb to her hand, and opened it again, forming a thin, but sharp blade of ice above the web of her thumb. When she slammed her palm forward, the blade messily cut open the man’s throat.

“Kopoya oy,” she grunted and flicked blood off of her hand. If she had to kill, at least it was these buang Fideli.

The effects of the pain command faded in the slaves behind her. She didn’t look back. Her escape was going to hurt these people. Some would be tortured, maybe all of them. It was possible that at least a few would die, maybe even Yata. She couldn’t refuse her friend’s request, though. People needed hope to live.

Teresa didn’t dare drag the dead guards into the slave hold. The bodies there would just make the slaves’ future torment worse. Instead, she shut the door and locked it, then dragged the bodies into a corner of the hallway. She removed the female Fideli’s armor and clothes, then put it all on as best she could. The most important part was the conical helmet. None of it fit right, but she hoped the drunk soldiers above wouldn’t notice.

If she used her power to punch a hole in the side of the ship, she might not make it big enough to escape in time, and she couldn’t put Yata in any more danger. She just couldn’t.

Her heart beat about a million beats a second as she ascended the stairs. Teresa had nursing training, so if she really wanted to she could have found her pulse, and if she did, she bet it would break records. She peered around a corner, trying to make sure the coast was clear. The hallways were lit by magic-powered crystals that functioned sort of like bare lightbulbs. Shadows cast by the harsh light were deep.

There were sounds of drinking, yelling, singing, and fighting through some of the doors on the ship. Teresa grabbed an open bottle of booze to splash on herself. Then she found and carried two more. The liquid inside would work as weapons in a pinch. Even though she was armed with blades now, she trusted her magic more than atrophied muscles.

She cut across a hallway to the other side of the ship when it looked clear. The move had been smart. Only a few minutes later, someone cried out in alarm, running up the stairs from the slave hold. Soldiers boiled out of the rooms all around. In the press of bodies, nobody noticed Teresa. She kept her head down, and kept slowly moving upwards to the deck of the ship.

In all the chaos, Teresa finally managed to make it topside. There were groups of soldiers drinking or talking up here too. Some were smoking pipe weed. They were all likely officers. One of them called out, “Soldier! What is all that noise! What is going on down there?”

Teresa didn’t dare to answer. The sky above burned with twilight, but there was still enough light to see by. Fideli had good vision, too. She knew any second that her disguise would fail. Instead of turning or answering, she acted like she hadn’t heard. She just needed to make it to the side of the boat.

Two tipsy soldiers approached her from the side. One said, “Maybe you didn’t hear the Pilus Prior. What is going on down--”

They were about to grab her, so Teresa pointed one bottle, turning the liquid inside into a missile of ice that took the man in the throat. She’d dumped some of the mead in the other bottle into her mouth, and spat, changing it into a bubbling spray of acid. The Fideli woman screamed, stumbling back with hands over her smoking face.

Teresa dumped the rest of the bottle into her mouth and ran for the edge of the ship. She spat again at another soldier that got too close, but the Fideli woman dodged back with a curse. “Escaped prisoner!” screamed the soldier. “Sound the alarm!”

When Teresa was almost to the edge, only steps from freedom, her instincts screamed at her. She turned back and saw a tall, imposing Fideli woman in black armor, and someone in a robe both emerge from a door on the other end of the ship. Behind the woman, Teresa actually saw the invasion fleet for the first time. She didn’t have time to count, but there were ships as far as the eye could see.

When the tall woman raised a hand, Teresa flexed her magic, bringing a solid wall of seawater from the ocean behind her and forming it into a protective barrier. The move saved her life.

Her impromptu barrier not only slowed down a dart that the enemy had hurled with magic, it likely deflected it, too. Instead of a lethal shot to the head or heart, Teresa took a hammer blow in the shoulder that stole her breath. She stumbled back over the edge of the railing into the water, badly wounded, but glad she hadn’t taken the dart to the back instead.

A second after she was submerged, the surface of the ocean exploded with fire and other magic attacks. A spear sped through a space she’d just occupied, barely missing her head. Other projectiles hit the water, but she’d sunk deeper. She desperately hoped that nobody jumped in after her. She was in no shape to fight right now. The wound in her shoulder was bad--she was just pumped full of adrenaline and hadn’t been hit with the wave of agony yet that she knew was coming.

Teresa struggled with her armor as she sank. Even though she’d used up much of the limited magic she could draw while suppressed, she could still move fairly easily underwater. If she was going to escape, it was still a long trip, though. Water mages could still drown.

Thrashing around wasn’t helping much. Instead, she was just spreading a cloud of blood. Teresa could breathe underwater, but not forever. Sinking too deep would kill her, too. But as she worked to free herself, she suddenly saw a big circle moving. It took her a moment to figure out what she was seeing, and when she finally understood, she went still as death. Still as a corpse. No, she pretended to be a corpse.

A truly enormous eye, at least the size of a house swept over her, only pausing briefly. The creature it belonged to was a nightmarish, spiky shadow in the deep the size of a mountain. It kept moving and slowly drifted away. Maybe it’d been commanded to look at her or had just smelled the blood, but luckily, it seemed to have lost interest. If Teresa looked hard enough through the murky ocean, she thought she could see more shadows moving in the distance.

Now she knew how the Fideli had crossed the ocean safely. The thing she’d just seen had been a true-demon, she was sure of it. The Berkashian fleet was traveling with such huge true-demons, the monsters of the ocean didn’t dare come close.

At least now she knew why none of the Berkashians had jumped in the water after her. They’d known better. If she hadn’t been heavily bleeding, she doubted the enormous thing she’d seen would have swam away and let her keep sinking.

Teresa was glad that her escape might give hope to others, but she had none left herself anymore. This fleet wasn’t even the first invasion wave to Hanana. The Berber continent was weaker than the Accendo continent, too. There was no way that Berber could be prepared for the nightmare that was about to destroy their land and their people. Hell had already taken root in Berkash, and now it was about to spread.

But Teresa had a job to do. She’d made a promise. The moment she thought it was safe to do so, she slowly moved away, using the smallest amount of magic she could get away with. At least she didn’t need to worry about other ocean monsters or predators for a while; they would be scarce this close to the fleet. She tried to stop her bleeding with a trickle of Body school magic, the other side of the coin of her water magic.

The water was cold and dark, but Teresa pushed forward. About a mile away, she managed to take off her armor and let it fall to the bottom of the ocean. All she kept was a dagger. Her shoulder hurt like hell. If she’d needed to swim naturally, she would have drowned for sure.

Then Teresa Reyes sped forward at a good clip, but paced herself. If she ran out of power before finding land, she’d likely die. She had no real way to tell where she was going, but angled herself about fifteen degrees south from the path the Fideli fleet had been taking, and prayed.

Even if she found Berber, even if she managed to find someone in authority and then if they believed her warning, she knew it was too late. There was no hope left for Ludus.

Teresa still had to try, though. She had a promise to keep.
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