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   Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I dropped through the thick swirling clouds like a stone, like a falcon falling upon some luckless rabbit. 
 
    The wind rushed in my mouth as I tucked myself tighter to the neck of Garth. The Pearl Dragon was, strangely enough, also my son.  
 
    The air was cold on my teeth. My cheeks wobbled like when a skydiver was in freefall, but I couldn’t have closed my mouth if I had wanted to—my smile was just too damned wide. 
 
    Garth’s pearlescent pink hide was as smooth as glass, yet as grippy as neoprene. Beads of moisture skittered across my armor like globules of mercury as we punched our way through the chill cloud layer. My sleek battle armor was aerodynamic, clearly designed by armorers and smiths who knew their clientele.  
 
    I felt damn good attired in my armor. Nigh on invulnerable. With my dragon-enhanced strength, I could move in the mail, leather, and armor plates like they were made of cotton and cardboard. 
 
    Over my linen shirt and breeches, I wore a brigandine. This was a lightweight armor for the body; leather with tiny steel plates stitched into it. It was the Mystocean equivalent of a stab-proof vest. It would stop a casual knife cut or thrust, or an arrow if you were lucky.  
 
    Over this brigandine I wore a thigh-length shirt of incredibly fine mesh finished in a burnished bronze color. This was my hauberk and was far more flexible than the gear the regular foot soldiers of the Drako Academy were issued, and was about eight times stronger. This armor was tough enough to stop a crossbow bolt, if it wasn’t fired from point blank. It would also drastically reduce the damage from a longbow arrow—the weapon of choice for anyone stupid enough to try to harm a dragonmancer. 
 
    My arms were covered by vambraces and gauntlets, exquisitely made by the skilled armorers of the Drako Academy. Matching greaves and thigh guards protected my legs. 
 
    In my hand and pressed close to Garth’s side was the long spear favored by, and modified specifically for, dragonmancers: ash, six feet long, with wickedly sharp speartip.  
 
    I was riding Garth instead of the more experienced Noctis today because today’s mission was fairly low key. I wanted the younger, less world-wise dragon to gain as much experience as he could early on.  
 
    “It is sound logic,” Noctis said from inside my head. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon was stationed in my Right Arm slot, where I could tap his power and magic to produce Shadow Spheres. These were Chaos Magic spells that vanished the part of an enemy that they struck—very bad news for those foes I shot in the face. 
 
    Since I had defeated Cade and met with the Overseer Council two months ago, I had been training tirelessly. This practice had made me more adept at using my slots, particularly casting the Shadow Spheres with greater finesse. Now, I could vanish the sacking off a straw practice dummy without touching a single strand of the straw inside. 
 
    Saya had commented that she couldn’t wait to see me vanish the skin off a goblin and have its organs just fall into a pile on the floor. For someone who looked like a Playboy pin-up model, she could say things that would make the balls of our enemies shrivel up like salted slugs. This ruthlessness contrasted heavily with her maternal nature, which I had come to know well since she was one of my dragonling baby-mommas.  
 
    As Garth and I dived through the gathering storm clouds, I mentally ran through my inventory slots. 
 
      
 
    Head Slot: Noctis (Aura: BLINK) – short range teleportation. 
 
      
 
    Chest Slot: (Defensive Item / Offensive Spell : ONYX ARMOR) – Sleek, black armor that absorbs kinetic damage and transforms it into offensive chaos magic, which can then be fired at a chosen target through a conduit set into the breast plate. 
 
      
 
    Right Arm Slot: Noctis (Offensive Spell: SHADOW SPHERE) – vanishes whatever part of the body it hits in a burst of black misty particles. 
 
      
 
    Left Arm Slot: [insufficient skill] 
 
      
 
    Legs Slot: Noctis Travel 
 
      
 
    Weapon Slot A: Chaos Spear - Sleek spear with an ebony handle and tip that can pierce armor like a hot knife through butter. Black and silver Chaos Magic roll of it like heat waves. 
 
      
 
    Weapon Slot B Slot [[insufficient skill] 
 
      
 
    Wings Slot [insufficient skill] 
 
      
 
    Titan Slot [insufficient skill] 
 
      
 
    As far as I was aware, I was the first dragonmancer in recorded history who could ride and access the magic of two different dragons. I could utilize the abilities of both Noctis and Garth at the same time. However, as of yet, the young Pearl Dragon had yet to acquire anything other than his Leg Slot. 
 
    “Gee, Dad,” Garth said, “why not rub it in a little more?” 
 
    As Noctis had done a moment before, Garth spoke to me using the unique telepathy that existed between dragonmancers and their dragons. It was a gift, a link, opened between rider and dragon during the Transfusion Ceremony. It resulted in an intimacy and fluidity of battle awareness that was said to be unparalleled. 
 
    That might have been so, but when three minds shared a single space, I couldn’t help but be reminded of sitting at a table with three people all trying to talk over one another. 
 
    With an abruptness that tore an involuntary gasp from my throat, Garth and I speared out from the underbelly of the cloud layer. Suddenly, the world below us transformed from a blank, misty gray into a patchwork of rolling, living topography. 
 
    Garth turned his head sideways, peering at me through one of his all-black, silver-pupiled eyes. Fronds surrounded his head in a captivating crest, pulsating red in time with his heartbeat. They were pressed to his neck by the wind of his speed.  
 
    He opened his mouth and gave me a dragon’s approximation of an excited grin. 
 
    I snorted and grinned back. 
 
    “All right, slow down and let’s get our game faces on, eh?” I thought. 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Garth replied, his head facing forward again, though the toothy grin remained. 
 
    “And don’t you forget it, kiddo,” I said. 
 
    Garth’s wings opened, and the rate of our descent slowed. 
 
    Simultaneously, on either side of me and from behind, there came the snapping and popping sounds. The dragons of my three companions—Penelope, Saya, and Tamsin—had also all opened up their wings. 
 
    A smile lit my face at the sound of my fellow dragonmancers following my lead. This smile dimmed a little as I realized that the only person missing, really, from our formation was Elenari. 
 
    The red-headed elf was currently caring for my other son, Wayne. He was a dragonling in need of a special crystal before he could mature into a fully-fledged dragon, like his half-brother, Garth. 
 
    The worry that accompanied the thought of Wayne gnawed at my insides, but with some difficulty, I pushed it to the back of my mind. 
 
    Dragons did not feel empathy, not as humans did. That was what made them such ruthlessly efficient hunters and killers. It was what made them so feared in battle. It was why they could live for hundreds and hundreds of years and survive where most other things perished. Even though Garth was Wayne’s half-brother, the Pearl Dragon showed little concern for the danger posed to his dragonling brother. 
 
    “He will either survive or he won’t,” he told me, tapping into my thoughts as I ran my eyes over the countryside spread out far below us. “It’s not like we can do anything from here, so why waste time thinking about it?” 
 
    Before I could think of a fatherly way to tell Garth to shut up and be less of an asshole, Noctis said, “The young one is right, Mike. Face one battle at a time. Focus on the one in front of you now and prepare to fall upon your foes like a thunderbolt. Decimate them and then waste your energy worrying about that which you cannot yet change.” 
 
    I gave my head a little shake. Tried to instill myself with some of that coldblooded dragon mentality. 
 
    “Good team talk, boys,” I thought drily. “You’d make a hell of a pair of shrinks. Remind me never to call you in to help me talk someone off a ledge.” 
 
    “There!” Tamsin the red-skinned hobgoblin yelled from my right. She leaned forward across the neck of her Force Dragon, Fyzos, so that her long black hair streamed behind her like a pennant. “I can see our coteries just to the south of us, about fifteen hundred feet below.” 
 
    I followed where her yellow eyes were gazing and saw that she was right. 
 
    Our coteries—the trio of specially selected soldiers that acted as each dragonmancer’s personal squad of bodyguards—were, indeed, a head of us. They had set out that morning, well before us, in the magical floating skiffs that reminded me so much of Viking longboats. With the aid of my dragon-boosted vision, I could just make out the gleaming white skin of Bjorn in the lead longboat. Although from this distance, I couldn’t see the details, I did not doubt that the half-Jotunn warrior would be clinging to the mainmast like a princess to her virginity. 
 
    “How do you want to go about this, Mike?” Penelope called over the rush of the wind and the thrum of the taut membrane of our dragons’ wings. The all-blue Knowledge Sprite was hunkered down over the neck of Glizbe, her Rooster Dragon. Penelope’s navy Librarian robes whipping about her.  
 
    I considered her question. War and battle, or so our preceptors at Drako Academy tried to tell us, was often one big game of deception. It was the ultimate life and death competition. Oftentimes, it was the smarter, subtler, and more patient warrior that walked off the battlefield victorious. 
 
    Except, other times, you had to make an example. Sometimes, there was more to be gained by charging into the fray like a bull elephant on bad acid running through a glassware shop. It was important to remind the bastards of the Mystocean Empire what would happen to them if they stepped out of line. 
 
    It was like medieval public relations—rain down hell upon your foes today, and maybe the next bunch of professional dickwads will think twice before they do something naughty. 
 
     I remembered something one of my favorite authors had said about how building a man a fire for a day only keeps him warm for a day, but if you set that man on fire, then that lucky guy will be warm for the rest of his life.  
 
    I liked that saying. 
 
    Sometimes, you’ve got to help the assholes of the world help themselves by turning them into roman candles. 
 
    I glanced around at three women surrounding me. 
 
    Saya, riding on the back of her gray Gargoyle dragon, Scopula, flashed me a knowing smile. She knew precisely how my mind worked.  
 
    “I was thinking we rip down past our coteries and do our best impressions of sharks falling on a shoal of fish,” I said. While the wind was rushing around us, we could easily communicate. Anyone else would have had to yell, but a special kind of magic allowed dragonmancers to communicate with each other easily while astride their dragons. 
 
    “I can follow that.” Tamsin bared bright white teeth as she snarled in anticipation. Her predatory eyes narrowed against the blasting wind. 
 
    We had been sent to subdue a couple of clans of wildmen. These assholes were robbing the merchants and caravans that used the Watervale Pass to avoid the more dangerous Granite Belt mountain route to the north. But that wasn’t all. The wildmen had started getting creative. They had been shoving stakes up the asses of the merchants that they overwhelmed, Vlad the Impaler style, and leaving them out for the crows to pick at. 
 
    As savage and, well, wild as the wildmen looked, there were some dudes among them who had quite the knack for keeping people alive for as long as possible, even with about four feet of sharpened pine stake shoved up the fartbox. 
 
    This practice of theirs probably sat only a little less comfortably with the Empress Cyrene as it did with the poor people being rogered with the great, big splintery dildos.  
 
    The reason that dragonmancers, and not regular troopers of the Drako Academy, had been called in to deal with these particularly enterprising wildmen was because the regular guard already had been called in to deal with them. 
 
    The Empress had stipulated that a spice caravan be sent out into the hill country of the Watervale Pass and used as bait, along with a contingent of soldiers, to draw the wildmen out. 
 
    We of the Crystal Spire had received word early that morning from a messenger drake sent from the captain of the company of Drako Academy soldiers. He said that the troopers and the caravan had been surrounded by hostiles of far greater numbers than anticipated. The soldiers had formed a defensive perimeter around the merchants and their spice caravan. They were doing everything they could to keep the wildmen at bay, but they were in need of some immediate aid. 
 
    So, that was how things lay, as I signaled for my three fellow dragonmancers to follow me down.  
 
    The four dragons cocked their wings back, once again adopting the flight position of peregrine falcons, and dived toward the Watervale Pass. The world below smeared into streaks of watercolor as we rocketed toward the ground. 
 
    Penelope, Saya, Tamsin, and I shot past our squads in their flying longboats like they were sitting still. As we streaked by, I heard Rupert—my twitchy medic and engineer—give a long whoooooop of encouragement. 
 
    Below us, there wound a ribbon of dirt road, running through some strangely even hill country. The road cut perfectly through the hills, ten huge perfect mounds of grass-covered earth that sat, five aside, on both sides of the roadway. 
 
    In the middle of this snaking piece of highway was the besieged caravan. There were half a dozen great wagons, pulled by two pairs of oxen of each, strung out in a line on the road. The four oxen of the lead wagon had been shot full of arrows, as had the ones attached to the rearmost cart. This had effectively made it impossible for the other wagons to get the hell out of the killbox that the wildmen had created. 
 
    The Drako Academy soldiers had formed an oval shield wall, using the wagons as cover. They were obviously well-trained, and had clearly been in that same position for quite some time. There were a few dead men and women wearing the armor of the Academy dotted around the battleground, but I guessed that they had fallen when the convoy had been initially ambushed, before the troopers had gotten into a defensive formation. 
 
    The wildmen milled around the paralyzed caravan like a swarm of thoroughly enraged locusts gathering about the last cob of corn in the field. They were clad in a motley assortment of furs and skins, and they carried crude but lethally efficient weapons. The men sported the kinds of beards and hair that made Hagrid look like Ryan Gosling. 
 
    Arrows and spears periodically rattled down on the upturned shields of the defenders. At least twenty dead wildmen were scattered around the caravan. Blood stained the dust of the road where they had been hewn down by the Academy soldiers. 
 
    The dragonmancers fell upon the wildmen like a firestorm sweeping through dry grassland. Our quarry let out harsh, croaking cries. Some of the quicker thinkers among them lobbed spears at us as we descended, but they may as well as have tried to kill armored knights with peashooters. 
 
    Bursts of flames in various colors engulfed the shaggy-haired warriors as we swept over. 
 
    Garth’s dragonfire was the palest rose color. It cut a short swathe through the ranks of the milling wildmen, blowing some of them into the air. Penelope’s mount, Glizbe, had a deep blue flame that burst out of him like a withering mushroom. Scopula’s flame came out in a blistering streak of dark gray, crackling as it made contact with the helpless enemy. The dragonfire produced by Tamsin’s dragon, Fyzos, was a barely discernible burst of pale yellow. It did not burn so much as punch through the ranks of wildmen fighters like a snowplow, flinging them every which way. I guessed that was because he was a Force Dragon. 
 
    A ragged cheer went up from the circle of Drako soldiers. Arrows flickered out of the shield wall, as archers took advantage of the distraction we had provided and used it to thin the wildmen even more.  
 
    As I passed over the top of the caravan, I saw one burly wildman dressed in a bear skin take an arrow through the mouth. The tip stuck out though the back of the warrior’s neck in a spray of bright blood, and he fell thrashing backward. 
 
    I could feel the excitement and the thrill of battle coursing through Garth’s mind, and was aware of it as surely as if I was feeling it myself—which I was, of course. The young dragon flicked his body sideways to avoid a thrown spear. While I clung to his sides with my knees, I released a couple of rogue Shadow Spheres into the press of wildmen. Shrieks of dismay rose from the enemy horde as body parts disappeared. 
 
    Together with the three other dragonmancers, we dived and swept around the mass of wildmen like swallows picking off flies over a river. Bolstered by our appearance, the Drako Academy’s soldiers broke their shield wall and attacked their besiegers. The clash of arms echoed amongst the strangely even hills, as wildmen met the soldiers of the Academy. 
 
    As I turned Garth with my mind, I saw Saya backflip off Scopula from a height of about fifty feet and land in the middle of a bunch of the wildmen like a goddamn meteor. There was some panicked yelling, and the sound of steel ringing against steel. Then came a large spray of blood as Saya hit a wildman in the head so hard with the pommel of her sword that the bastard’s dome popped like a red soap bubble.  
 
    I grinned nastily, as testosterone and battle fury engulfed me like a red mist. It was that unique and quite indescribable sensation that most soldiers and fighting men the universe over must experience. It was the drive to kill and to win, not necessarily because you hate the people that are standing in front of you, with their crazy hair and their stone axes and their cruel eyes, but because of all the things that you care about that are behind you. 
 
    Dotted amongst the throng of wildmen were men and women wrapped in silver fox furs and riding on enormous, bristle-haired boars. Those wild pigs were freakin’ huge: yellows tusks like sabers, iron-hard hooves connected to leg muscles that could have kicked a barn door off its hinges, bulging eyes, foam-flecked lips, and a thick reek hanging over them.  
 
    I singled out one of those motherfuckers for special attention. 
 
    Garth and I flew low over the skirmish, which had quickly become a full-on pitched battle. I stuck my spear out and hooked one of the war-hogs in the meat of its shoulder with the billhook part of my spearhead, along with its accompanying rider. Garth growled and tilted sideways as he took the combined weight of the hog and the rider, but it was only for an instant. 
 
    At a telepathic suggestion from the more experienced Noctis, the younger Dragon banked hard right. With a flick of my wrist, I released the barb that was sunk into the hog. The war beast and its rider careened into a bunch of bowmen who were aiming in our direction. The boar smashed squealing into the bowmen. Its heavy, fat ass broke bones and ruined days as it tumbled into them. The rider was flung from the wreck, like a driver being ejected through a car windshield. The wildman had his face split in half by the axe of one of his unsuspecting comrades who happened to be standing near with the blade of their weapon turned outward. Brains and blood showered the wildmen nearby. 
 
    Garth and I turned back to where the main press of fighters were mingling around the caravan and trying to brutally murder each other. I saw Penelope darting over the melee, firing down spells, as her dragon occasionally stooped its swan-like neck to rip the head off of some unsuspecting wildman. 
 
    Penelope’s organic, flower-based spells had been the cause of some derision when we had first started training, but over the course of the last two months, she had perfected them. Now there was little room to rib her about her flowery spells.  
 
    As I watched, she aimed her fingers at a cluster of wildmen who had encircled a squad of Drako Academy fighters. In a beautiful burst of destructive life, vines erupted from the earth. They twined their ways up the legs of some of the wildmen, holding them in place so that our soldiers could hack them down. More creepers choked our enemies, constricting their chests and throats, strangling them, crushing them to the ground. 
 
    One particularly enthusiastic vine wrapped itself around the waist of one woman with no teeth and white hair that stuck out in tufts from her scabby head. The vine squeezed her so hard that she was pinched in two, hot entrails spilling out over the ground while she shrieked wordlessly. Other enemy warriors suddenly found flowers growing out of their mouths; drowning and suffocating on petals while pollen spilled from their nostrils. 
 
    A flash of red skin caught my eye, and I turned to see Tamsin spin her spear around her in the same way that Black Widow might have, if she were to ever give up killing people for a living and take up ballet. The hobgoblin’s spear swept and spun in blurring circles, slashing through throats, cutting through tendons, and spraying blood and gore in all directions. Tamsin cast her weapon like an Olympic javelin thrower so that it punched clean through two wildmen. Then, she jerked her hand backward, and the spear reversed course, ripping back through the two men she had just killed but were yet to fall, returning to her palm. 
 
    It was a beautiful sight—a true dance of death.  
 
    My attention was ripped from Tamsin when there came a terrible, earth-shattering groan. The five hills on either side of the road heaved and cracked, like enormous green eggs.  
 
    Then, something came from that crack. Multiple somethings.  
 
    Giants. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The giants burst free from the earth, cascading soil falling from their broad foreheads. Judging by the furious bellows the giants were making, they were not happy. Each must have been at least thirty feet tall and weighed a good ten tons. They had gray or brown or blue hides, root-like hair, and mouths that could have quite easily bitten a car in half like a fucking Mars Bar. Their teeth were very human, if mostly broken and discolored. Their hands had three fingers each. 
 
    Most confronting, though, was that the giants wore no clothes. Their monstrous trouser snakes were on show for all to see. Enormous cocks swung about their huge knobby knees like the trunks of some particularly indecent elephant. 
 
    “Just when you think you’ve reached the point where nothing will surprise you in this world,” I muttered to myself. “Then, this shit happens.” 
 
    Every single wildman and Drako Academy soldier stopped fighting and just stared at the ten giants and their ten swinging shlongs. 
 
    Then, one of the giants roared and picked up one of our infantrymen. With an almost delicate plucking, the giant ripped the man’s legs off like a chicken and tossed them into his mouth. 
 
    “Not on our side then,” I said, as everyone started fighting and running and yelling. 
 
    “Giants are on nobody’s side but their own,” Noctis said. 
 
    One of the wildmen got inadvisably close to one of the giants and was crushed into the earth like a blood-filled cigarette butt. His bones cracked as the enormous nudist ground the hapless prick into the dust of the road. 
 
    It looked to me like our one-on-one fight with the wildmen had just been stepped up a notch to a saucy threeway.  
 
    Arrows whined through the air, seemingly aimed at nothing and everything. A few punched into the hides of the giants, but they had about as much effect on the big, tall bastards as a mosquito might. Spells sizzled and flashed, as Penelope, Tamsin, and Saya occasionally let some magic fly. The noise was incredible.  
 
    Garth flapped in a circle, his eyes scanning for danger, as I mentally commanded him to maneuver around to the rear of one of the naked-ass giants. As he flew, I conjured up one of the strongest Shadow Spheres that I could manage. I had seen how ineffective arrows were against the massive giants, so I wasn’t going to half-ass it when it came to casting a spell at them. 
 
    I released the magic, and it struck the giant in the leg. The great figure’s leg burst apart in wisps and tatters of Chaos Magic, dissolving into nothing. The giant shrieked in a voice that rattled my teeth. It toppled over backward, crushing one of the carts and sending spices billowing into the air in a cloud of orange and pink. 
 
    Instantly, a group of nearby wildmen swarmed the downed giant, hacking and cutting at it, while the legless creature thrashed and beat at them. 
 
    Another giant found itself mired by one of Penelope’s spells, legs all tangled up in thick thorns like barbed wire.  
 
    Penelope moved in closer on the back of her dragon, no doubt wanting to take the giant all the way down. The giant had other plans. Its fist shot out and struck at Glizbe. The Rooster Dragon swerved to the side to avoid the blow. Penelope, kneeling on Glizbe’s back, almost toppled off. Glizbe adjusted in midair, so as to save Penelope from falling.  
 
    With a bellow rivaling the noise that the nine remaining giants were making, my crew appeared in their flying longboat. 
 
    Bjorn stood in the prow of the magical vessel, fist held high and broad bearded face contorted in a howling battlecry. He gripped a huge battle-axe in one hand, and his enormous muscles gleamed even in the moody light of the stormy day. 
 
    Rupert caught my eye as they sailed past where Garth and I were hovering in the air. He was, of course, wearing that ridiculous Robin Hood-esque hat of his, and he gave me a thumbs-up as the vessel swept passed. 
 
    Gabby was at the helm, steering the longboat with a silent intensity that radiated proficiency. He was a mute, having had his tongue cut out at some point in his mysterious past. Despite this lack of oral instrumentation, Gabby was quite a hit with the ladies when we went out on a weekly sojourn into the town.  
 
    My coterie’s longship bloomed suddenly out of the aromatic fog where the falling giant had smashed the spice wagon. The vessel swung to point at the giant that was about to bat Penelope out of the air. 
 
    With a blatant disregard for Academy equipment, Gabby rammed the magical vessel right into the giant’s chest. Timbers and spars splintered, as did the giant’s ribs. Scarlet blood fell like rain on the combatants gathered nearby, as both ship and giant crashed to earth. 
 
    I grinned like an idiot as my three squad members leaped from the falling longship, whatever magic that kept the craft airborne having failed. 
 
    I was also pleased to note that a few of the wildmen were crushed as the mainsail toppled over sideways like a falling tree. 
 
    After that, Garth and I applied ourselves to the eradication of anything and anyone that was not a dragonmancer or wearing the colors of the Drako Academy. 
 
    Tamsin was a swirling hurricane of destruction on the ground, cutting down wildmen like a scythe through wheat. Penelope, after her near miss, cruised the fringes of the battle, making sure that none of the wildmen could escape. Saya, with a warhammer that she had conjured by moving Scopula into what I guessed was Weapon Slot A, caused ruination wherever she went. Crushing skulls like grapefruit, she used brute force to pulverize any wildman dumb enough to get in her way.  
 
    I lost my spear while bringing down the sixth giant. I had given the big naked guy the old fishhook treatment, hooking him in the mouth and towing him in a circle with the help of Garth until Saya shattered his ankle bones with a couple of devastating blows of her dragon-powered warhammer. The giant’s fall wrenched the weapon from my grip, and it disappeared under him as he toppled to earth, flattening a couple of unfortunate infantrymen of the Drako Academy. 
 
    I took that as a sign that I could take the fight to the ground with the rest of our men. Spying out my coterie, I swept in low on Garth before vanishing him back into his crystal, which I had hanging around my neck in a similar golden cage pendant as Noctis’ onyx stone. 
 
    As I fell through the air, suddenly bereft of a dragon to hold me, I channeled Noctis’ power into Weapon Slot A. The Chaos Spear crackled into being in my hand. 
 
    I fell all of fifty feet, slamming into the earth in one of those epic superhero landings, the likes of which every little boy wishes he could achieve when he jumps off anything higher than the sofa. 
 
    The impact caused the wildmen nearest me to stagger. I used their momentary unbalancing to snake out a lightning fast thrust with my spear and impale one big guy with a pair of fighting axes. The Chaos Spear went through him like a hot wire through a lump of pig lard. Using my dragonmancer’s strength, I swung the man easily over my head and used his beefy body to hammer one of his buddies into the dirt.  
 
    My spear whipped in and out of the men and women surrounding me. The weapon severed limbs with its leaf-shaped blade, cutting arteries and speckling the ground with liberal amounts of blood. 
 
    When all those in my immediate vicinity were dead, I leaned on my spear and watched my squad at work. 
 
    Boy, what a couple of months had done to both me and the lads. Each one of my men had been goddamn excellent warriors in their own right before I had met them, but the eight or nine weeks since my meeting with the Overseer had wrought a great change in all of us.  
 
    Where before, we had been fighting men without any real focus, now we had a reason to get better at the arts of war, to become a more tight-knit and cohesive unit. 
 
    The wildmen came rushing toward my three friends, waving their weapons and shields in the air like a bunch of lunatics. A shift had occurred in the wildmens’ collective mentality. No longer were they trying to rob the caravan and slaughter those who defended it for sport. Now, their primary objective was killing as many people as they could before they were all put to the sword. They all shared a berserker vibe—you know, the wide bulging eyes, the flared nostrils, the foaming mouths. 
 
    As I watched, Bjorn, Gabby, and Rupert naturally assumed the roles that we had set out for one another during a sit-down months before. 
 
    Bjorn, being the biggest, meanest, most stubborn bastard of our quartet, naturally assumed the post of tank. As a cluster of wildmen ran around the legs of a giant, which Saya and Tamsin were attempting to take down, Bjorn stepped to the fore and bellowed a challenge.  
 
    Gabby let fly with an unerringly placed arrow from his longbow. The projectile caught the lead wildman through the throat and sent him down spewing blood and curses. Those wildmen following closely behind him tripped over his prone body and tumbled into the dust. 
 
    As the half a dozen remaining men engaged with the battle-scarred Bjorn, Rupert reached into the satchel slung over his shoulder and pulled out a glass vial, filled with a dim golden potion. 
 
    I knew what that was. It was a vial of dragonblood—Garth’s blood specifically. With a few extra ingredients and words of power spoken over them, these vials had become, essentially, corked hand grenades. 
 
    The ceremony used to create these potions had been Empire-approved. According to the Academy higher-ups, this made the manufacture and use of them legit, so long as the dragon who supplied the blood was a willing donor. Something had struck me as a bit weird about that, seeing as the Bloodletters were being explicitly hunted by the Academy for utilizing this sort of dragon magic. I got that they were kidnapping, drugging, and taking advantage of dragons, but to use the same methods to make weapons for the Academy smacked a little of hypocrisy. 
 
    Still, it couldn’t be denied that the weapons were effective. 
 
    Rupert lobbed the vial over the heads of the oncoming six wildmen and into the midst of the three men who had gone down in a tangle. As soon as the glass vial shattered and the air mixed with the potion, there was an explosion like a mortar round landing. The three attackers were blown to smithereens, lumps of charred, unidentifiable bits of body thudding down around us. 
 
    Bjorn slashed one wildman across the face with a one-handed blow of his axe. The powerful blow ripped the unfortunate fellow’s eyes out of his head and tore his nose off his face. Bjorn grunted as one of the other men managed to land a knife cut on his thickly muscled, heavily scarred shoulder. 
 
    I hadn’t ever asked Bjorn how he was able to take cuts and stabs that would ordinarily tear right through the muscle to the bone. I assumed that it was some perk of having Jotunn blood running through his veins. The Frost Giants were a hardy bunch by all accounts, and there were few warriors tougher than Bjorn. The motherfucker was as hard as a coffin nail. 
 
    Another of Gabby’s arrows struck the man who had cut Bjorn. The projectile took the enemy warrior through the eye and punched out the back of his skull, a piece of his brain stuck to the arrowhead. 
 
    Bjorn spun and cut and slashed, nailing the rest of the wildmen. All apart from one: a slinking fellow who had snuck around his back and looked set on cutting Bjorn’s throat wide open. 
 
    That slinking bastard had not reckoned, however, on our coterie’s slinking bastard. 
 
    Rupert materialized behind the wildman and thrust a finger-wide stiletto into the would-be killer’s ear canal. Even over the din of the battle, it made a crunching noise that made me wince. As the man fell away, rigid as a board, Gabby shot him in the kidney with an arrow. 
 
    “Oh c-c-come on, Gabby!” Rupert said, spinning to wag a reproving finger at the mute man with his curtains of auburn hair hanging across his face. “He was mine. You’re not going to try and claim another k-k-kill from me, are you? You’re better than that, aren’t you?” 
 
    Gabby shrugged, winked one hawk-like, yellow eye at Rupert, and then pulled the finger at him. 
 
    Rupert flushed, ripped off his hat, and pointed the ridiculous bit of headgear at Gabby. “That’s g-g-going on my tally, damn it!” 
 
    “Ladies, ladies,” I said, interjecting myself, “don’t squabble. There are plenty to go around.” 
 
    Bjorn prodded at the cut on his shoulder and looked about us. 
 
    “Not entirely true, boss,” he said. 
 
    I glanced around. There was a reverberating thump that rattled my bones, as the last giant was brought crashing over. The giant thrashed like a wounded bull elephant as Penelope’s vines twined inexorably around its limbs. Even in its death throes, the giant still managed to lash out with a massive horny foot and snap an Academy infantryman backward, bending his spine in the wrong direction so that it broke with the sound of a shotgun going off. Eventually though, the giant was put to the sword, overcome by sheer numbers. 
 
    Bjorn wasn’t wrong though, I realized. In the thrill of battle, I had lost track of just how we were doing overall. Once we dragonmancers had gotten the unexpected giant problem under control, the reduced wildmen had slowly been worn away by the better trained, more level-headed troopers of the Drako Academy. 
 
    Even as I gazed about, hefting my Chaos Spear in my hand, I saw that our foot soldiers were mopping up the last clusters of wildmen resistance.  
 
    I saw the last of the wildmen overpowered and slain by Saya and Tamsin. Tamsin backhanded the final warrior through the air toward Saya, and the Amazonian blonde smashed the man away with her warhammer, batting him away like you might do a baseball so that he landed in a broken heap some fifty yards away. 
 
    A cheer went up from the weary, battered, and bloody soldiers as the last of our foes was dispatched. 
 
    I felt a swell of pride in my chest as I stood there with my squad in the mess of ruptured earth and spilled blood, tattered body parts and twisted corpses of friends and foes. The caravan was, basically, still intact—apart from the cart that had been flattened by that naked giant. Judging by the men and women extricating themselves from where they had been hiding under the wagons, most of the traveling merchants had survived.  
 
    “All in all,” I said to Bjorn and Gabby, “I think we did ourselves proud. Showed grit and balls.” 
 
    Gabby nodded once; his version of high-five. Bjorn grunted. 
 
    “Speaking of b-b-balls,” Rupert said from behind us, “how about we take one of these home as a trophy?” 
 
    I turned. 
 
    Rupert had something long and floppy held above his head. It was about the length of a two-seater sofa and was bleeding from one end. 
 
    “Is that… Is that a giant’s meat whistle?” I asked in a disbelieving voice. 
 
    “Y-y-yes!” Rupert said triumphantly. 
 
    “Good gods, man,” Bjorn said, shaking his head, “you cut off the poor fucker’s cock? You’ve got problems, my friend.” 
 
    Gabby shook his head. 
 
    “What?” Rupert said. “I thought w-w-we could get it stuffed and put it over the fireplace or something?” 
 
    Bjorn barked a laugh. He stepped forward and clapped our friend on the shoulder so that the enormous severed pecker tumbled into the dust. 
 
    “But we already have one massive knob at our place,” the half-Jotunn warrior said. “Why don’t we just stick you above the fireplace?” 
 
    I laughed as Rupert leapt at Bjorn while Gabby watched on. 
 
    A sudden rush of power unexpectedly charged through my body.  
 
    Garth’s eager voice echoed through my head as this strange surging feeling of power ebbed away. 
 
    “Yes, it is about time, Dad,” he said. “Looks like you can slip my power into a new slot now!” 
 
    This was the wrong thing to hear from your offspring on so many levels that, for a moment, I simply went blank. Then, I replied, “Do me a favor and never word it like that again, will you?” 
 
    I pulled Garth’s crystal from out of the neck of my brigandine and looked at the inventory. The young Pearl Dragon was right: I had a new available slot into which I could harness his power. 
 
      
 
    Right Arm Slot: Garth (Offensive Spell: FORCEWAVE) – produces a concussive wave around the caster. 
 
      
 
    “Wayne will have some catching up to do, if he wishes to be as powerful and as helpful a member of our team as me,” Garth said delightedly as the two of us thought about the uses of this spell. 
 
    It wasn’t a boast. It wasn’t a dig at the other dragonling who was still back at the Seer’s orchard home. It was simply a statement made with a dragon’s characteristic matter-of-factness. 
 
    Garth’s words got me thinking, despite the adrenaline that still coursed through my head and heart after the fight.  
 
    It had been two months since we had dealt with Cade. Two whole months. 
 
    The Overseer had been busy organizing our proposed venture into the Subterranean Realms. It was in this strange and foreboding place where we would hunt the crystals needed to house newborn dragons. There was also the matter of a special substance that would allow my seed to impregnate dragonmancers with dragonlings.  
 
    I was eager to get started but I had also been appreciating the down time we had been granted by Sergeant Milena. I’d been dividing myself between my training, in which I had been making some good headway, and having some great sex with my expanding following of eager women. 
 
    This downtime though, had not been without its worries. 
 
    Wayne, the dragonling that I had sired with Elenari, wasn’t going so well without a crystal to hold him. Claire the Seer had said that he’d already been far too long without one, but, thankfully, Wayne appeared to be a tougher than average dragonling. 
 
    I swallowed at the thought of the ailing dragonling. Any day now, the little guy was going to be in some serious trouble. 
 
    There had even been an occasion when I had attempted to seek out the Subterranean Realms myself, only to have Claire stop me. That had been on a night when Wayne had been terribly weak. The Seer convinced me that I needed to be patient, however. She said that if I left, it would not bode well. 
 
    After I had given her a rather explicit earful, she told me that, if the Overseer didn’t approve the campaign to find the crystals by the end of the week, that I had her blessing to go alone. 
 
    That week was almost up. 
 
    As my thoughts took a bit of a turn to Negative Town, a shadow flashed across the battlefield. Looking up, I saw that it was none other than Elenari. She was riding on her Emerald Dragon, Gharmon. Wayne was slung in a pouch across her chest. As they descended and came in to land, it became apparent that Wayne was not long for this world. He croaked a small welcome at Garth, who I’d let materialize next to me. 
 
    “Elenari,” I said, “what are you—” 
 
    Elenari cut me off with a gesture. 
 
    ”The Overseer wishes to call a meeting, Mike,” she said, in the brisk manner that so reminded me of when we had first met in a Los Angeles back alley. 
 
    “A meeting?” I asked, excitement trickling through my guts as I waved Penelope, Saya, and Tamsin over. “A meeting about what?” 
 
    Elenari stroked Wayne’s head. “It’s happening,” she said. “We’ve finally been approved to enter the Subterranean Realms.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We flew back to the Drako Academy and the Crystal Spire like the wind that drives a storm. I led the way, flying at the tip of a V of five dragonmancers. Elenari and Saya soared along at Garth’s wingtips, while Tamsin and Penelope flew behind them. 
 
    As was usual, our respective coteries would make their way back in a slower and less spectacular fashion. My squad, due to Gabby crashing their longship through a giant’s rib cage, would take the road back home, bolstering the numbers of the soldiers of the Academy who were also heading back. 
 
    I was bent over Garth’s neck, tucked into his slipstream, my eyes fixed on the pin-sized Crystal Spire that had just emerged on the far horizon. My mind was curiously blank, considering the news that Elenari had delivered us. All that mattered now was returning to base and learning the Overseer’s plans, most especially her plan for me. I’d hear the words straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Nothing else would suffice. 
 
    With that in mind, on reaching the Academy, I pulled Garth up over the landing area in the middle bailey. It was here that dragonmancers usually landed. Having a general staging area allowed a clerk to record the comings and goings of the dragonriders a little more easily. This, in turn, meant that said clerk could inform higher ranking officers whether or not they had seen certain dragonmancers, and when. 
 
    The four other dragonmancers pulled up in midair next to me. 
 
    “What’s up, Mike Noctis?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “I’m going straight to see the Overseer.” I looked around at the quartet of dragonmancers. “I want to hear from her lips what the hell we’re doing and when we’re doing it. I’m sick of waiting. Sick of not knowing when I can start looking for the things that will save Wayne.” 
 
    Elenari and Saya glanced at one another and then at me. 
 
    “We’re coming too,” they both said at the same time, as I thought they would. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s okay, really. I can go this alone. I don’t know how much trouble I might bring down on myself showing up at her tower without a formal invitation, but I have to know what’s going on.” 
 
    Elenari’s face was so set it may as well have been carved from marble. 
 
    “We’re going with you, Mike,” she said. “Even if it’s just to stand at your back.” 
 
    I nodded. I wouldn’t ever be ballsy enough to claim that I knew the workings of women, but I knew enough not to argue with that tone. 
 
    “Very well,” Penelope said. Her voice, as usual, was reasonableness itself. “In that case, I will head back to the library. I would like to warn you though, Mike, that what you say is true. Turning up at the Overseer’s Tower without invitation is to invite the displeasure of Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen.” 
 
    I shrugged. I really, truly, did not care one bit about our superiors right now. 
 
    Tamsin inclined her head and raised her spear. 
 
    “I will get cleaned up, scrub my armor and weapons, and make ready for whatever comes next,” she said, her yellow eyes gleaming with anticipation. “If you require my help, Mike, I will be waiting.” 
 
    I raised my hand at the two dragonmancers. “Well fought today,” I said. “You proved your worth ten times over. It was a joy to watch.” 
 
    Penelope blushed navy and grinned shyly at me. Tamsin’s eyes narrowed delightedly, and she too smiled, a sharp white smile. 
 
    “You weren’t so bad to watch yourself, Mike,” the hobgoblin said. 
 
    Then, without another word, both she and Penelope dropped toward the ground on the backs of Fyzos and Glizbe. 
 
    I turned Garth with a telepathic command and pointed the young Pearl Dragon’s snout toward the old, innocuous arsenal tower that stood at the back of the lesser used upper bailey. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to Saya and Elenari. 
 
    The two women nodded grimly, no trace of the smiles that had lit their faces after our recent victory. 
 
    The old arsenal tower was where the Drako Academy’s armaments had once been stored, back when it was only a quarter or less of the size it was now. It stood like a broken, blackened finger at the very rear of the castle complex. It looked almost tumbledown in its appearance, though it was the quarters of the woman who ran the entire Academy: the Overseer. Not only that, but it was also where all meetings of the Martial Council were held. 
 
    If the training circles, parade grounds, archery butts, and sparring arenas were the heart of the Drako Academy, then the unremarkable arsenal tower was the brain center. 
 
    The tight, single dragon opening gaped in front of us as we approached the tower, yawning like a toothless mouth. Undeterred, I commanded Garth where I wanted to go, and the Pearl Dragon swooped through the opening like some breed of shimmering bat returning to its lair. 
 
    It had been tight inside the cave when last I had visited the Overseer’s Tower with Lieutenant Kaleen. This time, with three dragonmancers inside the dragon hangar, it was even closer, but thanks to our scaly companions being on friendly terms, the jostling was pretty short-lived and didn’t result in any bloodshed. 
 
    I dismounted first and quickly retracted Garth back into his crystal to make some space. Saya slid down from Scopula and did the same, while Elenari actually vanished Gharmon just before her claws hit stone. The elf landed like a cat, rolling across the cracked flagged floor and getting nimbly to her feet. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said to the two women and led the way out of the dragon bay. 
 
    As soon as we were through the dimly lit chamber, we came face to face with a trio of the Overseer’s private guards; the venerated and highly respected Overwatch Company. They were the women whose sole purpose was to see to the protection of the Overseer. They went where she went, shadowing her every move and vetting all those who came before her. 
 
    The three women, with their slightly disquieting purple, almond-shaped eyes, and identical red hair, were dressed in identical uniforms. It was the livery of the Overwatch Company: breeches, shirts, and mail hauberks all in the same deep crimson color, with black velvet cloaks and black tabards with a silver vertically pupiled eye stitched onto the front. 
 
    I was not much in the mood for being confronted, by friends or foes. I just wanted to get past or be brought before the Overseer so that I could ask the questions that burned in my mind like phosphoresce. 
 
    “Oh, look,” I said, “it’s Hanson. Gone for a new haircut though, fellas, I see.” 
 
    The three female Wind Nymphs did not get the reference. I doubted it would have bothered them even if they had. The foremost woman stepped forward, hand on her sword pommel, and smiled politely. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in a level tone, “you are not expected.” 
 
    “Oh, come on now,” I said. “All of us know that you guys saw us flying in from a mile away. You don’t become part of the Overwatch Company if you don’t have your head on a swivel at all times, I imagine.” 
 
    The three women said nothing. 
 
    “We may not be expected,” Elenari said, “but the only question you need to answer is this: are you going to let us through to see the Overseer?”  
 
    The Wind Nymph at the front of the trio blinked thoughtfully a couple of times. I knew that they were sifting us for lies—for malicious intent. That was the unique skill of the Wind Nymphs; why it was only their race that made up the Overwatch Company. They had the ability to detect lies and sniff out hostility as unerringly as a bloodhound can scent drops of blood.  
 
    “The Overseer knows that you are here,” the nymph at the front said abruptly. “We will take you to her. However, before we allow you to pass through into her chamber, we will have to look into your heart and into your mind once more. You are enigmatic, Michael Noctis. You are a hard man to read.” 
 
    Without further ado, the three members of the Overwatch Company led Elenari, Saya, and me through the dark winding corridors of the old arsenal tower. The nymph who had done all the talking led the way, while the other two silent female guards walked on either side of us. The corridors were narrow, and this formation meant that we were tightly bunched. Glancing over my shoulder, and peering between Elenari and Saya’s head, I saw that two more guardswomen had fallen silently in behind us. 
 
    Clearly, these women took the protection of the Overseer extremely seriously, if even dragonmancers were not beyond suspicion of betrayal. 
 
    Through the bare utilitarian hallways, we went up the narrow staircase that ascended the tower proper. When we emerged from this skinny staircase, we found ourselves in the main reception area outside the chambers of the Overseer and the Martial Council. 
 
    At least half a dozen more members of the Overwatch Guard stood in identical poses around the walls of this antechamber. All wore the same uniform. They all stood in matching attitudes of alertness, their left hands resting on the pommels of their swords. 
 
    An outstretched hand from the lead nymph stopped our small escorted party in their tracks. 
 
    “If you’re going to read me then read me,” I said brusquely, “but make it fast, please. The reason that I’ve turned up on the Overseer’s doorstep is because I need to see her urgently. Trust me, I can tell you I’m not here for the fun of it.” 
 
    “We understand,” said the Wind Nymph in charge. She spoke in the reasonable, unhurried voice of the born mediator and bureaucrat. “Still though, we must inspect your innermost mind. We believe there is something pernicious inside of you, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    I had no real idea what the woman was talking about. It was not until I spared a second and looked within myself, that I detected the potential problem. The emotion the Wind Nymphs were detecting was probably simmering, directionless rage. It was the fury I felt at the Overseer and the Martial Council. It was the resentment that I harbored, the resentment for the time it had taken for them to reach what I deemed a straightforward decision. 
 
    It took a lot of willpower to force the emotion aside, but I did my best, making a concerted effort to calm myself. 
 
    Almost at once, the face of the Wind Nymph in front of us cleared. 
 
    “Ah, we see,” she said softly. She glanced around at the other members of the Overwatch Company and nodded her head. “It was a pure and righteous anger. You may proceed, Michael Noctis, but allow us to counsel you. Try and keep a lid on that temper while in the presence of the Overseer, if you please.” 
 
    I nodded curtly. Despite the calm and almost dreamy subcurrent the Wind Nymphs generated, clearly these warriors could throw down like fiends from hell, if it came to it. They weren’t dragonmancers, as far as I could tell, but they had their own kind of innate magic. And I knew that non-dragonmancers could be formidable if they possessed equipment enchanted with dragonblood, which no doubt these members of the Overwatch Company did.  
 
    The lead guardswoman stood aside, and pushed the heavy, iron-shod door in front of me open. My companions and I walked inside. 
 
    The Arthurian round table was just as I remembered it, as was the assembly of men and women gathered around it. The few particular faces that had stuck in my memory leapt out at me once more: the old guy with the salt and pepper mutton chops; the woman with the dangerously pretty smile, the waspish face, and the short, faded pink hair. Then, of course, there was the short guy with a spare tire around his midriff—the asshole who had suggested I could use an extensive probing and interrogation session at the hands of skilled torturers. 
 
    The Overseer, once again, captured the eye in the same inexorable way that the fire draws the moth. She was clad in another simple dress today, sapphire blue instead of the emerald green that I had last seen her in. A russet fur draped her statuesque shoulder. Her bright green eyes were locked on my face. A curious and highly intelligent smile pulled at her lips. 
 
    It was a disarming smile that snuffed out the last stubbornly burning flame of anger inside of me. I had still had half a mind to blow my top, even as I was stepping through the doorway of the chamber, but under that smile, I was suddenly turned to putty. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in greeting, in a soft and beautiful voice that could have stopped a riot. 
 
    “I think your Overwatch Company are not entirely convinced I can be trusted to hold my temper in check,” I said, trying to keep the impatience out of my voice, while simultaneously endeavoring to keep my gaze from straying to the fat bastard who’d been so adamant about the whole probing thing. “I think they believe me to be dangerous.” 
 
    The Overseer cocked her head to one side and then looked slowly around the room at the six men and six women that made up the Martial Council.  
 
    “You are a dragonmancer,” the Overseer said pleasantly. “Not only that, but you are also a father who is worried for the wellbeing of his offspring. I would be concerned if they did not think that you were a danger to me and everyone in this room.” 
 
    A brief silence stretched out. A heavy silence loaded with unspoken words of warning. 
 
    “All I want to know,” I said, “is when we’re leaving and what we’re doing. Give me it in layman’s terms, if you’d be so kind. I’m a simple guy at heart, and I’d like to think that this is a simple mission. I’m going to save my son.” 
 
    The Overseer nodded. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. 
 
    The gorgeous woman held up a hand to stop the fat Martial Council member from opening his mouth, as he looked like he was threatening to do.  
 
    “Indulge me a moment,” she continued, “and allow me to tell you a little of what has been happening. In this way, you might better understand what is to happen next. Empress Cyrene gave the go-ahead for the Drako Academy to increase our movements into the Subterranean Realms. Now, admittedly, the Mystocean Empire has been doing so for the past year, but without any real kind of dedication or direction.” 
 
    “You were basically just showing your face down there, were you?” I asked. It was a blunt question, but not rude. I just was not in the mood to dance about when we could cut to the chase in far less time. 
 
    The man with the salt and pepper mutton chops began sputtering like a kettle on the boil, but was quieted by another graceful hand from the Overseer. 
 
    “Our previous expeditions were, as you so eloquently put it, mainly just to show that we were there,” the Overseer admitted. “To show any potential spies of the Shadow Nations that we, indeed, still have a presence down there. I will tell you that it was mostly a team of sappers, a handful of dragonmancers, and a small company of regular troops. We were hoping to find some useful relics in some of the myriad networks of tunnels.” 
 
    “And now?” I asked. “Now that you’ve found out what I am? What I can do? And what we need from down there?” 
 
    “Things have changed, yes,” the Overseer replied. “Our patrols, and our efforts, have increased tenfold. You hold the key to the regeneration of our dragons, Mike Noctis. You personify the continuation of the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    There was some muttering around the table at this declaration, but I ignored it. 
 
    “I assume that you must have some sort of staging post now then,” I said. “It’s taken quite a while for this expedition to get the go-ahead. I couldn’t think what the goddamn hold-up was, but now that I come to think about it, I guess that it’s because you’ve been fortifying your position.” 
 
    The Overseer gave me a searching look. “That’s right. A veritable town has been constructed within the shadows of the Western Gate of Galipolas Mountain. It is there that the initial work and labor of clearing a path to enter the Subterranean Realms is being undertaken. All of the entrances that used to exist—at least those known by the Empire—were sealed with rubble and debris after the Shadow Nations were defeated a millennium ago. We are carefully clearing one of these entrances now.” 
 
    I nodded. Penelope had given me a brief history of the old war with the Shadow Nations. This seemed to tally up with what the Knowledge Sprite had told me. 
 
    “The entrance that we are trying to excavate lies somewhere within the ruins of what was once an Iron Dwarf city,” the Overseer said. “Now that the Martial Council has been sent word that the first area of the mines is secured, we are willing to allow you, Dragonmancer Noctis, to travel to the Western Gate of Galipolas Mountain. “ 
 
    It took all my self-control not to say, “About fucking time.” 
 
    Instead, I said, “I appreciate it, Overseer. When can I leave?” 
 
    The waspish woman with the pale pink hair was the one to answer this question. She peered at me superciliously down her nose. “You should understand, Dragonmancer Noctis, that, typically, students of the Academy during an expedition such as this would guard the rear, flanks, and the supply lines. They would act as messengers and runners. They would move around supplies. They would man pickets ahead of, or around the main body of troops, so that they can detect the enemy and slow them down before they encounter the main body of troops.” 
 
    Somehow, I managed to hold my tongue as this woman explained herself to me, as if to a recalcitrant child. 
 
    “You, however, will not be doing any of this,” continued the pink-haired member of the Martial Council. “By the express wishes of the Overseer, you shall be placed in the middle of a powerful group of dragonmancers and sent out into areas that have already been cleared.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I butted in, firing a small smile right into the waspish woman’s face. “I’d like to be in the thick of things, but I understand that you don’t want to risk your one hope to stop dragon extinction. Either way, I just want to find what I need to save my son.” 
 
    The woman’s lips peeled back from her pale gums, as if she was about to spit venom at me. 
 
    “Your job is to seek out the crystals and whatever might restore your potency, Mike,” the Overseer interjected. “Thus, the mission of everyone in the group that surrounds you is to protect you and keep you safe from harm.” 
 
    My lip curled in slight disdain at this, but the Overseer held up a finger; a gesture that made me hold my peace. 
 
    “You are very, very important to this Empire, Mike,” she carried on, her words frosted with unmistakable sincerity. “Given your special abilities and your personal interest in this mission, the Drako Academy and Empress Cyrene herself are making an exception for you. Your company will be called in after the main body of our fighters clears out each area and frees it of enemy troops.” 
 
    “You think there will be resistance, Overseer?” Saya blurted from behind me. 
 
    “There will surely be enemies,” the Overseer said. “As surely as the Subterranean Realms have been home and sanctuary for the Shadow Nations all these long years.” 
 
    “I thank you for making the right decision, Overseer,” I said, trying to interject my voice with the proper respect and gratitude. “I thank you for making this easy for me.” 
 
    “Knowing the sort of man you are, we are left with little choice,” the Overseer said, with the ghost of a smile. “You must go there, into danger.” 
 
    She was right on that score. I did. 
 
    “But I have something to ask of you, Mike Noctis,” the Overseer said. “A personal favor to me.” 
 
    “Anything,” I said without hesitation. 
 
    “Follow the orders that you are given. Please. Even if those orders mean that you will survive while all your fellow dragonmancers with you perish. You must not die, nor must you place yourself in any kind of danger. The fate of the Mystocean Empire, and all those who call it home, lies in your hands, Mike. Will you do that for me? Will you fight for us, as we need you to fight?” 
 
    I swallowed. I could not look at Elenari or Saya standing next to me. 
 
    “I will fight as you need me to fight,” I said stiffly. “I will fight for the Mystocean Empire. I will fight for Wayne. I will fight for my blood.”  
 
    It was the hardest promise that I had ever had to make. This world though, this land and the people in it, had become my home over the past few months. And if you weren’t prepared to fight for your home, what else was there worth fighting for? 
 
    We left the chamber after that. There seemed precious little to say. I was elated, but thoughtful. When the girls asked me whether we should head straight back to the dorm, I shook my head. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you two,” I said. “I won’t be long. I’m just going to take a quick lap around the castle. Breathe the air. Try and clear my head.” 
 
    Elenari and Saya kissed me on the cheeks and smiled understandingly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I arrived back at the dorm room that I shared with Elenari and Saya, I found the other two women already there. They were dressed in the same garments they had been wearing when they had left the Overseer’s chamber; the uniform of Rank One dragonmancers and their battle armor. Given our progression in the last few months, I doubted we would remain Rank One for much longer. 
 
    Saya was covered in grime and blood, of course—a lot of blood. None of it, as far as I could tell, was hers. It was one of the things I found so appealing about the tall, strong blonde: the fact that if she had been strutting about on Earth, on the streets of L.A., she would have been pigeonholed as just another vapid glamor model. However, she was far from useless and empty-headed. The juxtaposition between her outer appearance and her ruthless capabilities was one that I found uniquely intoxicating. She was as deadly and self-assured as any panther that stalked the forest.  
 
    Elenari, having arrived in the capacity of messenger, looked only windswept. Her eyes, though, burned with an urgency that I felt in my own chest. Clearly, she wanted to get moving as soon as possible. She was champing at the bit to get into the Subterranean Realms and find what we needed to craft a crystal for Wayne so that he could attain maturity. 
 
    Time was running out. Running fast. 
 
    Saya removed her armor and set it down carefully. Then, she pulled her filthy, gore-covered shirt over her head and threw it in the corner. She was revealed in all her glory then; the hard muscles of her arms and stomach etched out in her tall, athletic frame like they had been carved with a chisel. Her large, perfect breasts were coated in a layer of sweat and dirt. 
 
    She caught me gazing admiringly at her and smiled knowingly. 
 
    “Looks to me like I’m not the only one whose blood is up after that fight with the wildmen,” she said. 
 
    With groan-inducing slowness, Saya unbuckled her sword belt and let it drop to the floor with a heavy clunk. She kicked off her boots. Then, wriggling that muscular gymnast’s ass of hers, she slid her pants slowly down her thighs until she stood buck naked on the floor. 
 
    “I’m going for a bath,” she said, her eyes flicking between Elenari and myself. “Anyone care to join me?”  
 
    With little to no conscious thought, I stripped off my own armor and placed it by the foot of my bed. Then, I ripped my soiled shirt over my head, pried my boots off, and flung my breeches into the corner where they were picked up by whatever kind soul did the dragonmancer’s laundry. 
 
    Saya was right, my blood was up. It might have been the lingering effects of the battle. Could have been the anger and resentment that was slowly leeching out of me now that the Overseer had finally given us the go-ahead. It might have been a combination of the two. Whichever the reason, I could feel my sex-drive revving up. My insides burned with the need to lose myself in a sea of red lust. 
 
    My cock twitched in anticipation as Saya ran her bright blue eyes over my body. 
 
    “I guess that’s one,” she said. 
 
    I grabbed a towel from the stack and tossed one to Saya. The Amazonian blonde caught it deftly and wrapped it around herself.  
 
    “Elenari,” she said as she opened the door to the corridor leading to the dragonmancer’s private shower and bathroom, “I know you’re not dirty like Mike and I, but we can remedy that…” 
 
    Elenari bit her lip, glanced at me, and then pointed at the stack of towels. In the time that it took me to turn, grab another fluffy towel, and throw it to her, she was already out of her breeches and wriggling out of her long fighting shirt. 
 
    My breath caught, as it always did, on observing the beautiful waif-like elf. Her skin was as pale and flawless as milk, contrasting brilliantly with her long, red hair. 
 
    “Um,” I said, suddenly struck by something that must have been as close to parental responsibility as I had ever come. “Where’s the little guy? Where’s Wayne?” 
 
    Elenari’s excited face fell a little. She pointed over to her bed. Looking, I saw a slight haze of pale blue smoke coming from underneath it. 
 
    “He’s under there in a nest he’s made of yours, mine, and Saya’s clothes,” the elf said. “All he does is sleep now, basically.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, some bullshit about sleep being the great healer or something, but Elenari shook her head and hitched a mischievous look onto her face with an effort. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, smiling wickedly as she wrapped the towel around her. “You don’t want Saya to start without us, do you?” 
 
    I grinned. “I can think of worse things to walk in on than that,” I replied. And the two of us walked out of the dorm door and followed Saya into the luxuriously appointed bathroom. 
 
    This communal bathroom was mostly taken up by a circle of shower stalls. At the back of the room, however, there was also a line of sunken tubs and, in one corner, an opulent spa bath that could comfortably fit about eight dragonmancers. 
 
    The faucet was already gushing forth foaming hot water when Elenari and I entered. 
 
    I had been worried that there might already be dragonmancers making use of the facilities, but I needn’t have worried. It was that time in the afternoon when dragonmancers who had not been sent on patrol, or on some mission or other, would still be on the parade grounds training. After they had finished up there, chances are they would make straight for the refectory for a meal before their evening classes. 
 
    Judging by the mischievous and excited smile playing around Saya’s lips as she sat in the filling tub, she had come to the same conclusion: we had a good long while before we might expect to be interrupted. 
 
    Elenari and I stepped down into the marble spa bath. The water was already lapping at my knees and was deliciously warm. The thick, foamy bubbles smelled like vanilla and cinnamon. 
 
    Elenari instantly dropped down to her hands and knees, so that her perfect ass was pointing in my direction. The elf crawled toward Saya. The blonde reached out and pulled the fiery-haired elf toward her, and they kissed gently.  
 
    There are some sights, such as the spectacle of two women soaping each other’s breasts and making out, that need to be savored. For a couple of minutes, I simply sat on the edge of the marble spa bath and watched the erotic show play out in front of me, while all but one of my muscles started to relax thanks to the rising hot water.  
 
    Eventually, I slipped into the sudsy water, though my eyes continued to move slowly over the glorious sight of the two naked dragonmancers in front of me. 
 
    “Why this sort of thing isn’t a prerequisite for all post-mission wind downs is a mystery to me,” I said as Saya disentangled herself from Elenari for just long enough to shut off the faucet. 
 
    “Well, we could broach it to Sergeant Milena, couldn’t we?” Elenari said innocently. “I’m sure she and Lieutenant Kaleen would go for it, don’t you think?” 
 
    Saya grunted with amusement as she scooped up a handful of bubbles and rubbed them over the elf’s chest. Elenari’s pink nipples stood up like a couple of guardsmen coming to attention. 
 
    “Damn me, but if there was ever a woman who could benefit from getting laid, it would be the Sergeant,” the blonde warrior said as she soaped Elenari, running her hands over the elf’s slick skin.  
 
    Elenari sat now, leaning against one end of the enormous sunken marble spa bath, while Saya administered to her. The elf’s legs were spread, and Saya was nestled up against the slighter woman as she cleaned her off. Elenari groaned gently and slipped a hand beneath the surface of the water. She began to rub at Saya’s crotch while the blonde dragonmancer continued to lather up her tits with soap and occasionally leaned forward to flick her tongue across Elenari’s nipples. 
 
    As I watched, captivated, I cleaned the worst of the grime and blood from my arms, chest, and face, leaving my skin clean and fresh. 
 
    “You better join us, Mike Noctis,” Saya growled, giving Elenari’s nipples a firm tweak so that the other woman gasped and writhed against her. “You still look a little filthy.” 
 
    My cock throbbed with a building lust that almost had me tearing the women apart so that I could plunge myself into one of them. 
 
    “You just sit back and let us clean each other up first though,” Elenari purred, a wicked grin lighting up her usually composed and reserved elven features. “Like the gentleman that we all know that you are not quite. Then Saya and I will take care of you. You just sit back and enjoy the show for now.” 
 
    I did as I was told. I had learned enough in my few months at the Drako Academy to know that, very occasionally, it was prudent to bow to superior numbers. 
 
    Elenari squirmed against Saya’s wet, more muscular body, sending the bathwater sloshing about like a storm-tossed sea. Saya’s hands continued to glide over Elenari’s porcelain skin, leaving bubbles in their wake. She carried on toying and teasing the elf’s nipples for a while, until I could see that they were stiff enough to cut glass. Then, slowly, deliberately, she moved her hands down, under the water, mimicking the motions that Elenari was making in the watery depths. Elenari moaned loudly and started to hump Saya’s hand as Saya fingered her. 
 
    All this was happening under the water, obviously, and I couldn’t see a thing, but the whole situation was almost made sexier because of that. I had seen how these women liked to get down, and knew exactly how they liked to get off, and my imagination easily stepped in to fill in the blanks. 
 
    It was all I could do not to jump in there myself, as the two beautiful females finger-fucked one another. The longer I held out though, the better it’d be when I subbed into the game. 
 
    Every now and again, both Elenari and Saya glanced directly at me as they played with each other, their mouths open, teeth gleaming, eyes brimming over with pure carnality.  
 
    Saya started bucking more and more forcefully against Elenari’s hand, grinding hard against her, forcing her back into the corner of the spa bath. 
 
    “That’s it, that’s where I want it, right there,” the blonde warrior muttered into the other woman’s ear, all the while looking at me. Her motions became jerkier, even more forceful. Elenari grunted and gasped as Saya crushed her inexorably into the corner of the tub, but continued frigging the woman under the hot, soapy water. 
 
    Suddenly, Saya convulsed, the muscles in her back standing and writhing. She let out a soft little whimpering scream of pleasure. Then she relaxed into the bath, easing away from the red-headed elf, and grinning at me. 
 
    “Now,” the Amazonian said, her ice-blue eyes glittering with bad behavior yet to be done, “it’s the turn of our good, sweet elf here.” 
 
    With no warning, Saya hoisted Elenari up out of the bath and sat her on the edge of the sunken tub. She spread the elf’s unresisting legs so that the supple Elenari was almost doing the splits on the edge of the tub. Elenari inhaled sharply, as water ran down the planes of her flat stomach and over her wide open, eager, bright pink sex. 
 
    “I know you only flew in to deliver that message,” Saya whispered, her lips almost brushing the elf’s pelvis, her breath tickling at the opening of her box, “but you still look a little stressed.” 
 
    “I’m very, very tense,” breathed Elenari, smiling as she said the words. 
 
    “I think that this general area could do with some close attention then,” Saya said, and pulled Elenari’s crotch hard up against her face. 
 
    Saya instantly went to work, tonguing and slurping at Elenari’s slit while the other woman ground her pelvis into the blonde bombshell’s face. She had pulled herself up onto the step below the edge of the deep tub so that she could more adequately feast on the panting elf. 
 
     I had the best seat in the house. Sitting at the other end of the capacious tub. Hot water up to my neck. Saya’s swimsuit model ass right in front of me, wet and shining. 
 
    I reached out and gave her backside a playful swat. Saya gasped but carried on working on Elenari with her tongue and lips. 
 
    It did not take long, a few minutes at most, before I couldn’t take it anymore. Happily, this feeling coincided with Elenari breathlessly saying, “Get in here, Mike, please! This is… this is wonderful, but it could be so much better. So much hotter.” 
 
    I surged up out of the water and, in one smooth motion, grabbed Saya by her hips and thrust into her gaping, dripping sex from behind. 
 
    With that insertion, a surging tingle of connection flowed through me, from the tip of my cock all the way to the ends of my hair and toes. It was a feeling that I couldn’t really quantify, but I had never felt the likes of it before. 
 
    Saya cried out in ecstasy as I began pumping away at her doggy-style, my balls slapping into her clit with a pornographic wet smacking sound. With every stroke, her face was forced into Elenari’s crotch. Soon, all three of us were grunting and gasping like we were running some sort of epic marathon. 
 
    The weird energy that I had felt on first entering Saya had morphed into the more identifiable feeling of a need that required fulfillment. It was building and building and building. 
 
    At one point, Saya reached back with both hands and spread her asscheeks so that I could penetrate her as deeply as possible. I took the hint and started fucking her with a renewed vim and vigor. 
 
    “Wait, wait, I’m close, I’m close!” Elenari suddenly cried out after a while. “Mike come here and finish me off!” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    I pulled out of Saya, the blonde dragonmancer moving obediently aside, while Elenari lay back on the tiled floor. She was still on the edge of the sunken tub, but being a dragonmancer, the coldness and hardness of the surface did nothing to dull her sexual appetite. She opened her legs wide and pointed them at the ceiling. 
 
    I grabbed the elf’s ankles, forced her legs as wide as they would go, and speared her with my cock. It took only a few minutes of furious fucking on my part before Elenari started moaning. Then, as I thrust into her, she abruptly convulsed and screamed a couple of times in pure unadulterated satisfaction. 
 
    I pulled out, and a gush of liquid followed my cock as Elenari came like a storm cloud bursting. 
 
    It was one of the most erotic things I’d ever seen. Elenari’s face was screwed up, as she inhabited that middle world that lay between intense pleasure and delicious pain. 
 
    I turned my head, at the touch of hands on my shoulders, and saw that Saya was right behind me. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she said simply. 
 
    I gave my head a little shake. 
 
    “Not here,” I said in a hoarse voice, which was thick with longing. “Back in the room. After we climax, I want us to be comfortable in our own space, not worried about someone walking in on us.” 
 
    Saya didn’t waste words. Instead, she hopped out of the bath, grabbed our towels, and headed for the door. 
 
    I scooped up the still prostrate form of the orgasming elf and followed. 
 
    Saya was ready when I kicked the door to the dorm open. 
 
    The fire was burning in the middle of the room. The torches glowed. I placed Elenari on the enormous and comfortable velvet sofa that lined one side of the sunken fire pit, and then Saya launched herself at me.  
 
    She was certainly the more heavily built of the pair; all hard muscle, chiseled abs, and arms that would have put any pro female UFC heavyweight to shame. However, that didn’t stop her from springing at me like a cougar and wrapping her legs around me. 
 
    With a grunt, I caught her slippery naked body. I felt her nails rake my shoulders in the throes of her passion. As Elenari watched contentedly from the sofa, I managed to wrangle Saya into a position that allowed us to come together, and my cock slipped inside her. 
 
    With my hands full of ass, I pressed Saya up against the rough stone wall, pounding into her with a savagery that she clearly delighted in. Her long, blonde hair, wet with bathwater, slapped into my face as she lunged in to kiss my neck and face like a striking cobra. Her nails dug into my back as I spun her around. We knocked a shelf full of armor polish, ancient arrowheads, and military books clean off the wall. 
 
    “Fuck, yes!” Saya grunted, her lips mashed against mine. “That’s it. Don’t fuck me like a man. Fuck me like a dragonmancer!” 
 
    We teetered around on the spot and smashed an innocent side table to splinters. With the impact, a surge of animal satisfaction passed through me, vibrating through every cell of me. It was far from unpleasant. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and the skin along Saya’s buttocks and legs turned to gooseflesh under my palms. 
 
    What made sex with these two women so electric was that, somewhere, behind our human emotions and human needs, lurked the dragon.  
 
    Saya and I smashed our way around our dorm room, while Elenari lay exhausted and content on the sofa and watched us, her fingers toying casually with her own nipples or, occasionally, her pussy. 
 
    Eventually, I put Saya down on one of the sideboards and pounded into her with that single-minded intensity that can only lead to one outcome. The blonde dragonmancer’s hands were behind her head and pressed flat against the stone wall. Her eyes were screwed shut in rapture as we fucked, her fingers digging into the mortar of the wall itself. 
 
    When my pumping pace had reached an unsustainable velocity, Saya arched her back.  
 
    “Yes!” she screamed and, at the exact same moment as her, I came. There was a crunch as I pressed her up against the stone wall so hard that part of the block behind her actually crumbled away. Both of us, however, were too far gone to care about that. 
 
    Saya pushed backward—an almost involuntary spasm—from the wall. Such was the unbridled strength of the shove, that the two of us were sent reeling backward and flopped over the back of the sofa and landed sprawled next to Elenari.  
 
    It took more than a little while for the beating of our hearts to return to their resting rates, and a couple of seconds more for Saya to unhook her ankles from around my ears. When that was done, all three of us sank as deeply into the enormous velvet sofa as we could, breathing heavily. 
 
    Sweat tracked down my chest, running down my pectorals to take the path of least resistance down my breastbone. My face was flushed with the passion and intensity of what the three of us had just enjoyed.  
 
    Saya’s leg was draped over my thigh. Our two limbs glued together with sweat and other bodily fluids. Her bright blonde hair was stuck across her gorgeous face, a few strands dark with perspiration and bath water, her forget-me-not eyes shining contentedly in the light of the fire burning in the central hearth. 
 
    Elenari got up, prowled nimbly over to her bed, and grabbed a couple of blankets. She tossed one to Saya, who flung it over both her and as much of me as it would cover. Elenari then snuggled into the far corner of the sofa. 
 
    “That was…” I said, my dopamine-soaked brain struggling to put the experience into coherent syllables. “That was really… That was really something.” 
 
    Saya cracked a bright white smile at me. 
 
    “Your eloquence never ceases to dazzle me, Mike,” she chuckled tiredly. “You know, you’re lucky you’re so easy on the eye.” 
 
    “Ouch!” I said, clutching my hand to my chest, as if I’d been struck in the heart by a crossbow bolt. “You really know how to treat ‘em mean to keep ‘em keen, don’t you, gorgeous?” 
 
    I reached under the blanket and gave Saya’s incredibly toned ass a pinch. The blonde warrior squeaked and wriggled a little. 
 
    “You know, Michael Noctis,” she said, when she had settled back down. “I think… I think I’m ready to help bear you another dragonling. What we have—what the three of us share, it is special, yes?” 
 
    “I reckon so,” I said gently. In a vivid flash of sudden recollection, I recalled how I had been on my way to meet a Tinder date on the day that the thief had my phone stolen and ended up running into Elenari. On the day that all of this had started. 
 
    How casual, inconsequential, and hollow those relationships back on Earth felt to me now. No doubt it was because the women that I had met since that day had turned out to be some of the most intimidating, accomplished, badass females that I had ever had the pleasure of meeting. 
 
    “I too wish to bear you another dragonling, Mike,” Elenari said, slicing neatly into my reminiscences. “That is why this mission, this sojourn into the Subterranean Realms, must not fail.”  
 
    “We have to succeed,” Saya seconded. “You have to succeed.” 
 
    I looked at the two gorgeous women lying sprawled on the sofa. Elenari, with her elfin, almost pixie-like grace, which belied a fierce savagery underneath. Saya, as muscled, fit, and intimidating as any Valkyrie, who could tear a man in two and then drop you with a softly spoken word. 
 
    “Don’t fret,” I said with a vehemence that steeled my bones and sinews, “I’m not going to fail. How could I, with you guys watching my back?” 
 
    Elenari placed a hand on Saya’s shoulder. Saya reached up and squeezed it. 
 
    “Besides,” I said, “as much as I’m doing this for the continuation of dragons as a whole and the good of the Mystocean Empire, there’s something more important to that. At least to me. If I don’t go into those goddamn Subterranean Realms… well, Wayne needs us to triumph and complete our mission.” 
 
    The fire crackled and popped as the crumbling logs shifted position. 
 
    As I stared into the flames, I thought about the upcoming mission and the events that had brought me to this point. I pondered everything that had happened to get us to this point.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, after a minute or two of cogitation, “whatever happened with that woman?” 
 
    “What woman?” Elenari asked in a quiet voice as she stared unblinkingly into the fire. 
 
    ”The woman who we saw fleeing that night. The woman who dropped the crystal. The one the Bloodletters were hunting in Drakereach.” 
 
    “No one has been able to find out anything about her,” Saya said, in her no-nonsense way. “Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen sent out trackers, from what I hear, but none of them were able to turn up anything.” 
 
    This vexed me. Sergeant Milena and her twin, Lieutenant Kaleen, were two of the most capable women employed by the Drako Academy. They would have sent out their most skilled trackers, I was sure of that. If they had not been able to find anything—nothing at all—then there was definitely more to that mysterious woman than had met the eye. 
 
    “And the Bloodletters haven’t reared their heads at all?” I asked—a little pointlessly, as Elenari and Saya would have told me if there had been even a whiff of them. 
 
    “Nothing,” Elenari affirmed. 
 
    Saya stretched her legs and groaned. The feel of her bare, silky thighs rubbing against my own was almost enough to have my flag flying at half-mast within a second. 
 
    “Let’s not talk shop right now,” she said. “This could be the last day we get to spend together for gods know how long. Let’s enjoy it.” 
 
    “Sound advice,” I said. 
 
    I swallowed and glanced over to my bed. The time had come to do something that I had been delaying for the past few weeks. Except, now that it was here, I was visited by a slight and unfamiliar wave of apprehension. 
 
    Still, it was better to face those things that made you feel like that, rather than live with them breathing on your neck for a second longer than was necessary. 
 
    I got up, lifted a grumbling Saya’s legs from off me, and padded over to my bed. I reached under the mattress and retrieved the two objects that I had purchased and stowed there after purchasing them from the gnoll merchant, Big Greasy. 
 
    “What are you doing, Mike?” Elenari called sleepily. “Get back here, will you?” 
 
    “I’m coming,” I said. Clutching one object in each hand, I strode back over and dropped without ceremony onto my knees in front of the sofa. 
 
    Hell, I figured that if you had to get down on one knee for one woman, it made sense that you had to drop onto both knees for two. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, holding out the golden rings, one in each hand, “you’ve come to mean a lot to me over the past few months. The shit we’ve been through together… Well, let’s just say that we’ve passed through more adversity and more danger, had to solve more problems, and fight our way out of more corners than most people do in ten lifetimes. You’re a pair of the most badass, determined, phenomenal women that I have ever met.” 
 
    “Mike, are you asking the two of us to marry you?” Elenari asked softly, her eyes wide and shining. 
 
    I held up a hand, trying to communicate that she shouldn’t slow my roll just then. I had the feeling that if I stopped, my words would get bottle-necked in my head and all tangled up and I’d blow this moment. 
 
    “I know that this might not exactly be the classic proposal that girls dream of—I’m sure the guy normally has more clothes on for one thing—but nothing about the bond that exists between the three of us strikes me as conventional, so I thought why start now. All I know is that the two of you accepted me without question when I arrived.” 
 
    Saya snorted. Smiled at me kindly from where she lay on the sofa like some sort of goddess of war or lust. 
 
    “Well, yeah, okay, maybe Saya voiced an objection or two,” I laughed, “but only for a second, if my memory serves me right.” 
 
    The girls laughed too. 
 
    “I just wanted to show you that I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” I continued. “I appreciate everything we’ve shared—as damned crazy as some of it has been. And I can’t think of two better people to help raise my offspring with. We’re a goddamn force of nature, ladies, and these rings are to show you that I’m all in. If you’ll have me, of course?” 
 
    I’d done my research, and unlike America, polygamy was legal in the Mystocean Empire.  
 
    “Yes,” Elenari said simply. 
 
    “Yes,” Saya echoed. “You won’t be getting rid of me anytime soon, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    Elenari and Saya held out their hands without uttering another word. Whether it was because there was no need to say anything, or because they were a little choked up, I could not say.  
 
    A feeling of warm relief washed through my insides at the women’s answers. I realized, then, that I had been more nervous than I might have cared to admit. I didn’t have to be a hundred-dollar an hour psychiatrist to see that, in a life in which my closest relationships had been instigated through Tinder, I had come to care deeply for Saya and Elenari. Their words had filled me with gratification and delight, certainly, but it was what I saw shining in their eyes that really cut to the core of me; it was the reciprocation of my feelings for them. 
 
    I got to my feet and slipped the rings on to the outstretched hands of the two women, wrapped only in the blankets that the elf had taken from her bed. The golden bands gleamed in the light of the fluttering torch flames burning on the walls.  
 
    “Phew,” I said, pretending to dash away perspiration from my brow with the back of my arm. “I’m sure glad you ladies said yes.” 
 
    “Was there ever really any doubt that we wouldn’t?” Elenari asked, smiling crookedly, her bright jade eyes gleaming like emeralds reflecting the firelight. 
 
    “You weren’t that nervous were you, Mike?” Saya teased. After our recent exertion, her muscles were etched in her tanned skin like they had been carved in oak. “Surely a big, brave dragonmancer like you—” 
 
    “A man who is fast gaining a reputation as one of the biggest and baddest,” Elenari cut in, poking fun at me further. 
 
    “Surely, a dragonmancer like that doesn’t get nervous about anything?” Saya finished, with an innocent smile that convinced no one.  
 
    I feigned as much nonchalance as a stark-naked dude could and sat down on the sofa. “Had you said no, I might have been able to find another pair of women blind enough to marry me,” I said with theatrical composure. “But I’d have lost a lot of scales in the process. I’ve already put a deposit on a huge buffet from Old Sleazy. You know what that guy is like. The amount of scales I paid him was practically highway robbery.” 
 
    Elenari tilted back her pretty head and laughed, while Saya grabbed a sofa cushion and threw it at my head.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Show me a guy who says he’s not at least a tiny bit nervous on his wedding day and I’ll show you a liar. 
 
    Happily, I had very little to do with the actual planning and organizing of the wedding itself. This was good for all concerned because I was not much of an organizer, but more of a doer, especially when it came to events that required the choosing of flowers and everything else that went along with a wedding. Luckily for me, I was getting hitched to two of the universe’s more decisive and pragmatic women—a category in which there was some pretty stiff competition. 
 
    The wedding only took a couple of days to organize, which coincided nicely with the final preparations that were taking place for our mission to Galipolas Mountain. In that time, I did what all grooms with even a modicum of self-preservation do: stayed the hell out of the way, left the women to their business, and agreed with anything that was asked of me in terms of music, food, clothing, guests, and aesthetics. 
 
    Weddings were damn expensive, even in a place like the Mystocean Empire, but thankfully I’d earned a good deal of scales after I’d sold the boot from the battle with the wildmen and the giants.  
 
    My coterie and I spent many hours in the practice yards, drilling with swords and spears and bows. It was crucial that we be as well-prepared—and as lethal—as we could be. It wasn’t just about surviving this trip. It was about going there and back again, identifying and gathering the ingredients and items we needed, and then hot-footing it back as quickly as possible to save Wayne. 
 
    After the overcast weather of the last week or so, the days had turned bright and cold. They were days unique to the mountains; skies so clean a blue that they looked almost purple at the zenith, air so crisp that your breath smoked as you breathed out each invigorating lungful, sunshine that felt newly minted. 
 
    While the lads and I were out there, tucked away in a little private corner of the sparring grounds in the middle bailey and sweating in our practice armor, my squad took the opportunity to inundate me with some of the most moronic and nonsensical advice on women ever to see the light of day. 
 
    “Now, boss, if there’s one thing you gotta remember about women,” Bjorn said, “it’s this.” He thrust at me with his spear as hard as he could. I batted it aside with the back of my hand so that it punched into the ground next to me. 
 
    “What’s that, big man?” I asked, trying to keep the dubiousness in my tone to a minimum.  
 
    “You have to remember,” Bjorn grunted, pulling his spear free and swinging it around his head in an attempt to hit me in the throat, “that as soon as they start yappin’ away about clothes or jewelry or what have you, it’s in your best interest to at least look like you give a shit, even if you don’t.” 
 
    The tip of the dulled spear whisked an inch past my eyes. I stepped forward and struck Bjorn a medium-strength blow in the gut, my fist thudding into the padded jerkin he was wearing and knocking him to the floor. 
 
    “Women like it when you pretend to be interested in what they’re blabberin’ on about,” the half-Jotunn wheezed from the deck. 
 
    Gabby stepped in to take Bjorn’s place and, for a moment at least, I was spared any more brilliant and enlightening advice. 
 
    The agile mute was armed with a couple of stout wooden staves, and he came at me like a whirlwind. He spun left and right, going high and low with the staves, while occasionally throwing out a kick to keep me guessing. I parried everything he had with relative ease, judging each strike with a concentration that I did not often apply to my combat training. 
 
    One of the staves came down toward my face with force enough to pop my eye out of its socket. I caught it, the wood slapping into the palm of my hand, and wrenched it from the other man’s grip. Thanks to my dragon-infused strength, I barely felt a blow that would have broken an ordinary man’s hand. Gabby went to swing at my kneecap with the other stave, but I stepped my leg back with inhuman speed, voiding the attack, and struck his biceps with a backfist that made him drop the other heavy wooden stick too. 
 
    Trapped as he was, Gabby chose this moment to give me a look that said as plain as day, “I actually do have some advice for you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Go on then.”. 
 
    Gabby held up two fingers in front of his face and made that obscene licking gesture that signified, the universe over, eating a girl out. He waggled his eyebrows at me in a way that I interpreted to mean, “When in doubt, munch them out.” 
 
    “Very helpful,” I said. I swept the legs out from under our squad’s tracker and sharpshooter with such force that he turned a neat somersault in the air before crashing down on his front in the dust. 
 
    The blur of movement in the corner of my vision, a slight scuffing that came to my heightened ears, told me that Rupert Dyer was trying to do a sneaky on me. I ducked and whirled about as Rupert’s blunted knife hissed over my head. After relinquishing the element of surprise, Rupert came at me with his usual lack of technique, attacking in the same manner that a rabid junkyard dog might when confronted by a brightly dressed mailman.  
 
    His knife flicked from hand to hand, zipping in and out in thrust after thrust. The man had no rhythm to his fighting style, which made him extremely difficult to predict. He did, however, have a scientist’s knowledge for the body and knew exactly what tendon or artery to nick or slice at any given time. 
 
    The blunted practice knife swept in low toward my groin, before Rupert changed his mind in mid-strike and brought it up toward my chin. I clapped my hands on each side of his wrist, making him drop the blade. Before that knife had even hit the deck, Rupert had whisked another one from his sleeve and was driving it toward my exposed armpit. With dragon-enhanced speed, I twisted and jumped forward, pinning his arm under mine. With my other hand, I gripped our ingenious, tweaked-out medic by the front of his armor and lifted him easily off the ground so that his feet were dangling uselessly. 
 
    “What about you, Rupert?” I asked. “You got anything even mildly helpful before I dive headfirst down the aisle?” 
 
    Rupert kicked me in the stomach with a booted foot. He connected with my abdominals and let out a little whimper. Kicking a dragonmancer was like kicking a wall. 
 
    “Uh, well, I’ve heard that a way t-t-to keep them interested is, when they write to you or send you a messenger drake, to wait three days before you send a drake back,” he said. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, and dropped Rupert at my feet. “Remind me to never come to any of you for advice on women ever. Unless I’m in the market for a divorce, maybe.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The wedding ceremony was held in the largest hall of the Academy and was a magnificent and grand affair. It was clearly also a bit of a public relations exercise on behalf of the Martial Council, and not just a celebration of all things romantic. 
 
    Evidently, the Martial Council wanted to show the dragonmancers, particularly the new recruits, that they looked after and supported them in ways other than military. It was a slightly clumsy, but good-natured, attempt to show that we were all one big, happy family. A family that fought for one another. A family that came to celebrate life’s joyous moments, even as they put their lives on the line to protect the Empire. 
 
    The hall was a huge, sweeping space, filled with carved wooden pews. Enormous stained-glass windows encircled the top quarter of the building, from the roof to the balcony area that ran around the hall. The floor was polished white marble, veined with gold and silver. Above us, the ceiling was covered by an enormous and intricate mosaic crafted out of gemstones, depicting an armored dragonmancer flying across a mauve mountain range. 
 
    As far as decorations went, the hall was a confection for the eyes to feast on. Flowers festooned the surfaces, lush vines and colorful creepers ran up the pillars in the central aisle, and messenger drakes swept around and through the rafters overhead, occasionally letting off bursts of colorful flames. 
 
    The congregation was made up of dragonmancers mostly, with the Martial Council and the Overseer taking up pride of place at the very front. There were also, of course, a few coteries present. Those belonging to me, Elenari and Saya, as well as some of the squads of our closer friends. I couldn’t have cared less who was allowed to come to the wedding—the more the merrier was my policy. However, the Martial Council had decided, as politicians and bureaucrats do, that it would serve the Empire to make the occasion a select sort of affair. It was important, or so they said, to emphasize the importance of the dragonmancers and, indirectly, the importance of the mission to save their line. The way they achieved this was by by restricting the guest list to only a couple of dozen of of higher-ranking members of the regular army in attendance. 
 
    I was attired in my usual dragonmancer combat gear, as there was no other raiment deemed more honorable than the clothes worn by the most elite troops in the Mystocean Empire. In honor of the occasion though, my armor had been polished to a mirror sheen, my chainmail freshly oiled, my boots buffed until every last molecule of dirt had been removed, and my shirt and breeches were newly tailored from the finest cloth. 
 
    As I walked down the aisle, I caught sight of those people who I had come to view as my best and closest friends in this world. 
 
    There were the lads, of course; my coterie of dangerous and loyal misfits. Rupert, Gabby, and Bjorn all looked somewhat awkward in their finest clothes. As I walked past them, Gabby gave me a thumbs-up, Rupert doffed his ridiculous Robin Hood-style hat, and Bjorn grunted a couple of gruff words of encouragement, or commiseration, at me.  
 
    Further down the row was the all-blue Knowledge Sprite, Penelope. She was looking lovely in a gown of shimmering cerulean that reminded me of summer seas. 
 
    I spotted the bright white hair and blood red eyes of Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen off to one side. Kaleen had her usual sardonic smirk in place while Milena’s face was as inscrutable as ever. 
 
    The gorgeous blonde dragonmancer, Amara, who reminded me somewhat of a leaner, less muscular Saya, was sitting dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief and smiling at me as I strolled on by. 
 
    Next to her, taking up enough room for four and with their short legs kicking backward and forward in the air like a couple of kids, were Big Greasy and Old Sleazy. Big Greasy, wheeler-dealer and merchant extraordinaire, was dressed in his usual tight-fitting suit of red velvet that made him look like a boil that was about to burst. Old Sleazy was, surprisingly, bereft of his usual apron bearing the slogan: Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls. Instead, he was attired in a hideous, moth-eaten chartreuse-colored suit. His chef’s toque though, was still perched at a rakish angle on his bald, green head. 
 
    Preceptor Tang and Preceptor Ipheca, my tutors in Combat Theory and Arcane Practice respectively, sat in aisle seats chatting casually with the men and women next to them. 
 
    Claire the Seer was there, of course, looking resplendent dressed in all-white. Her mismatched red and blue eyes glittered as they took in the hall and all those in attendance. She, more than anyone else, was attracting the most stares from the assembled soldiers and Academy bigwigs. I assumed that this was because she rarely came down from her orchard up in the foothills of the mountains surrounding the Drako Academy. 
 
    Nina, the dark-skinned Sea Elf, and Viessa, the fiery-tempered, shaven-headed Drow sat at the back of the giant hall and pulled theatrical sad faces at me when I caught their eyes.  
 
    Before I stopped at the front of the congregation and took my place on the dais. I also saw Tamsin. The hobgoblin was dressed in a flowing dress of shimmering yellow silk that matched her eyes and accentuated her figure. She was sitting behind Renji. The pretty Djinn had her silver hair coiled artistically around her head. Her silver teeth gleamed as she hit me with one of her dazzling smiles. 
 
    I came to stand between the two Lorekeepers, Dasyr and Tanila, who were dressed in deep purple robes and had been named as the officiators of the wedding ceremony. Their tiger-striped hair had been brushed into styles that resembled manes. Their long, furry tails whipped lazily through the air behind them as they watched me approach the dias. 
 
    I had to admit that nerves did have me in their grip a little. Once I was in position at the front of the hall, my three squad members eased themselves out of their seats and walked down to take up their station behind me.  
 
    As I waited for the music to spark up and for Saya and Elenari to appear, I thought of every trick in the book to ensure that I didn’t succumb to my nerves and pass out on the spot. In the end, I elected to go with advice that John McClane is given at the very beginning of Die Hard—make fists with your toes. 
 
    I had no idea if it would work at keeping me calm, but at least it kept my mind off the massive crowd of onlookers who were staring at me.  
 
    I scrunched my toes up in my boots and relaxed them again. I exhaled quietly through my nose. Give me a hoard of bloodthirsty wildmen and ten giants to deal with any day. 
 
    Suddenly, with an abruptness that must have scared the hell out of any birds that were passing overhead outside, the bells in the tower above us began to toll. One time for every Empress and Emperor who had ever ruled over the Mystocean Empire.  
 
    When the reverberation of the last toll had almost faded away, there was a deep resonant braying of trumpets from somewhere up in the rafters. 
 
    As if on cue, a flight of drakes of all different colors swept down from on high. They converged and merged and flew with the same entrancing fluidity as a flock of starlings. They flowed and streamed around the mighty pillars that supported the roof of the hall-cum-chapel, a shoal of iridescent fish swimming through the air. Then, in a rustling rush of leathery wings, they shot up the central aisle that I had just come down. They swarmed in a multitudinous ball at the back of the hall, forming a living, swirling globe of dragons. 
 
    The music swelled. Drums thundered amongst the trumpets and the clashing of cymbals. Somewhere, in the very heart of the rising crescendo, I thought I could just make out a lone flute playing. 
 
    The tempo of the music picked up. The mass of swirling drakes increased their speed so that they became little more than a kaleidoscope of brilliant color. 
 
    Then, in a final crashing climax of glorious sound, the music abruptly ceased with a great crash of cymbals and gongs. The drakes, in perfect unison, dispersed like a hundred fireworks shooting off in different directions. 
 
    And there, standing where the drakes had been circling and swarming, were Elenari and Saya. 
 
    Damn, but I could not think when I had ever seen a smoother entrance than that.  
 
    The two women glowed with an inner radiance. At first, I thought it might be magic. Then, I realized that it definitely was magic, but not the flashy kind that we saw around the Drako Academy. This was the more subtle everyday kind. The kind that existed back on Earth, if you only bothered to open your eyes and see it. 
 
    Elenari was dressed in a gown the color of new leaves under morning sunshine. It swept around her, drawing the eye from the leaf-patterned hem at the chest to the long, revealing slit that ran up her left leg. She wore dragonmancer-style boots, though they looked to be crafted from some sort of super supple bark, rather than the traditional leather. All in all, she looked like some forest creature emerging from the woods at the dawning of the world; an elven princess with flaming red hair and eyes that looked both far and deep. 
 
    Saya was dressed in a less organic dress, though no less alluring. It looked to be made of sequins that flashed and sparkled as the two women made their way down the aisle, sending motes of light flickering out over the assembled crowd. However, as she got closer, I heard a faint jingling coming from her as she moved. With a smile, which she returned, I perceived that what I had taken to be sequins were actually minute scales of armor. 
 
    I should have guessed that, even at a wedding, the Amazonian-looking blonde would have showed up ready for war. 
 
    As my two fiancées advanced down the aisle, Amara stepped in behind Saya and Penelope took up a position to the rear of Elenari. The two women followed along behind the brides in what I assumed were the roles of bridesmaids. 
 
    When Elenari and Saya reached the dais on which I stood gawping at them, they ascended regally and came to stand by my side. 
 
    It was fortunate that the ceremony did not require me to say anything romantic or witty at that point because I was like a deer in the headlights in front of those two stunning females. 
 
    Elenari grinned and said in a very quiet voice, “Mike, close your mouth!” 
 
    My lower jaw snapped shut, and I smiled. 
 
    I didn’t pay much attention to the ceremony once it began. It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested, it was just that I couldn’t keep my mind and eyes off the two stunning warrior women in front of me. It seemed so strange and wonderful that these two paragons of female beauty could also be a couple of the most ruthless, capable, and admirable warriors under the Academy’s roof.  
 
    Not for the first time, I was staggered by my good fortune.  
 
    Lorekeepers Tanila and Dasyr launched into the ceremony with as much dignity and pomp as the occasion apparently required. The wedding of dragonmancers, of course, had not taken place for a very long time, and I could tell that the two tiger-like dragonmancers were intent on doing the moment proud. 
 
    Thankfully, even the weddings of dragonmancers proved to be fairly quick and pragmatic affairs. Warring and fighting, it seemed, had left just as little time for elaborate and long-winded ceremony back then as it did now. I figured that for elite troops such as ourselves, the last thing anyone wanted to do was get all dressed up, get the band together, spruce up a venue, and then get told that you were off to fight on some distant battlefield. 
 
    I pledged myself to the two women in front of me, swearing to protect them and watch their backs as I knew that they would watch mine. I gave them my oath that I would stand and fight by them, no matter the odds. 
 
    I was sure, after my chat with the Overseer and the promise I had made her, that this was exactly the sort of thing that the Martial Council had not wanted to hear. 
 
    After exchanging our vows, I kissed my two brides and raised their hands into the air as I had been instructed was right. 
 
    As I did so, Garth, who had been lurking up in the rafters out of sight, swept down and passed over the crowd. I looked up as the Pearl Dragon performed his excitable fly-by, and saw the little gray form of Wayne sitting atop his mature brother’s head, clinging on with his sharp little claws. 
 
    With a roar of exaltation, Garth let loose a great burst of rose-colored flame, and the crowd got to their feet and burst into applause. 
 
    Elenari, Saya, and I stepped down from the dais and walked slowly back up the aisle, arm in arm, followed by our coteries, Penelope, and Amara. As we walked, people reached out to pat our backs, shake our hands, or simply wish us well. People were stamping and cheering and yelling. It was the best kind of pandemonium. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” Lieutenant Kaleen said, leaning across Sergeant Milena to shake my hand, “hearty congratulations to you. To all three of you.” 
 
    The lieutenant was bedecked in her flawless armor, showing off her rank and importance in about as obvious and intimidating a style as was possible. A sword hung in a bejeweled scabbard at her side. Instead of a hat, she wore a burnished helmet. The effect might have been comical had it not been so damned impressive. 
 
    “Thanks very much, Lieutenant,” I said, surprised that Kaleen should make such an effort to wish us well. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” Kaleen said, removing the helmet so that she could run a thoughtful hand through her white dreadlocks, grinning that mordant smile of hers as she did so. “The sergeant and I knew you were a brave bastard, but we didn’t know you were brave enough to marry these two at the same bloody time!” 
 
    Times changed, worlds changed, but I imagined that soldier banter stayed the same the universe over. 
 
    I had to laugh at that though. It was what I might have expected the woman to say if I had thought about it at all. 
 
    “Now, now, Lieutenant,” Sergeant Milena said, tapping her kinswoman on the arm, “no need to be so mean. I for one think that Dragonmancer Noctis has done extremely well for himself. These two women each have brains enough for two, which is exactly the quantity that our young human here will need on his coming adventure, I think!” 
 
    The Sergeant and the Lieutenant chuckled good-naturedly at their gag as we moved away, continuing up the aisle. As we moved off, I said over my shoulder to Lieutenant Kaleen, “Four times the brains makes for four times the fun on honeymoon night, Ma’am!” 
 
    “Honeymoon night... ” Saya said in my ear. “Did I hear you correctly?” 
 
    “Yes, please tell us what you have in store for us, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Elenari said from my other side, grinning widely. 
 
    “Flights by moonlight to some deserted mountain shack, where none can find us?” Saya growled. “Where we can hunt for our dinner and spend the evening feasting and fu—” 
 
    “Alas, no,” I said, cutting Saya off before she could plant an idea in my head that proved impossible to uproot. “As far as honeymoons go, this one is probably going to be less of the bog-standard and more of the bellicose, if I’m honest.” 
 
    “Well, you know that we’re not your conventional ladies,” Elenari whispered into my ear, her breath as warm and inviting as a shot of whiskey. 
 
    “That’s probably why I’m so smitten with the pair of you,” I said, grinning. 
 
    “So, what do you have in store for your new wives?” Saya asked. 
 
    I put my arms around the shoulders of the two beguiling and ravishing ladies. “Well,” I said, keeping my voice low and winking at Claire the Seer, “how lucky would you pair of hotties feel hearing that I’ve booked us a steamy few nights at Galipolas Mountain, with an all-access tour to the Subterranean Realms?” 
 
    The two women—my wives—smiled at me. They were not comforting smiles, not for any enemy of the Empire. They were the sort of smiles that made the balls of brave men shrivel to the size of raisins. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We left for Galipolas Mountain the morning after the wedding.  
 
    The sun had barely washed the eastern horizon with the very first shimmer of pink when we took to the air. The sky was an inky, navy swathe up near the heavens, lightening to a metallic silver where it met the saw-toothed peaks of the mountains.  
 
    I doubted there was anything in the world that could compare with setting out on an adventure through the mountains at the crack of dawn. The world seemed a simpler place somehow, prehistoric almost. The mountains loomed majestic in the background, every which way I looked, like the silhouette of the spiny back of the mother of all dragons. 
 
    The air was completely still, the wind having not yet awoken, and the scent of the pines was thick in my nostrils. I took a deep, slow breath and exhaled contentedly. My sharp dragon-enhanced hearing could detect the distant chatter of the rushing river as it made its way from the glacial heights above and flowed out to the sea. 
 
    Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, Penelope, Amara, and Renji came with me. We were all Rank One dragonmancers, with the exception of Renji and Tamsin, so I had been worried that they would not be allowed to follow me on this quest. However, the Overseer, being a shrewd and foreseeing woman, had allowed any who were keen to join me. I imagined that she was savvy enough to know that she’d be saving herself a headache if she tried to object to my colleagues coming along to share in the escapade. 
 
    We were taking to the air for the trip, but not as we usually did. Our destination, Galipolas Mountain, was too far for dragonmancers of our level to fly all the way on dragonback. The journey would have used up too much mana. Even if we had made it there without stopping to regenerate our mana, it would have left us with very little to use in battle, had we arrived to face a fray of some kind. 
 
    This meant that we would all be taking a ship aboard one of the Viking-esque longboats, which my squad usually used to ferry themselves to battle behind me. 
 
    As much as I loved the thrill and the peace of flying on the back of a dragon, I was quite looking forward to cruising through the air at a more of a leisurely pace. It would give me a chance to hang out and chat with my new friends in an environment that was not the classroom, sparring fields, or battle. 
 
    In actual fact, the ship that we ended up boarding to make the day-long journey to Galipolas Mountain was larger by far than the swift little longship that my coterie usually traveled in. The sky-vessel was big enough to have a spacious deck from which we all could enjoy the beautiful views of the surrounding landscape, as well as a large set of interior cabins. These below deck suites were exclusively for me and the other dragonmancers, while our coteries were required to stay on deck and keep a lookout for potential enemies. 
 
    After watching the sun rise over the mountain tops from the prow of the flying vessel, I went below in search of a cup of coffee or lightning cider. Elenari and Saya accompanied me.  
 
    Together, we sat in a quiet, secluded booth; delightfully overstuffed couches set around a mahogany coffee table. 
 
    The last twenty-four hours had been a bit of a whirl. This was saying something, seeing as my life felt like it had been a non-stop white knuckle ride down the most insane rabbit hole of all time ever since I had found myself plucked from Earth by Elenari and brought here. There was though, something specific that had been playing on my mind. 
 
    “Girls,” I said to Saya and Elenari, when we had settled ourselves, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to chat to you about.” 
 
    “You can talk to us about anything, Mike,” Elenari said, looking at Saya.  
 
    Saya nodded in agreement. 
 
    I took a sip of lightning cider. “I, uh, I guess what I wanted to broach with you was the whole way that our marriage is going to affect the dynamic around here.” 
 
    Saya looked at me steadily for a moment and then moved her gaze to Elenari. I wasn’t sure, but it looked like the elf was smiling. 
 
    “Now that we’ve taken the plunge with one another,” I said, pressing doggedly onward. “Does that mean that the whole… understanding that we have been operating under is finished?” 
 
    It was the most eloquent way I could ask whether it was still okay to have girlfriends. 
 
    Saya grinned and lay a hand on my thigh. 
 
    “Mike,” Elenari said, “we are well aware that trying to claim you to ourselves would be an unbefitting thing. The Empire needs you to keep on being who you are, and acting how you have been acting, to flourish. For us to expect you to be ours alone would be…” she cast around for a word that might do her thoughts justice. 
 
    “Unbecoming of dragonmancers,” Saya said. 
 
    Elenari nodded. 
 
    “We know that any woman you bring into your bed will be special,” Saya said. “But we will also know that, after being married to one another, Elenari and I are just that little bit more special, perhaps?” 
 
    I smiled, reached out, and squeezed the hands of the two women sitting next to me. I hoped that the relief was not too plain on my face. 
 
    “I think it’s fair to say that, after all we’ve been through together, you two definitely stand alone,” I said. 
 
    Saya nodded her head and leaned back, adopting that self-assured manner of hers that I had found so intimidating on my first day at the Drako Academy. “You best not forget it,” she said, with a half-smile. 
 
    “That,” I said truthfully, “would be a fucking impossibility.” 
 
    Elenari laughed and slapped me on the chest.   
 
    A short while later, the rest of the dragonmancers came downstairs to relax on the comfortable couches and stare out of the porthole at the country below, as the fields, forests, rivers, and lakes slid by. 
 
    Once we had been served with some steaming goblets of lightning cider by one of the ship’s crew, a legend in dwarven shape going by the name of Olgan, we settled back and started discussing what might await us at journey’s end. 
 
    No one had ever been this far from the Academy before, even Renji and Tamsin, who had been sent out on more minor skirmishing missions than any of the rest of us Rank Ones. As for the Subterranean Realms, that was a land and a place that had been wrapped in the mist of legend for as long as anyone could remember. 
 
    “Many, many moons ago, when I was but a young Djinn,” Renji said, in her soothing, melodic tones, “my father used to say that if I was bad, I would be spirited away to the Subterranean Realms in the middle of the night.” 
 
    Tamsin laughed nostalgically at this. She took a sip of her drink and crossed her long legs in their leather breeches. 
 
    “It was the same with me,” she said. “My parents would use the Subterranean Realms as a threat if we little hobgoblins put a claw out of line. As you can imagine, hobgoblins are not easily scared. My parents had to get pretty damned inventive with the descriptions of what those folk of the Shadow Nations were supposed to do to us once they kidnapped us.” 
 
    “So, we’re heading to a place that has been used as a threat for most of your childhoods, is that about right?” I asked. 
 
    Saya nodded slowly. “Yeah,” she said, picking at her nails with a dagger, “my people in the lowland lake countries back south used to refer to them too. Made the Shadow Nations out to be the sort of creatures that prowled the edge of nightmares. Made the Subterranean Realms themselves sound like the tunnels leading down to the hells.” 
 
    The blonde sheathed her dagger and cracked her knuckles, looking around at our little company of dragonmancers with those x-raying blue eyes of hers. I noticed that her strong, tanned hand moved up to clutch at the necklace that hung around her graceful neck. She squeezed it and then tucked it down the front of her shirt. 
 
    “Of course, I doubt a single one of my people from the lowlands had been within about two hundred miles of Galipolas Mountain, so the legitimacy of the tales of the graybeards can be safely said to be pretty thin, I think,” Saya said. 
 
    Everyone else laughed. 
 
    “Saya is right,” Amara said, sweeping her own platinum blonde hair out of her eyes and beginning to braid it into a tight ponytail. “We can’t let ourselves get shaken by a bunch of tall tales from when we were ankle-biters. We are dragonmancers now. I’m willing to wager a handful of scales that the tales told of the mighty dragonriders of the Mystocean Empire’s Draco Academy are even more terrifying.” 
 
    There was much murmuring of assent at this comment. 
 
    “You know what I’m most curious on finding out about and seeing,” Penelope said, sitting forward in the comfortable armchair that she was seated in, “are the dragonmancers who are going to be acting as Mike’s bodyguards.” 
 
    “Why’s that, Pen?” Elenari asked politely. 
 
    “Because,” the Knowledge Sprite said, her all-blue eyes shining with enthusiasm, “they will be far more experienced than we ourselves are. I am intrigued to witness what their capabilities might be. To see the magic they might have access to.” 
 
    “True,” Tamsin said, flicking back the last of her lightning cider with a swift movement of her elbow. “Not to mention the styles of combat that they might have been taught in.” Her bright yellow eyes sparkled with the thought of picking up a few moves that she might add to her already impressive, and highly lethal, repertoire. 
 
    The sun rose outside the portholes, sending the shadows sliding slowly across the cabin as the day progressed. I went topside to get some air before lunch and played a few hours of cards with my squad. I was endeavoring to get the hang of the game that all the soldiers played, Maim Mr. Turnip.  
 
    I had lost more scales to those three smug bastards than I cared to remember while learning how to play, but I felt like I was on the cusp of turning the corner. My plan was to finally figure out a strategy against them, feign idiocy for a little while longer, and then take them to the cleaners. 
 
    After a delicious lunch, which I took with the rest of the dragonmancers below decks, I reconvened with my squad for a few more rounds of Maim Mr. Turnip. I noticed, as I took my turn to deal, that I was getting more than a few weird looks from the members of the other dragonmancer coteries. Not so much those members of Elenari’s, Penelope’s and Saya’s squads, but certainly from the others.  
 
    “It’s because we’re playing cards, boss,” Bjorn grunted, when I mentioned this. 
 
    “What? You’re not allowed to gamble or something?” I asked, laying down two cards onto the ‘market’ pile and then dealing out a card each to everyone. “I thought all the soldiers played this. There’s a rumor that there’s even a high stakes, invitation only game of Maim Mr. Turnip involving a couple of members of the Martial Council.” 
 
    Gabby raised an eyebrow at this bit of news. 
 
    “Big Greasy told me,” I explained. 
 
    Gabby rolled his eyes. 
 
    “It’s not that we’re playing cards, Mike,” Rupert said. “It’s m-m-more that your deigning to spend your rec time with us, and not the other dragonmancers.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s right,” I said, making show of slapping my forehead with the palm of my hand. “The whole hierarchy thing. I’m always forgetting that. Now,” and I slapped down a four of chains and a five of bones, “which one of you lowly motherfuckers wants the privilege of cleaning my boots with your tongue?” 
 
    Bjorn snorted with such sudden mirth that a glob of snot shot from one nostril and hit the bulwark that I had been leaning against. It was only my dragonmancer’s heightened reflexes that stopped me from wearing the loogie. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” the big warrior said, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I don’t know about taking your b-b-boots,” Rupert said thoughtfully, “but I will prevail myself on your kindness once again and relieve you of some more of your coin.” 
 
    He laid down four nuns on the deck with an annoying flourish. 
 
    “Son of a basilisk!” Bjorn growled. 
 
    Gabby pulled the finger at the side of Rupert’s head, threw down his cards, and shoved over the pile of scales. 
 
    “Any of you guys get told ghost stories when you were younger, about the Subterranean Realms or the Shadow Nations?” I asked as Gabby started shuffling the cards with fingers that moved almost quicker than sight. 
 
    “Sure,” Rupert said, arranging his matchsticks with a neatness that spoke of a mind poised precariously on that special fulcrum which separates genius from madness. “My grandpoppa always used t-t-to tell me that if I didn’t stop picking my nose the Shadow Nations would come and carry me off.” 
 
    He paused in his matchstick organizing and dug an exploratory finger into his left nostril. 
 
    “I always f-f-found that an odd and illogical threat,” he said. “I mean, why would they wait for me to start excavating for nose coal before they abducted me? Who really wants to deal with some nose-picking brat?” 
 
    “A fair point,” I said. 
 
    “I only ever heard, from my uncle, that nothing good ever came of pokin’ around in dark holes,” Bjorn rumbled. His scarred face, with its glowing red eyes, split into a grin that showed off his tombstone teeth. “Course, that might have just been because the dirty prick spent so much time in brothels!” 
 
    He slapped his leg at that, his great sides heaving with merriment at his own wit. 
 
    “Why do you ask, sir?” Rupert asked, rearranging his cards and sticking his tongue between his teeth as he surveyed them. 
 
    I contemplated telling Rupert to quit with the ‘sirs.’ I chose not to speak up because I figured he was making a show of the proprieties for the other squads sitting and standing around the deck. 
 
    “Just wanted to see if anybody actually knew anything concrete about this gods-damned place we’re about to go delving into,” I said. 
 
    “Bone of the other d-d-dragonmancers know anything?” Rupert asked me. 
 
    “Only what has been passed down to them in the form of rumors and stories and eldritch warnings,” I said. “I’m not sure if I’ll get a briefing when we arrive, but I imagine someone knows something.”  
 
    Bjorn nodded and snapped his fingers at Gabby for another card. 
 
    “Sounds about right, boss,” he said. “Can’t be that many folks who have gone poking about down there. Not for years uncounted.” 
 
    Gabby’s brow furrowed and his yellow hawk’s eyes gleamed through his curtain of auburn hair. He rapped the deck sharply with his knuckles and pointed at the cards in his hand. 
 
    “Gabby’s right,” I said. “Forget about what might and might not be waiting for us. Let’s just chill out while we can, and let the chips fall where they may.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the comfortable suite below deck, after losing more scales to the gambling degenerates that made up my squad. Elenari dozed peacefully against me. Saya was staring out one of the portholes before she gave a little start and pointed outside.  
 
    Elenari and I got up and walked over to where Saya was sitting. Elenari went to the porthole next to the one Saya had been looking out of, while the fearsome, blonde female warrior moved aside for me. 
 
    “Holy shit, would you look at that,” I breathed. 
 
    Below us was a low mountain, not in itself a summit that would stand out too much. However, at the base of this gray, snow-tipped peak was an enormous camp. An army camp of such proportions that it looked more like a shanty town than a regular encampment. 
 
    Our sky-vessel dropped toward the earth, moving downward in smooth, wide spirals. A patch of land had been cleared from the rough pine forest surrounding the base of Galipolas Mountain, marked with lime-washed stones. I could see streets of tents, rough roads with crudely knocked up wooden stores and buildings on either side of them, and hundreds of soldiers moving around the area.  
 
    It reminded me of a Dodge City of kinds, of a frontier town in which the notion of law was just that: a notion.  
 
    As our transport got closer and closer, I noticed the faces of my fellow dragonmancers change. Gone were the looks of casual relaxation. Now, their expressions were all hard eyes and stern mouths. 
 
    They were the faces of women who were steeling themselves to face the unknown. An unknown that was, most likely, going to prove deadly for a lot of those troopers milling around outside in the crude streets below us. 
 
    Once we landed, the other dragonmancers and I exited the vessel ahead of our coteries. The mood was serious and intent. Eyes flicked from side to side. Nostrils dilated as new scents were sifted with dragon-enhanced senses. Ears were pricked for the slightest sound out of the ordinary. We might not have been walking around in enemy territory per se, but we were quite a way from the security and familiar surrounds of the landscape that encircled the Drako Academy. 
 
    One thing was certain; we weren’t in Kansas anymore. 
 
    We were met by a stern-faced sergeant and led away from where our ship and a couple of others had been moored. This sergeant took us to the edge of the enormous encampment where a massive tent had been erected. 
 
    “This is the command tent,” the nameless sergeant informed me. “Dragonmancer Noctis, General Shiloh has requested you to step inside and talk with her. The rest of your companions have been asked to rendezvous with the dragonmancers already on site.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and nodded at Elenari, Saya, Penelope, Amara, Renji, and Tamsin. 
 
    “Better do as the General asks,” I said. “I’ll catch up with you all a little bit later, yeah?” 
 
    “I’m going to check with the chief blacksmith and the quartermaster first,” Renji said, in a voice that brooked no argument. 
 
    “Do what you’ve got to do,” I said, “then let’s get our asses down into the Subterranean Realms.” 
 
    There was a chorus of agreements. Our party broke up, the sergeant leading my friends away so that only my squad and I remained. 
 
    “All right, lads,” I said, “I better go and meet with this head honcho. If you hear me screaming, feel free to rush in and do your jobs.” 
 
    “I have heard that General Shiloh is a b-b-bit of a hardass,” Rupert warned me in a low voice. 
 
    I grinned and slapped our squad’s medic on the shoulder. 
 
    “That actually makes me feel a little better,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” Rupert asked. 
 
    “Because if she decides she doesn’t like me and kills me, at least I won’t have to pay you fuckers back the money I owe you from Maim Mr. Turnip.” 
 
    With that, I waggled my eyebrows, ripped open the tent flap, and strode into the command tent. 
 
    Part of our dragonmancer training involved honing our dragon-enhanced senses. There was a lot of emphasis placed by our preceptors on our skills of observation and deduction. Being able to walk into a room and ascertain, in the first couple of seconds, the vibe of the atmosphere, the physical layout of the place, and any clues that might help you form an idea of the people or person inside was extremely important. Having a knack for interpreting the data supplied by your eyes, ears, and nose could be the difference between drawing your sword or not—or, as the case may be, summoning your dragon. 
 
    The command tent was like every command tent that I had ever seen in films: big, square, and mostly filled by a huge table, spread with maps held down by tokens. I noticed straightaway that the map taking center stage depicted the rough layout of the base or township I found myself in. It was, I also noted, mostly blank. There were a few snaking tunnels leading out from the town, but they did not go far before they became nothing more than clean yellow parchment. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” came a deep voice from over in one corner, “it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, lad.” 
 
    There was a large square form sitting behind the square desk in the corner of the command tent. As my eyes flicked over to the owner of the voice, the figure straightened up, signed something with a flourish, and looked back at me. 
 
    “General Shiloh,” I said. “It’s an honor to meet you, Ma’am.” 
 
    I don’t think I had ever seen a more imposing woman. The General had shoulders that were about two axe handles wide. She was a head shorter than me, but looked like she could quite easily have lifted me over her head, dragonmancer or no. Her eyes were gray and quick and perceptive. Her chestnut-colored hair was cut short to keep it out of her eyes, flecked with gray at the temples and had one thick streak of white running down one side. 
 
    The General was dressed in the all-sable battle gear of the fully qualified dragonmancer, with a silver dragon claw on each of her brawny shoulders. It was not the sort of crisp, deep sable that I might have been expecting for a general. Rather, it was worn and dusty, mud spattered up the back of her breeches, and a roughly stitched cut running down one arm. Her boots were travel-worn and caked with mud. She looked about as far removed from the late Captain Remington Cade as it was possible to be. The General seemed like a woman who didn’t mind getting her hands dirty. A woman who could lead, and who warriors would follow. She radiated a raw, militaristic power like no dragonmancer that I had ever met since entering the Academy. 
 
    “Taking it all in and forming a few quick conclusions I see,” General Shiloh said, crossing her arms across her chest and smiling crookedly at me. She had her sleeves rolled up. Her forearms were covered in a short bear-like fur, the same chestnut color as her hair. Her keen gray eyes glinted in the light of the many fairy-filled lamps that hung about the place. 
 
    “Yes, General,” I said. Seemed pointless to deny that I was being a nosey bastard. I doubted there was much at all that got past this woman. “Just doing as I’ve been trained to do.” 
 
    The General laughed, a short grunting sound. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “And?” 
 
    “And what, General?” 
 
    “What do you see, lad?” General Shiloh said. 
 
    “I see a woman who has about as much patience for brown-nosing and shit-talking as I do, General,” I replied sincerely. “I see a woman who leads by example, who leads from the front when she can. You surround yourself with everything you need to get the job done as quickly and clinically as possible.” 
 
    I pointed down at the map spread out on the huge table and weighed down with a rock on each corner. 
 
    “And I see that, as far as the Subterranean Realms go, what lies ahead is still somewhat of an unknown,” I finished. 
 
    The bear-like woman regarded me for a moment or two, her hard, shrewd face giving nothing away. She would have made one hell of a poker player. 
 
    “You see a lot, dragonmancer, for a Rank One,” she said. “You’re accustomed to thinking fast, thinking on your feet, that right?” 
 
    I shrugged. Spending my teenage years on the streets of L.A. had probably taught me the value of being able to weigh up a situation, to see if I was going to walk out of it in one piece or at all. 
 
    “I suppose I had an interesting upbringing,” I admitted. “Learned how to fight. Learned when to run. You know how it goes, I’m sure.” 
 
    The General snorted. “You bet your ass I do, lad,” she said. “Oh yes, I know all about that sort of upbringing, don’t I just.” 
 
    General Shiloh stumped over to a sideboard, picking up a couple of clay cups and a jug that sloshed. 
 
    “Drink?” she asked. 
 
    “Is a frog’s ass watertight?” I replied. 
 
    The general grunted a laugh. Poured. Handed me a cup. Raised her own and said, “To?” 
 
    “To bread?” I suggested.  
 
    “Bread?” General Shiloh asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Without bread, we couldn’t toast.” 
 
    General Shiloh raised her cup, laughing heartily. “To bread, then!” 
 
    We drained our cups. The liquor was unfamiliar to me, but it burned like battery acid all the way down to my stomach where it detonated like a concussion grenade. 
 
    “Like any good soldier,” the General said, refilling my cup with another tot of whatever the fuck vitriol she was serving, and going to sit down behind her desk, “I learned how to make my own booze when I was still a grunt. You know what I call it?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    General Shiloh sat herself down, crossed her legs, and stared at me.  
 
    “Hangman,” she said. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, considering this. 
 
    “Because one drop and you're dead?” I asked. 
 
    She wrinkled her stubby nose and smiled. 
 
    “May I sit?” I asked. 
 
    The General indicated the battered seat in front of her desk. I sat. 
 
    “So,” she said, taking another sip of Hangman, “you’re the latest and greatest swinging dick dragonmancer.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. 
 
    The General nodded. “Michael Noctis, Bearer of Noctis and Garth, the dragons of Onyx and Pearl.” 
 
    “Bit of a mouthful,” I admitted. 
 
    “I bear Bramen,” General Shiloh said, and pulled a thin knife from her sleeve. There was a small caramel-colored gemstone set into the very base of the blade, right near the small crossguard. “She’s a Rhinodrake.” 
 
    I nodded. I was quickly gaining the impression that I was probably talking to one of the most accomplished dragonmancers in the Mystocean Empire. I wondered whether General Shiloh was one of the few dragonmancers capable of accessing the coveted Titan Slot. 
 
    “You know why you’re here,” the General said. “I don’t think either of us need to rehash your instructions. The Overseer is a smart and perceptive woman. I like her. She knows the value of time.” 
 
    I was half tempted to mention how I’d felt that it had taken her long enough to give us the green light to start on this journey, but decided against it. That wouldn’t serve anyone any good. 
 
    I elected to say, “Time is one thing that is not on our side, General Shiloh.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the General said. “Although, as soon as we’re born, the sand starts trickling through the hourglass in some form or another. Time is the bitch of an enemy that just won’t relent.” 
 
    I knocked back my drink and set my cup on the table. General Shiloh did the same. 
 
    “All right,” the General said. “Your mission is important, perhaps the most significant mission that I have ever been asked to spearhead—and I’ve headed some of the bloodiest and prolonged campaigns our Empire has taken part in.” 
 
    “My experience in campaigning is nil, General Shiloh,” I said, “but I’m inclined to agree with you as to the importance of this journey.” 
 
    The General grunted. It was clear as day to me that my opinion on this matter was of very little import to her. All that mattered was that she had been asked to do this by the Overseer. That she agreed that the mission was crucial was a happy coincidence. 
 
    “All that being said,” General Shiloh continued, “allow me to introduce you to your two bodyguards.” 
 
    She rang a small bell on her desk, and an orderly entered. 
 
    “Fetch Ashrin and Jazmyn,” the General said curtly. 
 
    The orderly saluted and hurried out.  
 
    “These two dragonmancers are a pair of my very best, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the General told me. “It is why I have selected them to venture into the Subterranean Realms with you and your party. The main force of soldiers will be forging ahead, but should you encounter any trouble of the more determined variety, these dragonmancers will be able to ensure you don’t end up getting yourself killed.” 
 
    “Your confidence in my abilities is heartening, General Shiloh,” I said. 
 
    The General held up her hands and gave me a grave look. “I’m not here to disparage you, lad,” she said evenly. “Nor am I here to blow smoke up your ass, as I’m sure many people have done since you set foot on our world. I’m here to do my job. My job, as of the moment you walked into this tent, is to keep you alive. That’s it.” 
 
    “I was just pulling your leg, General Shiloh,” I said. “I meant no disrespect. Humans often make light of the serious. It’s how we deal with all the bullshit that assails us.” 
 
    The General smiled humorlessly. “Sounds like the same way that soldiers deal with things,” she said. “Still, I warn you; I’ve seen more than enough explorers and troops let themselves be sunk by their pride. Don’t become one of ‘em, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the flap of the tent was pulled open and two women stalked in and stood to attention. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said, “may I introduce you to the two women tasked with guarding your body. This is Ashrin, Bearer of Alzad the Toxin Dragon.” The General pointed at one of the warriors; a woman wearing sleek black armor that looked like an insect’s carapace, and who had feline features and cat ears poking through her spiky black hair. 
 
    Ashrin nodded to me but did not smile. 
 
    “And this is Jazmyn, Bearer of Meoko, the Crescent Dragon,” General Shiloh said, indicating the other dragonmancer. 
 
    Jazmyn also reminded me of a feline of some kind, though she did not have the cat-like ears that Ashrin had. Her hair was cut short too, but was the black-gray color of ash. She too wore black burnished armor—the color of the qualified dragonmancer—though she also wore a bright red sash around her waist. 
 
    Jazmyn nodded at me too but said nothing. 
 
    “Dragonmancers Ashrin and Jazmyn have been apprised of your mission,” the General said. “Together with their coteries, they will help you and your fellows seek out the crystals and whatever substance you need to regenerate your… potency. I will stress this one last time: this mission is one that must bloody well succeed. The future and fate of the Empire requires it. Do the three of you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, general!” the two black-armored dragonmancers said in unison. 
 
    I got to my feet. 
 
    “I understand, General Shiloh,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” the General said. “Now, go and get it done.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I exited the command tent with Dragonmancers Jazmyn and Ashrin on my heels. My squad was waiting outside and straightened up when they saw me although, thankfully, they didn’t go so far as to salute or any bullcrap like that. 
 
    “All right, lads,” I said, “I guess that’s it. We’ve got the okay from the General, and I think we’re good to go. Let’s round up the others and fucking get this job done.” 
 
    A snort from behind my left shoulder made me grit my teeth. I knew that kind of snort. It was one of those derisive ones. Judging by the glowering expression on Gabby’s face, I was not the only one who had picked up on the tone. 
 
    I turned and saw Jazmyn and Ashrin exchanging dubious looks with one another. 
 
    I sighed. I could see where this was going. 
 
    “What’s up, ladies?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Ashrin replied in a sweet voice. “Nothing at all.” Her tone, somehow, brought razorblades hiding in cotton-candy to mind. 
 
    “Nah, nothing’s wrong,” Jazmyn said. “This is the sort of detail that every dragonmancer fuckin’ dreams of when they pass the final trials and are finally allowed to wear the all-black, isn’t it? The fuckin’ babysitting assignment.”  
 
    “I thought so,” I said, a dangerous smile curving my lips upward. 
 
    “You thought what?” Ashrin asked, folding her slender arms across her plain, but quite large, breastplate. 
 
    “This is where you come out with your wounded pride, right?” I said. “This is where you have a little bitch and a little moan about being way too overqualified, way too badass, to be hanging out with a bunch of lowly Rank Ones, yadda yadda yadda, and we have to apply a bit of salve to those injured egos of yours somehow, yeah?” 
 
    The two women, standing in their matching sable armor, glared at me, but said nothing. 
 
    “This is the part where you vent your spleens a little isn’t it?” I said. “Well come on then, let’s get it the fuck over with, because in case you hardasses weren’t aware, we have limited time here.” 
 
    Jazmyn, who was clearly the more aggressive of the two women, stepped forward and narrowed her eyes at me. “You think that just because your special—” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I said, with a little disbelieving laugh. “You’re not going to try that line on me are you? You think that I reckon I’m special just because I’m packing a staff down my breeches? Look at you, look at all the insanely capable and deadly women that I arrived with? How the hell could I give myself airs encircled by all those flint-hearted badasses, huh?”  
 
    Ashrin cocked her head to one side and regarded me through dark, intelligent eyes. 
 
    “We’re not the kind of gals who vent their spleens,” she said, “but we might respect you a little more if you step into the sparring circle with us and give us the opportunity to tenderize yours a little.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes glittered, but it was not all menace there. I could see a hint of amused approval glimmering in their liquid depths. 
 
    Jazmyn smiled a cruel smile. “Ashrin is right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “You have the gab certainly, but do you have what it takes to back it up?” 
 
    “You’re asking me if I can walk the walk?” I said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jazmyn said. 
 
    “I can do better than walk,” I said, allowing myself the slightest smirk. “I’ll dance rings around you.” 
 
    Jazmyn clapped her hands and growled, “Fuckin’ fighting talk! Well, you’ve got to bloody well respect that, even if it turns out to be full of hot air, aye?” 
 
    “Besides, we ought to know what you’re capable of before we head down into the roots of the mountain with you and your little boyfriends here,” Ashrin said, casting an unimpressed glance and a sarcastic smile at Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert who stood behind me. 
 
    I really was not in the mood for this. I could practically hear the hiss of sand running through the hourglass. However, weighing up my options, I realized that sparing some time now to deal with this and try to secure the goodwill of these two capable looking dragonmancers was probably the prudent thing to do. We all needed to go down into the Subterranean Realms having each other’s backs one hundred percent. It was likely going to be one of the most hostile and unpredictable environments most of us had ever encountered. There was going to be little room for error. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “I’ll spa with you. Now, I’m all for a threesome, so if you ladies want to show me where you want to get down…” 
 
    Jazmyn chuckled and shook her head. “Damn me, but you have some fuckin’ stones on you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” I retorted. “That’s why I’m so goddamn special.” 
 
    “Follow us,” Ashrin said. “We can’t be caught fighting right outside the General’s tent. And as for a threesome, I think we’ll see if you can handle us one at a time first. Don’t want you getting too big for your boots now, do we?” 
 
    Ashrin led me and my squad down a dirt road heavily rutted with cart tracks and into what looked like a supply yard. There were piles of lumber lying about, pallets atop which sat sacks and crates branded with simple arrow or sword pictograms. 
 
    “This is where soldiers come to settle their differences,” Jazmyn explained. 
 
    I looked over at my squad. “You brought the pom-poms and the moral boosting signs, right lads?” I quipped. 
 
    Bjorn glowered, his eyes never leaving the two sable-clad dragonmancers. 
 
    There was a space, a rough circle, in the middle of the yard. Looking carefully, I saw vague signs of a scuffed line running around the edges of the space. 
 
    “If you’re thrown out of the circle you lose, right?” I asked Ashrin. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. 
 
    “Remember, junior,” Jazmyn said, stretching her arms over her head, “this is a bit of an amiable spar, yeah? Only friendly stuff allowed, right? Nothin’ that’s going to put the other person out of action. Kicks, punches, and throws. No weapons. You can use spells, but nothing lethal.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said, jumping on my toes a couple of times. “Let’s get on with it. Who’s first?” 
 
    Jazmyn nodded at Ashrin, who stepped out of the crude fighting circle and went to stand with my squad. 
 
    “That’d be me,” Jazmyn said, and she charged. 
 
    This was not the time for showing off. This was time to take care of business and gain respect. At least with dragonmancers, gaining respect was an easy enough thing to achieve. You just had to fight like a lion and never say die, while adhering to the rules set out at the beginning of the scrap. 
 
    With the speed of thought, I transferred Noctis into my Head slot and used my Blink ability to teleport right behind Jazmyn, just as the woman’s gauntleted hands reached out to seize me. 
 
    Jazmyn’s fingers snapped closed on empty air, and she let out a little sound of confusion. At the same time, my leg came back, and I drew a bead on my adversary’s ass. I was going to deliver her a kick in the pants that she wouldn’t forget in a hurry. 
 
    Then, with a suddenness that defied belief, I found myself enmeshed in a net made out of liquid light. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I said, struggling. 
 
    The net clung to me like a spider’s web. The more I struggled, the tighter it bound me. 
 
    Jazmyn turned, her heel scraping in the dust right at the edge of the circle, and sneered down at me. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” she said. “Did you just fall for my old charge trick? Fuck me, but that old chestnut is so ancient you could probably fnd it at the bottom of a peat bog.” 
 
    I struggled some more, but only bound myself tighter. I attempted to switch Noctis to my head slot to use my Blink spell, but something about the net prevented me from casting it. 
 
    “That’s Ensnare,” Jazmyn said. “Do you like it? Your little teleporting gag wasn’t bad, I’ll give you that. I almost ran clean out of the ruddy circle.” 
 
    I pulled an unsure face. “Yeah, Blink’s not bad,” I said, “but not quite as good as Forcewave.” 
 
    “I must’ve missed that one in all the excitement,” Jazmyn said. “What’s Force—”  
 
    I placed Garth in my Right Arm slot and showed her. 
 
    The wave of energy released made the air ripple and flung Jazmyn off her unsuspecting feet. She was hurled out of the circle and smashed into a stack of heavy wooden crates, sending splinters and pieces of wood flying in all directions. The stack toppled over with the force of the flying dragonmancer. Rolls of bandages, bottles of liniment, and bundles of herbs cascaded over the ground. 
 
    The net that had ensnared me flickered and vanished. I got nimbly to my feet. 
 
    Jazmyn looked up at me from the wreckage that surrounded her. 
 
    I didn’t grin, didn’t wink. All I said was, “Right. So, that would be a win for me, would it?” 
 
    Jazmyn got to her feet, pulled a decent-sized splinter out of her cheek, and glanced over at Ashrin. I didn’t look around at the other woman, but judging by the scowl on Jazmyn’s face I guessed that she was mocking her silently. 
 
    Then she looked back at me. “You cheeky motherfucker,” she said. Her tone was harsh. “That looked like a fucking lethal spell if I ever saw one.”  
 
    “And your net wasn’t? I bet it would have squeezed me to bits if I hadn’t done something about it. Besides, I wasn’t aiming for you; I was just trying to get rid of your damned net.” 
 
    She glared at me for a moment, and her mouth twitched, as though she was fighting off the hint of a smile.   
 
    I held out my hand and, to her credit, Jazmyn shook it. 
 
    “Problem now though,” she said, jerking me unexpectedly closer with a strength that belied her form, “is that you’ve lost the element of surprise with Ashrin…” One of her deep blue eyes winked at me.  “We’d heard you could command two dragons at once, but it was a bit much to believe. I guess you might be more than just a dragonmancer with a cock; time will tell.”  
 
    Jazmyn walked out of the circle and Ashrin walked in. She licked her full lips and ran a hand through her pixie-short hair. Then she put up her hands in the stereotypical pugilist’s stance, fists clenched in front of her face. 
 
    “Tally-ho, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
    This time it was my turn to rush in. 
 
    I struck out at Ashrin with a flurry of MMA punches and kicks—going high, going low, lashing out with knee strikes to the middle. 
 
    Ashrin blocked everything. Despite being built like a ballet dancer, she parried each of my strikes with her forearms or shins, twisting her body to absorb blows on her shoulders and her hips. For a woman her size, she should have been driven backward by my onslaught, but her face told me that she was having a whale of a time. She was not perturbed by my strength or speed in the least, because we both had dragon-enhanced physical attributes. 
 
    I threw a jab-jab-front kick  combo and then lashed out with a roundhouse kick that should have pasted Ashrin’s determined half-smile onto the other side of her face. However, with an agility that would have done a circus performer proud, the lithe dragonmancer cartwheeled over my flying leg. My leg whipped under her, passing by so close that my booted toes actually ruffled her short hair. 
 
    I adjusted my stance, as her feet came back to earth, and grabbed her in a pretty unrefined bearhug. My idea was to put the squeeze on her and make her tap out, or choke her out if she wanted to be tough about it. 
 
    Unfortunately for me though, I never got the chance. 
 
    As my arms tightened around Ashrin’s taut, athletic body, the woman simply… melted away. Faded. Dissipated like mist. 
 
    That filled me with foreboding. For about three seconds. 
 
    Then, I was assailed by the feeling that my windpipe had been caught in the fist of something made from glass and barbed-wire. I choked. My eyes streamed. My skin felt like there was fire crawling over it. I dropped to my knees. 
 
    Bearer of Alzad the Toxin Dragon, I thought through the fug of pain. She’s poisoned me. 
 
    Dimly, I was aware of Rupert striding forward and saying to Ashrin, “With all respect, Dragonmancer, you stipulated n-n-no lethal magic!” 
 
    As I clawed at my throat, I saw Ashrin grinning down at me. She then looked up and pouted at the furious Rupert, who was trembling with indignation. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not lethal,” she said in her relaxed, dulcet tones. “Not so long as he takes this potion in the next, oh, twelve seconds.” 
 
    A vial of liquid hit me in the chest and dropped into the dust between my knees. I scrambled for it, picked it up with fingers that were feeling more and more like they were made of rubber, and bit the cork out of the neck of it. I tipped the contents of the vial into my mouth and swallowed with difficulty. 
 
    Immediately, the constriction on my chest eased, and I felt the feeling of crushing fingers around my windpipe lessen. I took in a shuddering breath and spat. Took another and another. Within about ten seconds, the effects of the noxious gas that Ashrin had somehow turned herself into had basically left me. 
 
    Not wanting to lose face or seem like a sore loser, I got to my feet and brushed myself off. 
 
    I locked eyes with Ashrin. She was something to look at, no doubt about it. Then again, so was a panther. And you wouldn’t want to take one of those lightly. 
 
    I held out my hand once again, and the other dragonmancer shook it. Her grip was like iron. 
 
    “General Shiloh warned me that you guys were the best,” I said. 
 
    “She was right,” Ashrin replied. “You want to know how you can tell that a dragonmancer is one of the truly elite?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They’re still walking and around and breathing,” Ashrin said. “And, also, they have one of these.” 
 
    She pulled the sleeve of her night-black shirt up from her wrist to reveal a brand, about the size of a postage stamp on the inside of her wrist. It was an intricate cloud with a dragon’s wing in front of it. 
 
    I had never seen the like of the sign before and said as much. 
 
    “Not surprising,” Ashrin said, covering the brand up again. “It’s a brand that the Empress herself presses to the skin of those few dragonmancers invited to take the Second Transfusion Ceremony. Infused with the blood of the Empress’s own Dream Dragon—the most powerful dragon variant of all. Only a dozen dragonmancers at any one time wear the Dream Brand.” 
 
    “And what does the brand… What does it allow you to do?” I asked. 
 
    Ashrin tapped the side of her nose. “You’ll find out if you ever get invited to join the Twelve,” she said. “And, although, you show a hell of a lot of promise, you’re not there yet.”   
 
    “I took down Jazmyn though,” I said. 
 
    Ashrin snorted and looked over at her partner. 
 
    “You hear that, Jaz?” she Ashrin said. “The greenhorn got you.” 
 
    Jazmyn grinned. “Nah,” she said matter-of-factly, “I’m afraid you didn’t.” 
 
    “Then how would you explain the whole me knocking you out of the circle business?” I asked, a little nettled. 
 
    Jazmyn shrugged. “It was just a little tussle wasn’t it,” she said. “If we had really wanted to give you a whooping, you’d still be on your back right now, staring up at the sky and wondering where the cart that just ran you over came from.” 
 
    I looked at her, confused. 
 
    “We wanted to see what you could do, man,” Jazmyn explained. “And now we know.” She winked at me. 
 
    “You’re all right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Ashrin said as I sought for some comeback to this revelation. 
 
    “Call me Mike,” I said vaguely. 
 
    Jazmyn grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s get a fuckin’ move on then, Mike. There’s a lot to organize for when we set off tomorrow,” she said, “and we haven't got all day.” 
 
    The two sable-armored dragonmancers walked off. I had to admit, the two of them cut a couple of quite impressive figures as they strolled away.  
 
    “B-b-bitches,” Rupert muttered, loud enough for me to hear, but quiet enough to make sure that the other two dragonmancers did not. “Makes me want to take them out.” 
 
    Bjorn cast a red eye at the twitchy medic. “Makes me want to fuck ‘em,” he grunted. 
 
    I laughed and punched Bjorn on the shoulder. “I’m with you there, big man. And just think, they’re going to be our company for the next who-knows-how-long...” 
 
    The smile slid off my face as I thought of Wayne, frail and gray, attached to Garth’s head at the wedding. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s not for too long,” I said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning I awoke with the lark, in the tent that I had shared with Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, and Penelope. Amara and Renji had lodged in a smaller tent next door to ours, while all of our squads had bunked in the main barracks. 
 
    Judging by the general quiet that lay over our tent, and the fact that I could hear little noise outside, I supposed that it must still be quite early. It wasn’t long before I realized what had awoken me. The murmured voices of two of my dragonmancer colleagues—Penelope and Tamsin. And something else. Something decidedly more pleasurable.   
 
    I cracked my eyelids and looked down the length of my naked torso at the two women casually playing with my cock. 
 
    Closing my eyes again, I caught snatches of what Tamsin and Penelope were whispering to one another as they continued to stroke my hardening prick. 
 
    “... what do you think they would look like?” Tamsin asked Penelope in a low voice. 
 
    “Well, I would assume that they would be some sort of shade of blue, or so I would hope,” Penelope whispered. 
 
    Dragonlings, I thought. They’re talking about the dragonlings they might give birth to, and what they might look like. 
 
    I tuned back in to hear the tail-end of another of Tamsin’s questions. 
 
    “... powerful enough to make babies again?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say with any real certainty,” Penelope said. “I would hypothesize, however, that as soon as he ingests whatever substance it is that renews his potency, then he should be able to sire dragonlings within hours.” 
 
    I was becoming less and less bothered with feigning sleep now. My ever-keen member was very much of the same mind. The little guy was practically at full-mast now, and the compulsion to stop the girls’ teasing and get down to something a little more vigorous was almost irresistible. 
 
    “I believe,” Penelope said, her voice tight with suppressed giggles, “that our ruminations have woken our friend here.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and grinned down at the two women. They were lying on either side of me, talking over my impressive erection and looking up at me with mischievous eyes. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Tamsin, with a very unconvincing attempt at concern, “we didn’t wake you, did we, Mike?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “Isn’t this how most people get woken up each morning?” 
 
    “Normally, I have to do it myself,” the hobgoblin said, smiling back at me and showing off her sharp, white teeth. 
 
    She slid a little further up my body so that I could feel her naked breasts pressing against my side. 
 
    “You have to do it yourself?” I whispered. “That’s not good. What about you, Pen?” 
 
    Penelope moved up to lie level with Tamsin. She draped a leg over my leg, and I could feel the hot moistness of her crotch pressing against my thigh. 
 
    “Yes, usually the morning time is time spent between me and my hands,” she said in a very quiet voice. 
 
    I looked carefully around at the still sleeping forms of Elenari and Saya. 
 
    “Well, then,” I said softly, wriggling down to join the naked women, “that is something we all have to remedy isn’t it?” 
 
    We passed the next dim, predawn hour in a silent tangle of sweating limbs, tangled hair, and groans muffled by pillows and blankets. If anyone had been listening outside the tent, I was fairly certain that they would have heard very little. 
 
    “... yes, deeper and slower…” Tamsin hissed at one point as I plunged into her from behind, safely concealed under the wolf fur blankets. 
 
    Eavesdroppers might have heard the very faint, sucking sound of the hobgoblin eating Penelope out, while the Knowledge Sprite deepthroated my throbbing cock as quietly as she could. 
 
    “Oh gods,” Penelope whimpered a handful of minutes later as she ground herself down on top of me, “oh gods, I’m so close!” 
 
    We fucked this way and that, but with a selfless care that maintained the unconscious states of the other two women.  
 
    Tamsin and I brought Penelope to a gushing climax first. The quivering Knowledge Sprite soaked the blankets as she orgasmed with my cock inside her and Tamsin’s long hobgoblin’s tongue lapping at her clit. 
 
    Then, Tamsin slid on top of me, using Pen’s juices as a lubricant. The two of us fucked until, with a hoarse cry of, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” shouted into a pillow by Tamsin, the two of us came together. 
 
    We broke apart with a soft squelch, and the three of us snuggled into the disarray of blankets that had only sixty minutes previously been a decent camp bed.  
 
    I whispered, “Right, now who’s on lightning cider duty?”  
 
      
 
     * * *  
 
      
 
    We were all gathered around the campfire outside of our tent a little while later, when a runner came bearing news from the command tent. 
 
    “Ladies,” the orderly said, inclining her head at Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, Penelope, Renji, and Amara, “and gentleman, I have express instructions from General Shiloh.” 
 
    “You best spill the beans then,” Saya said, mopping up some beans off her plate with a hunk of black bread. 
 
    “The General has decreed that only Dragonmancer Noctis and his two bodyguards, will be heading into the Subterranean Realms at the back of the advance column,” the orderly said, with an admirable lack of preamble for a young woman being eyeballed by seven dragonmancers. 
 
    Silence greeted these words. 
 
    “What?” Amara said stonily. “Why? What does General Shiloh mean by this?” 
 
    The orderly swallowed, stared at a point some four inches over the top of Amara’s head. “It’s not my place to interpret the General’s orders, dragonmancer.” 
 
    “Did General Shiloh give a reason why?” I asked, cutting across what was likely to be a serious protest from Saya. 
 
    “Only that it was in the best interests of the mission as a whole that the rest of your party stay here at base, in reserve,” the runner said. “She bade me tell you, if you appeared… disgruntled, that Dragonmancer Noctis will be protected by two of his finest warriors.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Elenari scoffed. “Who could protect him better than all of us?” 
 
    “General Shiloh has put Dragonmancers Jazmyn and Ashrin on Dragonmancer Noctis’ protection detail,” the messenger said. 
 
    That stopped Saya in mid-syllable. 
 
    Tamsin looked up from the piece of liver she had just been about to stuff into her mouth. 
 
    “Is that true, Mike?” she asked. 
 
     My mouth was full of bacon so all I could do was nod. 
 
    I hadn’t mentioned the fact that I had already met and sparred with the higher ranking dragonmancers. We’d been more concerned with using our last night before the mission began to simply enjoy each other’s company.  
 
    “No way,” breathed Tamsin, her eyes wide with admiration. 
 
    I swallowed. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Dragonmancers Ashrin and Jazmyn are living legends, Mike!” Elenari told me as the messenger took this lull in attention to scamper away. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope nodded, leaning forward in the way that meant she was about to start waxing lyrical.  
 
    “Oh, indeed,” the Knowledge Sprite said, enthusiasm coming off her like radiation. “Dragonmancers Jazmyn and Ashrin are renowned throughout the Empire! I can hardly believe that you have not heard their names before, Mike! They have assassinated minor kings who challenged the Mystocean Empire, taken out entire armies by landing in the middle of their encampments, slain giant hydras and other monstrous beasts.” 
 
    “So what you’re telling me is that my traveling companions are a couple of the biggest and baddest professional ass-kickers the Empire has to offer?” I asked. 
 
    Amara snorted. “Yeah,” she said, twizzling a strand of her platinum hair between her fingers, “that about sums it up.” 
 
    Saya leaned forward and pointed an accusatory finger at me. 
 
    “Listen here, you,” she said, her bright sapphire eyes twinkling knowingly, “promise us all that, if you find whatever ingredients are needed to restore your potency, you don’t squander it all on those two famous hussies.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and looked around at my six companions. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, aspiring to keep my face serious, “what makes you think I’m going to find a quiet moment down in the Subterranean Realms to fuck two of the most revered badasses in this Empire? I’d say we’re going to be pretty busy. I doubt there’ll be time for fun of that kind. It’s not a fucking hike we’re going on, you know?” 
 
    This statement was met with a silent chorus of eye-rolling. Even Renji joined in, and she and I hadn’t even slept together. 
 
    “Mike, we’re very fond of you,” Penelope said, “but if ever there was a man who could find time in the middle of an adventure for a little slap and tickle…” 
 
    The rest of the women laughed as I got to my feet with my hands raised in mercy. 
 
    “All right, all right, I’ll try my best to behave,” I said jokingly. “Now look, I better get out of here and see if I can find these two heroes who are meant to be holding my hands through this expedition. Girls, I hate to love you and leave you,” and my eyes lingered on Tamsin and Penelope, “but I’ve got to go to work.” 
 
    As I walked away, Elenari called, “Try and stay out of trouble, Mike!” 
 
    “Now, where would be the fun in that?” I said under my breath. 
 
    I walked through the strange military town, keeping my eyes peeled for sight of the two black-clad figures of Ashrin and Jazmyn. 
 
    The place was a hive of activity, with soldiers and orderlies and dragonmancers going this way and that on myriad business. Whispers followed me, floated in my wake like flotsam behind a ship. I often forgot that, for many of these men and women, this would have been the first time that they had seen a male dragonmancer. 
 
    It was not long before I was being guided along by my nose. It had picked up a familiar scent on the air, and my brain had switched to autopilot, guiding me through the teeming streets. I followed the scent until I rounded a corner and ran into none other than Old Sleazy. The gnoll was dressed once more in his trademark ‘Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls’ apron. He was busy sweating over a charcoal grill in the middle of the camp. What was more, he was actually managing a team of some fifteen gnolls all slaving over identical grills. 
 
    “Will wonders never cease,” I said, sneaking up behind the squat figure and sticking a finger into the fat that covered his ribs, “what in the name of hygiene are you doing here, Old Sleazy?” 
 
    The gnoll jumped so that his pondweed mustache fluttered about his face.  
 
    “Shit pumpkin! Who the— Ah, it’s you?” 
 
    “In the flesh,” I said. “So, what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “After your wedding, I was asked by the brass to come down here and get a little discipline going for these cooks of theirs,” Old Sleazy said, wiping his hands on his filthy apron and looking around at the assembly of gnolls. “Speaking of which, would you excuse me for just one tick?” 
 
    Old Sleazy stumped over to a gnoll who was having trouble with some sticks of meat and some flatbreads. With no warning, Old Sleazy smacked the gnoll around the back of the head with a wooden spoon so hard that his face cracked forward into the grill top. The unfortunate gnoll’s head rebounded with one of the flatbreads plastered across his countenance. 
 
    “You bleedin’ dumbo!” Old Sleazy screamed at him. “What are you playing at, putting that much semolina flour in your flatbread mix? Were you ruddy well raised by hyenas? No, leave it on!” 
 
    The unfortunate gnoll had attempted to pull the steaming hot flatbread off his face, but Old Sleazy only wrapped it tighter around his head with the hand that wasn’t holding the wooden spoon. Not caring whether he poked the gnoll cook in the eyes, Old Sleazy pinched a couple of eyeholes out of the sticky flatbread, so that his apprentice could better see him, and yelled, “What are you?” 
 
    “A dumbass kebab,” came the cowed reply. 
 
    “Too ruddy right you are!” Old Sleazy screamed. “Now start again!” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, when the gnoll came back over to me and gave me his usual crafty smile, “you run a tight ship.” 
 
    “Love me a tight ship, Mike,” Old Sleazy said, “almost as much as I love me a tight—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s enough,” I said. “I just had my breakfast.” 
 
    Old Sleazy grinned at me. “So, it comes to these ears of mine that you’re off down to the Subterranean Realms, are ya?” 
 
    “I should have known that you’d know,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, you hear a lot manning a grill, dragonmancer,” Old Sleazy said. “You hear a bloody lot of gossip and—Oi! Why the ruddy hell would you be rubbing sun-root onto griffin steaks, you donut?” 
 
    That last comment was directed at yet another one of Sleazy’s gnoll disciples and accompanied with a liberal spraying of spit. 
 
    “What was I saying?” Old Sleazy said to me. “Oh, yeah. Gossip. Subterranean Realms. Right. You know, my people were originally from down those ways. The gnolls were part of the Shadow Nations, but we formed up with the Mystocean Empire before the wars really got cracking.” 
 
    “When the gnolls saw who was going to win, you mean?” I asked casually. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Old Sleazy said, “but—roger me with a rolling pin, what are you doing with that volcano cake, you cretinous shitstain? You have to knead the batter, not fist it like you do your grandma!” 
 
    As much as I was enjoying this broken conversation, I got the impression that Old Sleazy had his hands full right now. As he laid into yet another one of his minions, I made to sneak off and carry on my search for Ashrin and Jazmyn. 
 
    “Hold on, hold on,” Old Sleazy said, grabbing my sleeve with his three-fingered hand, “there’s someone that I want you to meet, now that the winds of fortune have blown us together once more.” 
 
    “Do me a favor,” I said, “and never mention us getting blown together again.” 
 
    “Very droll,” said Old Sleazy, casually throwing a pair of tongs at a gnoll who was scratching his ass. 
 
    “Who is this person you want me to meet, then?” I asked.  
 
    “That,” said a voice from behind me, in an accent that was as close to Australian as I had heard in this world, “would be me, fella.” 
 
    Spinning on my heel, I came face to face—well face to crown of the head—with yet another gnoll. 
 
    He was in shape and look similar to Old Sleazy and Big Greasy, that is to say he looked like a pale green water balloon that had been overfilled. This gnoll, however, wore a broad-brimmed hat of faded leather, a pair of stout crocodile skin boots, and a matching canvas safari suit. There was an enormous rucksack slung over his brawny shoulders and, on the front brim of his hat, the stub of an unlit candle. On his belt, on either hip, hung a pickaxe and a crowbar. He looked like a Dirty Harry, if he’d become a coal miner rather than a detective. 
 
    I looked from this newcomer to Old Sleazy. 
 
    “Relation of yours, is he?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” both gnolls said at the same time. 
 
    I snorted. I didn’t know why Old Sleazy and the rest of his family were so keen on denying they were related to one another. It was just one of those things. 
 
    “The name’s Diggens Azee, fella,” the newcomer said, extending a callused three-fingered hand. 
 
    I took it, and we shook. 
 
    “How goes it, Diggens?” I said. “I’m Mike Noctis.” 
 
    Diggens appeared not to be listening. He’d pulled out a small pie from somewhere and was busy tipping a small vial of some red sauce over the top of it. 
 
    “What’ve you got there, Diggens?” Old Sleazy asked. 
 
    “Pie,” said Diggens. 
 
    “I know that! What kind?” 
 
    “Mince and cheese,” Diggens said, taking a huge bite. “With a sauce of squashed tomatoes.” 
 
    “Squashed tomatoes sauce?” Old Sleazy scoffed. “That’s the ruddy stupidest, most lowbrow thing I ever heard!” 
 
    “And why do you think that me and Diggens here should meet?” I asked Sleazy, making sure to cut this potential pie-related argument off at the roots. 
 
    “Well, my cous—my friend, Old Sleazy here reckoned that we should make the introductions, seeing as I’ll be coming along on this little jaunt of yours,” Diggens said through a mouthful of pastry and mince. 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “Look, fella, on the off-chance that whatever you’re looking for is buried under rubble, I’m going to be the bloke to help you out,” Diggens said. “Many of the old tunnels have caved in since those wankers from the Shadow Nations fled into the Subterranean Realms. For that reason, you’re going to want an excavator or a sapper. Diggens Azee is the bloody best of the bunch.” 
 
    Diggens stuck a horny thumb into his own chest and let loose a belch that could probably have collapsed a perfectly sound tunnel. 
 
    “And what do you get out of this little deal, if I let you come along?” I asked, deciding to bypass incredulity and cut straight to the chase. 
 
    “Well,” Diggens said, “if we stumble across anything of more conventional value—not just valuable to you and your magical nadjas, I mean—I might get to pocket it.” 
 
    “Ah, so you offer your services as a quality sapper to us,” I said, “and in return for digging out anything that we might need digging out, you get to go on a treasure hunt with the deadliest escort that anyone could ask for?” 
 
    Diggens swallowed the last of his pie. “That’s a bloody cynical way to look at it, fella,” he said, “but yeah, that’d be bloody ripper.” 
 
    At that moment, while I mulled over what Ashrin and Jazmyn were likely to say when I suggested this ridiculous individual should join our small party, the two dragonmancers appeared. 
 
    Ashrin was finishing off some sort of skewer of barbecued meat, while Jazmyn was alternating between licking grease off her fingers and gnawing the last bit of flesh from a drumstick of some kind. Behind them, soldiers nudged each other and pointed at the two dragonmancers. The eyes of the men and women had that starstruck quality to them that reinforced the impression that Ashrin and Jazmyn were celebrities.  
 
    “Ash! Jaz! You lovely specimens, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes!” Old Sleazy said, much to my surprise. 
 
    Why are you surprised? I asked myself. The old bastard seems to know absolutely everyone. 
 
    “Uh, hey ladies, are we good to go?” I asked the two dragonmancers. 
 
    “Oh gods, Old Sleazy,” Ashrin said, ignoring me, “this manticore skewer is unbelievable! What did you marinade it in?” 
 
    “That secret is worth more than my life, Ash, you know that,” the gnoll chef said. 
 
    “Oh, come on…” Ashrin wheedled.  
 
    “I shouldn’t tell ya, but seeing as it’s you...” Old Sleazy said, leaning in. “It’s silk mustard. But, shhhh, don’t you tell a soul! You promise me, you take that one to your grave!” 
 
    Jazmyn threw the finished bone into the street and smacked her lips. “And that goddamn fig-infused jackalope haunch was incredible!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Old Sleazy said, “that’s a fan favorite around these parts. Ladies, may introduce you to someone that I think it’d be in your best interest to meet...” 
 
    While I stood dumbly by, Old Sleazy seamlessly made the introductions. Within about fifteen seconds, he had ingratiated Diggens Azee into our company as easily as if it had been planned all along. 
 
    The only thing that Jazmyn said was, “Any friend of yours is a friend of ours, Old Sleazy.” 
 
    Ashrin’s only comment to this unexpected addition was to ask whether us taking Diggens along would mean that Old Sleazy would supply us with some of his traveling provisions. The rotund gnoll agreed, grudgingly, that it would. 
 
    He was a soft touch when it came to the fairer sex. 
 
    “So, Mike,” Diggens said, slapping me on the arm in a matey manner, “you ready to rumble?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be, Diggens,” I said, trying to pull my attention away from the sight of the two most revered dragonmancers in town getting along with Old Sleazy like he was a figure of great importance. 
 
    “Good,” Diggens said, “because when we go down to the Subterranean Realms, you’ll need to make sure that your top paddock is free of fairies.” 
 
    I blinked. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you’ve got to have your bloody brain switched on, man,” Diggens said. “Do you not speak common, or what?” 
 
    “I’ll keep my head in the game, don’t you worry,” I said. 
 
    “Fucking oath you will,” Diggens said. “There’s all sorts of shit down there that’ll kill you, and I’m not talking about the Shadow Nations neither. Tremors are known to happen. Cracks in the earth. Quicksand and pitfalls. You gotta stay on your toes.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve been off my toes since I arrived in this world,” I said. 
 
    Diggens fumbled in the top pocket of his safari suit, pulled out a leather pouch, and began to roll what looked like a thin cigarette. He caught me looking and held the pouch up for me to inspect. 
 
    “Nice ain’t it?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, very nice,” I said dutifully. 
 
    “Made from the ballbag of a centaur I fought in a pub a few years back,” Diggens said casually. “Got pretty wild that fight, I can tell ya. Accidentally cut his clangers off with a broken bottle.” 
 
    I didn’t have much to say to that. 
 
    Diggens slipped the smoke behind his lips and lit it with a sulfurous match he struck with his thumb nail. 
 
    “The way I see it, fella,” he said through a cloud of blue smoke, “ if we don’t return with the crystals and whatever the fuck is going to juice up your man-milk, we might as well not come back at all. That about right?”  
 
    “I’m of the same mind, Diggens Azee,” I said. “That about sums it up for the Mystocean Empire. I think it’d be best if we didn’t fail, don’t you?” 
 
    Diggens sucked thoughtfully on his smoke. 
 
    “Fucking oath,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smells of sweat and armor polish, of trepidation and excitement, of leather and pipe weed hung heavy in the air. Brittle laughs rang out, troops exchanged jokes and jibes with overemphasized bravado. The air itself sizzled. An invisible miasma of unspoken words, of carefully controlled fears and worries, lay over the mass of assembled fighting men and women. 
 
    It was an aura I was coming to recognize. One that surrounds groups of soldiers who are not sure what they are about to go out and face, no idea whether any or all of them would come back alive, would ever again see the sun. 
 
    I stood with Bjorn, Rupert, and Gabby off to one side of the enormous entrance to the mines that wound down into the bowels of Galipolas Mountain. My squad and I were quiet, each man lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    Bjorn fastidiously patted himself down to make sure he had everything, testing the edges of knives, hefting his battle-axe to ensure that the balance was just so. Rupert fussed through his large and seemingly bottomless bag of medicaments. There came the clink and rattle of glass as he pushed jars of lotions and potions aside, muttering to himself all the while, as his eyes twitched and his fingers ran like spiders over the numerous pouches and pockets. 
 
    Gabby leaned against a rock nearby. He was wrapped in his traveling cloak, his quiver of arrows and his bow slung over his shoulder. As usual, the enigmatic mute wasn’t saying much. He held an arrow in his hand and stroked the fletching in an absent sort of way, as if his mind was miles away. Every now and again, his hawk-like yellow-irised eyes would flick over to some noise and then return to the arrow. 
 
    For my part, I was simply trying not to let my impatience get the better of me. Here we were, at the very entrance to the Subterranean Realms, and still I found myself waiting around. 
 
    The gateway to the mines that led down into the Subterranean Realms was a huge affair. Massive tree trunks, which had been shorn of their limbs, stood as support beams, with another tree trunk laid across the top of them to hold up the ceiling. These trunks were carved with glyphs and crude runes, the meanings of which had been lost eons before. There were fantastical beasts etched into them in places: manticores and hydras, minotaurs and dragons. 
 
    I snorted a laugh. Dragons were no more fanciful to me now than lions had been when I had lived on Earth. 
 
    “Hey boss?” Bjorn rumbled as he tucked a mean-looking hatchet into his belt and gave it a loving pat. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what we can expect in there?” the huge, musclebound warrior asked, nodding his head with its tattooed sides at the entrance to the mines. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I teased the half-Jotunn. “Are you getting scared? Starting to shake a little in those size thirty-nine boots you’re wearing?” 
 
    Bjorn gave me a look that said there were some things that you joked about, but him being a pussy was not one of them. “I just got to thinkin’ just now—” 
 
    “Uh-oh!” Rupert quipped. 
 
    Bjorn made a swipe at the medic with a hand the size of a shovel, but Rupert slipped aside. 
 
    “I was just wondering,” said the big, scarred warrior, “whether we might come across something that’d look more impressive above the fireplace than a giant’s schlong?”  
 
    I laughed. I cast an eye at the looming entrance. Men and women hustled to and fro. Companies of soldiers marched in and out. From where I stood, I could see the tunnel, lit by massive braziers filled with crackling pine boughs, stretching away into a smoky distance. 
 
    “Well, I heard a few things, a few bits of gossip when I was walking through town to find Jazmyn and Ashrin,” I said. “Soldier’s chat, you know.” 
 
    “And?” Bjorn said. 
 
    I looked at Rupert and Gabby who were both listening now. 
 
    “And,” I said, “from what I’ve been able to gather, the main force of the Empire’s troops have encountered a tribe of kobolds. The brass don’t know for sure obviously, because the kobolds slip away before they can be engaged or captured, but it’s thought that they’re aligned with the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    “Kobolds…” Bjorn rumbled thoughtfully. “They’re the little lizardy folk, are they?” 
 
    “Th-that’s right,” Rupert said. “Reptilian humanoids that keep mainly to themselves. It’s rumored that they venerated wild d-d-dragons back in the day. When such creatures still roamed the world.” 
 
    Gabby made a soft sound of surprise and made a couple of simple signs. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” said Rupert, nodding at our tracker and marksman. “They worshipped them l-l-like demigods, I suppose.” 
 
    “And they’ve bumped into these kobolds?” Bjorn said. “For definite?” 
 
    I made a face. “So the reports and the trooper’s idle talk say. It sounds to me like the patrols have only encountered enemy scouts.” 
 
    “No signs of any actual civilizations or settlements y-y-yet?” Rupert queried. 
 
    I shook my head. “But the fact that they’ve encountered kobolds at all would seem to indicate that the Shadow Nations still exist down there, right?” I asked the medic. 
 
    Rupert made an uncertain noise in the back of his throat. “Perhaps. Everything that w-w-we know about the kobolds would seem to suggest that they would be sympathizers in the Shadow Nations machinations.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the patrol captains sound like they believe it’s only a matter of time before we come across a settlement, or something even larger. There was some whispered chat around Old Sleazy’s food market that, apparently, there are warrens deep beneath the earth where entire cities and civilizations once dwelt.” 
 
    “So, if the Shadow Nations still exist,” Bjorn growled, “it’s only a matter of time before the Empire runs into the bastards?” 
 
    I made a sound of agreement and turned to watch the soldiers coming and going, but a snapping of fingers made me turn to see Gabby motioning for my attention. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Gabby drew a finger across his throat and held his hands out. 
 
    “Do we kill the kobolds if we find them?” I clarified. 
 
    Gabby nodded, his long auburn hair swishing in front of his eyes. 
 
    “There are no plans for conquest, as far as I’m aware,” I said. “Me? I’m only really concerned with getting far enough in to discover and find what we need.” 
 
    Everyone grumbled their assent. While a visit to new lands beneath the Earth might have interested some people, we all very much liked being above ground.  
 
    I slipped briefly into musing about the life that I had left behind. I thought about the friends I had made in the MMA gym, wondered what they were doing now and what they had made of my sudden disappearance. 
 
    My contemplation of my life in L.A. was broken a minute or so later, when Ashrin and Jazmyn arrived with their squads in tow. 
 
    “Sweet succulent sylph shoulder boulders,” Bjorn growled under his breath as the two dragonmancers and their coteries approached, “look at those mean-looking fuckers.” 
 
    A respectful hush fell behind Jazmyn and Ashrin and their six accompanying coterie members as they passed through the ranks of milling Empire soldiers, and it was not difficult to see why. 
 
    The dragonmancers, clad in their sleek insectile armor, were intimidating enough, of course. Their coteries though, looked just as deadly and capable as the women they were tasked to protect with their lives. 
 
    All six coterie members were male. Battle-scarred, weathered, and grim. They too were garbed in black armor, though theirs was more matte black in color and clunkier-looking than the shiny, lightweight stuff the dragonmancers wore. The breastplates, greaves, and vambraces of each man were etched with gleaming silver dragon-blood infused runes, which indubitably bestowed powers on the wearers. An assortment of weaponry hung from their swords belts and from straps worn across their chests and over their shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, Mike,” Jazmyn said, swaggering up with a touch more cockiness than when I had last seen her, “you want to tell your coteries to stop ogling mine and Ash’s lads? Their puppy dog eyes are making them feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    I glanced over at the six armed and armored men, with their stony faces and ready hands. They couldn’t have looked any more immovable and impassive if they had been chiseled out of basalt. They had come to attention behind their respective dragonmancers, hands resting on the hilts and hafts of their weapons. Their keen eyes moved ceaselessly around them, scanning for dangers and threats. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said drily, “they sure look like a bunch of blushing brides, don’t they?” 
 
    Ashrin chuckled. “We brought you something, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what’s that?” I asked. 
 
    The two women moved aside to reveal Tamsin and Renji standing behind them. Both the hobgoblin and the djinn were looking quietly smug with themselves. Behind them, following like wary shadows, were their squads. 
 
    “You guys!” I said, delighted to see my two friends. “What the hell? I thought everyone else was supposed to be staying back at the base?” 
 
    “There was a change of plans,” Tamsin said, walking up to me with Renji just behind. “We’re coming with you.”  
 
    “And the others?” I asked.  
 
    “General Shiloh wanted to bolster the morale of the leading force that will be going ahead of you, so she ordered Saya, Penelope, and Amara to march up front with them.” 
 
    “What about Elenari?” I asked. 
 
    “The General wanted her to stay behind,” Tamsin said. “What with Wayne still needing her, the General didn’t want her to put her life on the line.” 
 
    “I bet Elenari loved that,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    Tamsin shrugged. “She took it better than I would.” 
 
    “She’s a mother,” Renji said. “Such a thing changes perspectives. She has more than just herself to consider these days.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “So, what made the General change her mind about you ladies coming with me?” 
 
    “We told her the truth.” Tamsin paused, trying her hardest not to grin lasciviously. “The mission requires us to be there. Two women need to be present with you at all times, ones with whom you’ve previously had or wished to have had relations.” She glanced at Renji for a moment before continuing. “You need to be able to test whether or not any substance you acquire actually revitalizes your seed.” 
 
    I felt a smile of my own trying to break out. 
 
    “On the spot?” I asked. 
 
    “If that’s what it takes,” Tamsin crooned, flashing her sharp white teeth. 
 
    “And, besides,” Renji said, the large septum ring in her nose jiggling to a fro as she smiled broadly and showed off her silver chompers, “you also need someone who can care for your… weapons.” 
 
    “And who better than an armorer, right?” I said innocently. 
 
    “Quite so,” the blue-skinned djinn said. 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to hear me complaining,” I said. 
 
    I stared intently at Renji, and the two of us exchanged smiles that spoke volumes without a word passing between us. I had not slept with the beautiful silver-haired djinn as of yet, but even a eunuch could see the idea appealed to her. 
 
    “Saya asked me to relay a message to you, Mike,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Relay away, then,” I said courteously. 
 
    “She said that she’d better become a Rank Two before the end of this mission, because it was taking everything she had not to disobey a direct order from the General and come with you, Mike.” 
 
    I smiled to herself. Saya was a keeper all right, but she was also a born dragonmancer and she was not about to risk that for the sake of babysitting me. I respected that a lot. 
 
     “Thanks for sending the message,” I said to Tamsin, “and Saya did well sticking to her orders.” I squeezed Renji and Tamsin’s arms. “I’m glad that our company has you two bolstering it.” 
 
    Renji looked openly at Ash and Jaz. “You think that this little group really needs more bolstering with those guys on board? 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah. Good point,” I said. “I’m certainly glad they’re on our team.” 
 
    “Ahhh, come on now!” came the unmistakable twanging voice of Diggens Azee from where he was sitting slouched on a rock, enjoying one of his roll-ups. “The more the bloody merrier, if you ask me. You can never have too many blades. Not where the Subterranean Realms are concerned.” 
 
    “Diggens,” I said, “this is Dragonmancer Tamsin and Dragonmancer Renji.” 
 
    Diggens stood up and bowed, his massive rucksack and collection of picks and tools he had fastened about his person clanking loudly. “Stone the crows, but it’s a pleasure to meet the pair of ya,” he said affably. 
 
    Renji gave me a quizzical look. “This fellow, is he related to Old Sleazy or Big Greasy by any chance?” 
 
    “Nah,” Diggens said, “but you’d be fucking astonished with how many people reckon that to be true.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to keep up with all that gear, gnoll?” Tamsin shot at Diggens. 
 
    It was a fair question. The gnoll looked like he was going to a fancy dress party as a pack mule. 
 
    Diggens removed his hat, pulled the almost used up stub of candle from the front brim, and replaced it with a fresh taper, which he melted on with the end of his smoke. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me, darl,” he said. “Diggens Azee don’t make nobody wait for him. Not unless it’s ten-thirty in the morning or three in the afternoon.” 
 
    Tamsin frowned. “What happens then?” she asked. 
 
    Before Diggens could answer though, a clarion trumpet sounded from up ahead. 
 
    “That’s the signal,” Jazmyn said. “The vanguard is far enough ahead of us so that they’ll be able to clear or deal with any obstructions of the geographic or enemy kind.”  
 
    Ashrin nodded. “Enough chat. Grab your gear. It’s time to embark.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There were twenty-one in our party, what with the unexpected, but very much appreciated, additions of Renji, Tamsin, and their coteries. 
 
    There was a rough order to the formation of our company; Jazmyn stalked along at the front with her coterie around her, while Ashrin and her three squad members acted as the rearguard. In between these two hardy bookends were Renji and Tamsin, each surrounded by their coteries—Renji in front of me and Tamsin behind. Diggens acted as a sort of roving scout. I was, to my annoyance, kept in the middle of the press of warriors. I understood the need for me to be in the most protected position, but that comprehension did not make the situation any more palatable. 
 
    What rankled with me the most, however, was the idea that these twenty other people—well, maybe not Diggens—were quite happy to put their lives on the line to protect mine. For someone who had spent most of their life looking after and relying on themselves, it was a disagreeable feeling. 
 
    We marched through the mines all day without coming in contact with anything more out of the ordinary or eye-opening than the actual Subterranean Realms themselves.  
 
    There was an air of mystery that permeated the very rock that surrounded us. Although this part of Galipolas Mountain had been cleared by the sappers, miners, and excavators, and there were soldiers stationed at various choke points and military stations along the way, there was still something inexpressibly ancient and strange about the place. 
 
    We halted, after a long, full day of trekking, in a surprisingly pretty and commodious cavern. We dragonmancers could have kept going through the night and into the next day, but the squads couldn’t. The fifteen coterie members had already drunk deeply from a potion that had helped them keep a dragonmancer’s pace through the day without stopping once. The potion, however, had only been so that the company could get off to a good start. They needed to rest and sleep so that they could be fresh for the next day’s effort. 
 
    The only person in the company who had stopped throughout the day’s march was Diggens Azee. And not for a lack of fitness or because the gnoll couldn’t keep up.  
 
    The first time I’d noticed him stopping was when I heard the gnoll give a cry, midway through the morning’s march. 
 
    “Right, that’s it, that’s half-ten!” he said, his nasally voice reverberating like a buzzsaw through the stretch of tunnel. 
 
    The column of twenty other travelers stopped in mid-step and started at the sudden noise. I saw more than a couple of hands jerk toward sword hilts and hidden daggers, and then relax. 
 
    “How the hell can you know whether or not it’s half past ten?” I said. “We’re under the bloody ground, Diggens.” 
 
    Diggens tapped his meaty chest proudly. “I’ve got a ripper of an internal clock, me,” he said. 
 
    “That might be all very well and good,” Ashrin said from the back of the short column, “and I’m very happy for you and your internal clock, but we do not stop until the day’s end.” 
 
    “Not me,” Diggens said amiably and without rancor. “I always stop at ten-thirty no matter what.” 
 
    Through the heads and shoulders that separated us, I could just make out Ashrin’s bemused expression as she watched the gnoll pull out his tobacco pouch and start to roll one of his skinny smokes. 
 
    “Okay,” Ashrin said, her cat ears twitching amongst her spiky black hair. “Do you want to tell me why you’re stopping?” 
 
    Diggens glanced up from his makings. The gnoll looked confused, as if the dragonmancer had just asked him something plainly obvious. 
 
    “Why?” he parroted. “Why? Because it’s bloody smoko, isn’t it?” 
 
    He stuck the thin cigarette between his lips, rummaged about in his enormous pack, and extracted a miraculously uncrushed pie. He sniffed it in the same way that a vintner might inhale a promising merlot. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, “just the job: bacon and harpy egg.” 
 
    After a moment or two of the most nonplussed silence I had ever experienced, Ashrin had started the march up again, telling Diggens that he could catch us up if he was able. 
 
    Diggens, with his mouthful of pastry, had pulled a small vial of crushed tomato sauce from his pocket and doused the pie liberally in it. Then he had waved us off and told us that he’d be along momentarily. 
 
    And, somehow, the gnoll had caught up with us a few miles down the road. The same thing had happened at three o’clock too, and Diggens had caught us up once more without showing any sign of being out of breath. It was remarkable. I was beginning to think there was far more to the gnolls than met the eye.    
 
    It was something I pondered on as we stopped to rest for the day in the cavern.  
 
    There was a source of freshwater, in the form of a subterranean pond fed by a mineral spring, in the middle of the chamber. The squads sat near its banks. The flames of the few torches and the fairy-filled lamps rippled and moved in its crystalline waters. 
 
    The squads had all fallen into an easy camaraderie. They all talked amongst themselves, and even Ashrin and Jazmyn’s squads mingled with the men and women of the lesser dragonmancer’s coteries. There was even a game of cards starting up amongst some of them, headed by none other than Rupert. 
 
    I smiled to myself, wondering how long it would be before the other coterie members discovered that Rupert was the Mystocean equivalent of a Vegas card-counter. 
 
    Gazing aimlessly about and enjoying the sensation of not walking, I noticed Diggens Azee sitting some way away on a boulder. The gnoll was looking quite pensive and so I decided to go over and offer him a penny for his thoughts. 
 
    As I strolled across the camp, the gnoll delved into his rucksack and pulled out a small can. A switchblade appeared in his hand. He punched the blade into the top of the sealed can, tucked the knife away, and took a swig. 
 
    “What’ve you got there, Diggens?” I asked. 
 
    “A tinny,” the gnoll grunted.  
 
    “A tinny?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. A tinny. Something I came up with, for when I go walkabout down here looking for my fortune,” Diggens said. “It’s ale, see, but sealed up in this here tin. Keeps the grog fresh and stops your bag stinking like a bartender’s rag when your skin gets punctured by a pick or nail.” 
 
    I blinked down at the little green-skinned humanoid.  
 
    “Are you telling me you invented beer in a can?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    Diggens flicked his can. “Nah, it’s not a can, it’s tinny. ‘Cause it’s made of tin.” 
 
    “Where do you make them?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    “In my shed,” Diggens said, taking another sip and sighing appreciatively. “Only when I know I’m going walkabout, you know. Although, I do normally have a batch of two dozen or so hidden in a hole in my yard, so that they keep nice and cool.” He took another appreciative sip.  “Can’t beat a cold tinny, fella.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “You know,” I said. “You could probably make a boatload of scales selling these.” 
 
    Diggens waved a skeptical three-fingered hand at me. “Righto, fella,” he said. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, Old Sleazy reckons I could be onto something too,” Diggens said. “Reckons if I started tying six of them together and flogging them, I’d become rich as… Well, as someone with a shitload of cash, I guess.” The gnoll burped. “What can I do for you anyway, fella?”  
 
    “You just looked a bit pensive,” I said. “I thought you might have something to get off your chest.” 
 
    “I don’t know about my chest…” Diggens said, “but I’ll not lie to you; there’s been a sense of disquiet building in me all day.” 
 
    The firelight from the campfires flickered on the walls of the chamber. Shadows danced, rising and falling across the roughhewn ceiling. 
 
    “A feeling of disquiet?” I asked in a low voice. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Diggens beckoned me closer, and I leaned in. 
 
    “While the warrens down here have been cleared and made safe for the most part, there’s something still around, know what I mean, fella?” the gnoll said. “Something unseen. Something I can almost taste on this stale mine air. Something I can almost smell. Something that I can almost detect, right on the edge of hearing…” 
 
    I found myself subconsciously holding my breath. 
 
    “What are you—” I began to say. 
 
    Diggens let off a fart of such epic magnitude that I thought the blast brought a little dust down from the ceiling. He ripped long and loud, the sound bouncing and rebounding off the cavern walls and running off down the tunnels branching off it. 
 
    Diggens Azee collapsed in on himself, laughing so hard that I thought the bastard was going to be sick. Over at the campfires, those who had been playing cards looked up from their hands. The mouths of some of the women had fallen open. To my consternation, most of them were looking at me. 
 
    “What…” I started to say. 
 
    I glanced down and saw that Diggens, despite being in the middle of dying from laughter, had his arm up and was pointing at me. 
 
    I looked back at the twenty flabbergasted watchers. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” I said, and gave Diggens a kick. 
 
    My nostrils flared as a bit of chuckling started up amongst the coterie soldiers, probably instigated by Bjorn, who was somewhat of a connoisseur when it came to toilet humor. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I said, peering down at the prostrate gnoll, “I can taste pie.” 
 
    Tears were running down Diggens’ green face. “Not surprising, really,” he managed to choke. “Not when I’ve dropped my lunchbox with that sort of gusto!” 
 
    Eventually, Diggens managed to get himself under control. 
 
    “Strewth, that wasn’t a bad little breezer that one, was it?” he said. 
 
    I looked at him expressionlessly. “So, that was all a load of shit was it? Not the gigantic fart you just deployed, the part about you feeling something weird about this place, I mean.” 
 
    Diggens considered this, the self-satisfied smile on his wide face slipping a little. 
 
    “Nah,” he said. “That feeling I was talking about wasn’t just a case of flatulence brought on by Old Sleazy’s gastronomic delights, fella. There is something else.” 
 
    The gnoll reached down and began unfastening his bedroll from the top of his rucksack. 
 
    “I fear we’re going to be in for some trouble down here, Mike Noctis,” he said. “Diggens Azee can’t be sure of too much in this life, but he can bloody well guarantee you that.” 
 
    I left Diggens to sort out his sleeping spot—and wipe his ass—and went to converse with the other dragonmancers. Out of respect for their station, their campfire was set away from the coterie members. 
 
    Once again, I was impressed and humbled to see how everyone ate and talked together like equals, both dragonmancers and squad members alike. The coterie members were all getting along like a house on fire, gambling and joking and telling tales of their training and the scrapes they had been in.  
 
    Ashrin and Jazmyn weren’t all high and mighty, as I had worried they might turn out to be. They had shown the more severe sides of their personalities at times during our trek, but I figured that was to be expected on a mission of such magnitude. 
 
    The two more experienced dragonmancers were speaking with Renji and Tamsin when I stepped into the circle of warmth. Renji, as armorer and quartermaster, was admiring their equipment, while Tamsin was asking the black-clad women about their Titan Slots. 
 
    “Both of us have, indeed, unlocked the Titan Slot,” Jazmyn admitted. 
 
    Tamsin and Renji exchanged looks of respectful awe. 
 
    It was funny to me, in a way, to see the usually fierce and foul-mouthed hobgoblin acting like a starstruck teenager. It appeared that even the hardest and sharpest warriors had soft spots. 
 
    “But it can’t be a whole lot of use down here, with such confined spaces, surely?” she asked Jazmyn. 
 
    Jazmyn glanced over at Ashrin. The two exchanged impish smiles. 
 
    “Your dragons don’t always have to be large, you know,” Jaz said. 
 
    “They don’t?” Renji asked in her solemn, imperturbable voice. 
 
    Jaz snorted, ripped a bit of jerky off a strip she was holding in her hand, and masticated with obvious relish. She caught me looking at her, rolled her eyes heavenward, and said, “Even Old Sleazy’s fucking jerky has that something special!” 
 
    “You were, um, you were talking about being able to choose the size of your dragon when you utilize your Titan Slot…?” Tamsin said, trying to keep her tone respectful while she was obviously eager for an answer.  
 
    “You can shift their sizes as the situation requires it,” Ashrin said. 
 
    Tamsin let out a little growl of delight and clapped her long-nailed hands together.  
 
    “I had heard rumors of this, but my preceptors would never tell me whether it was true or not when I asked them,” the hobgoblin said, her bright golden-yellow eyes flashing with excitement. “They always said that such things, such knowledge, had to wait. I knew it could happen, though!” 
 
    “But how?” Renji said, voicing the question that was on my tongue also. 
 
    Ashrin looked at the three of us and bit her lip. The gesture was an innocent one, but it still sent a flash of heat to my groin.  
 
    “It’s normally something that dragonmancers are only taught when they reach Rank Three,” Ashrin said slowly, “but, considering the importance of this expedition, perhaps Jaz and I might be able to teach you girls a trick or two…” 
 
    Jazmyn shrugged and ripped off another bit of jerky. “Any edge we can get down here could be the difference between success or failure. I think it could be a good idea. So long as you girls don’t go shouting about it when you get back to the Academy, obviously. I don’t feel like being on the receiving end of a world-class General Shiloh asshole tearing.” 
 
    Ashrin launched into a long-winded explanation about the mental magical controls needed before one even thought about accessing their Titan Slot. I was just leaning forward to immerse myself in the description when I caught sight of Diggens at the back of the cavern. 
 
    The gnoll was crouched over, his snubby nose almost touching the floor, and looked to be searching for something. Every now and again, he would prod at the hard earthen ground with a thick finger. Slowly, and without a glance at us, Diggens cruised off down a passage and out of sight. 
 
    Unable to resist unexplained behavior, I got up, mentioned that I was going to use the little boys room, and followed the gnoll. 
 
    “Mike, where are you off to?” Jaz asked. 
 
    I repeated that I was going to take a quick leak in one of the passages. 
 
    “All right, but I’m going to have to come too. General Shiloh’s orders,” Jazmyn said. 
 
    I made an unimpressed face. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t peek,” Jazmyn said, grinning salaciously. 
 
    I laughed, nodded, and followed Diggens Azee. 
 
    Rounding the corner of the passage that Diggens had taken, I saw the flicker of his hat brim candle bobbing some one-hundred yards ahead of me. As I approached, I saw the squat figure kicking around a pile of rubble with his great clomping boots. I drew level with him and noticed that he had unearthed a weird glowing stone. 
 
    Diggens crouched down, pulled a trowel and brush from his extensive belt, and began digging around the stone. I watched, enthralled, as the thick, clumsy-looking fingers moved with a concert pianist’s care and dexterity. After only a few moments of careful excavation, the stone popped free of the clutches of the earth and Diggens pocketed it. 
 
    “What’ve you got there, Diggens?” I asked as I glanced at Jazmyn who was waiting a stone’s throw behind us. She had a smile on her face that said, “What is it with males and needing to piss together?” 
 
    Diggens sat back on his haunches and pushed the brim of his hat up with his fat forefinger. 
 
    “You ever heard of a guilty epsorodite, dragonmancer?” the gnoll asked me. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “How about an olive augrogrossular stone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Any idea what occurs when a layer of viridian zorokizite is subducted into a seam of torbygen?” the gnoll inquired, scratching at his ass with the trowel he had just used to uncover the strange glowing rock. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly, “I do not.”  
 
    “Well, I’ll just say then that this here rock is a powerful little geological delight unique to Galipolas Mountain, and will fetch me at least one fuckload of scales when I come to sell it to the artificers.” 
 
    Diggens shot me a wide smile and secreted the gem into some pocket or pouch. Then he went back to poking about in the pile of rubble. 
 
    Suddenly, something else caught my eye. Something brighter even than the gnoll’s avaricious grin. 
 
    It looked like a play of light, a moving wisp of glowing vapor, perhaps. 
 
    I followed this odd thing a little further down the tunnel, but before I could determine what the heck it was, the wisp vanished. 
 
    Jazmyn followed along behind me. Her face was calm, unruffled, but she held a knife in her hand all the same. 
 
    From behind me, Diggens Azee called, “Careful, fella, it’s all too easy to get lost down here if you’re not used to such places.” 
 
    Barely hearing Diggen’s words, I said, “Did you see that? The little ball of light?” 
 
    “I saw,” Jazmyn said softly. “Though what it was…” 
 
    Diggens replied in the negative. “Too busy looking for my retirement fund, dragonmancer,” he said. 
 
    Frowning, feeling like I had not seen the last of that strange eldritch wisp, I turned and headed back toward the cavern in search of dinner, Jazmyn stalking along behind. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
     Sleep that night was a broken affair. I was used to sleeping somewhat uncomfortably, so it wasn’t camping out and sleeping on straight rock which woke me. It was the companies of soldiers periodically marching through the large cavern. Their steel boots trudging past us never failed to wake me from my light slumber, and by the time I managed to doze off again, another company would inevitably troop past. 
 
    Where we were camped was as safe as I imagined it was possible to be in the Subterranean Realms, what with the Empire’s armored soldiers stomping by every hour or so. Given that the Empire had cleared this area, shored up the tunnels, and squads regularly marched through them to keep the braziers and torches burning, I should have felt perfectly sanguine. However, I couldn’t help feeling something tickling at the base of my spine. A feeling of unease warned of danger looming on the horizon. 
 
    Next to me, Tamsin slept like a log. Her chest rose and fell, her breath hissing through her sharp teeth. A thin sliver of yellow eye peeked out from under one lid. I wondered whether hobgoblins could do as dragons were said to be able to do and sleep with one eye open. 
 
    Renji lay on my other side. The djinn had gone to sleep on her side, facing me, and had not stirred for at least three hours. 
 
    As yet another company of armored soldiers clattered past, I let out a soft sigh and rolled onto my side. 
 
    And found Renji gazing steadily at me. 
 
    “Trouble sleeping, Mike?” the djinn mouthed. 
 
    I made a sarcastic face and held my finger and thumb about half an inch apart. “A little,” I said. 
 
    Without saying another word, perhaps because she did not want to risk waking any of the other dragonmancers lying around us, Renji reached across with one blue hand and started fumbling with the front of my breeches. 
 
    Within a handful of seconds, my cock had been liberated from its material prison, springing out into cool subterranean air. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say… something, but then Renji took me in her hand and began to stroke and massage me. 
 
    Renji, pumping away on my prick, leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “Have you ever felt the grip of a blacksmith’s on your tool, Mike?” 
 
    My cock, like all my muscles, had been dragon-enhanced after the Transfusion Ceremony, and could now reach a hardness that I could never have achieved in my fully human days. 
 
    Renji’s strength, obviously, had grown too, and so I found myself walking a fine line between exquisite pleasure and delicious pain. 
 
    Renji, without ever slackening her pace or asking for anything in return, worked me for a glorious ten minutes or so. She built me up like a pro, adapting to every fluctuation of my breath, every twitch of my face or body. Dimly, I reflected on whether this was a djinn skill, but didn’t spend too much thought on the matter. It was not long before pleasure flooded my brain and squashed out any other concerns. 
 
    When I reached the point where I could take no more, when I was on the very cusp of release, Renji slipped down and covered my cock with her warm and eager mouth. I buried my face in my scrunched-up blanket as I jerked and spasmed. Blazing white light filled my closed eyelids. Renji quietly and willingly swallowed my jizz. 
 
    Letting out a long, slow breath I looked down. The blue-skinned djinn pulled away from me, smiling contentedly to herself and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    “You tasted better than I could have imagined,” she said in a husky whisper.  
 
    Without another word, she snuggled into her blankets, closed her eyes, and rolled onto her back. 
 
    Despite the warm fug of blissful release, there was a little twinge of unseen coming danger that I had felt earlier. 
 
    Making a conscious effort to stop dwelling on the intangible, I sighed and rolled right over onto my stomach. 
 
    And saw that Ashrin and Jazmyn were both awake and both looking at me. 
 
    It was obvious, at a glance, that they had gotten an eyeful of what had just transpired with Renji. It was all in their knowing smirks. I could feel sweet post-coital oblivion stealing over me. Refusing to care, I just shook my head and drifted into sleep. 
 
    The next time I awoke, it wasn’t from the sound of steel boots hitting the ground, nor was it the stoking of the campfire for breakfast. 
 
    An ethereal blue glow pulled me from the warm waters of sleep. A pulsing erratic light flickered and throbbed through the barrier of my closed lids until my unconscious was forced to do something about it. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    The weird little will-o’-the-wisp light—ghostly blue and insubstantial—was bobbing right in front of my face. It was silent, but the color and the wavering intensity made me think that, if it had been making a noise, it would have been the buzzing of those fluorescent tube lights in the crummier kind of malls. 
 
    “Get out of here,” I grumbled quietly, not feeling in the mood for whatever this was, what with the broken sleep I’d been enjoying. “Go on, scram.” 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp darted out of range of my swatting hand, then bobbed closer to me. It scooted closer and then further away, this way and that, circling my head. It wouldn’t leave me alone, like a gnat at a barbecue. It was almost as if… 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me something?” I muttered, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp flashed a brighter neon blue. 
 
    “Was that a ‘yes’?” I said, frowning. 
 
    The strange blue wisp flashed brightly again. 
 
    That woke me up. Suddenly, every one of the forty winks that I had been trying to catch went out the window. The feeling of impending tribulation, which had been slumbering in my gut since the evening before, flared up. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and, at the exact same time, the first tremor shook the cavern. Dust and small stones fell from the roofs of the tunnels leading off from the chamber in which we had been sleeping.  
 
    “To arms!” I cried. “Grab your weapons!” 
 
    The dragonmancers were on their feet before I had finished singing out my warning. The coterie members of Jazmyn and Ashrin were ready with weapons in their hands only a short moment after that, and the rest of the crew a few seconds after them. 
 
    The earth trembled again. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be buggered by a mindflayer’s tentacle,” came the twanging accent of Diggens Azee from over in his corner. “Trust me when I say that’s no ordinary earth tremor. Looks like we’re in for a spot of trouble, dragonmates!” 
 
    The gnoll pulled one of his pickaxes from his tool belt and tested the point of it with his thumb. 
 
    The whole cave started to rumble and shake then. From somewhere within the earth, I could hear the grind and hammer and metallic whir of great quantities of soil and rock being moved and burrowed at. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods is that?” Renji asked. 
 
    Tamsin stuck her speartip into the ground, bent down, and picked up a handful of gritty dirt in her hands. She rubbed it together in her palms and licked a little of it up with her long forked tongue before she spat it out. Snarling, she ripped up her spear and twirled it.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it dies here!” the hobgoblin cried. 
 
    The wall on the other side of the mineral pond exploded outward. Dry soil and lumps of rock showered out, bursting into the cavern like stony confetti. Pebbles and grit rained down into the crystalline water of the pond. I swatted away a shard of rock the size of a tennis ball that had been flung toward my face. 
 
    Out of the ragged whole that had just been blasted out of the cavern wall came a boiling mass of bodies. Rat-faced, bent-backed, with wicked rusted weapons, gray fur, and yellow fangs and claws. They came swarming out of the aperture like rats from a sinking ship, letting loose high-chirruping battle cries. Red eyes rolled madly in their hideous pointed faces. 
 
    “Ratfolk!” Jazmyn roared. 
 
    “To the sword!” Ashrin cried. Her dark eyes were narrowed, her cat’s ears pointing forward. “Put them all to the sword!”   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ratfolk were numerous, furious, and barbarous. They came charging toward us like five-foot tall berserkers, arms flailing madly, ratty tails lashing at the air behind them. They were clad in pot metal armor that looked like it had been beaten and constructed out of old cauldrons, cart wheel hubs, discarded buckets, and whatever other miscellaneous junk they had been able to find down in the Subterranean Realms and the mines that spiderwebbed through them. 
 
    As anyone who had ever witnessed a praying mantis being overwhelmed by ants, the most apparent danger that the ratfolk presented was their sheer weight of numbers, not their skill in combat. There were scores and scores—hundreds—of the screeching beasts.  
 
    The ratfolk had to split their forces and come around the pond, like the tide flowing around a rock. Tamsin’s spear flew from her hand and skewered one of the foremost runners. She retracted it with her magic, so that the rat was wrenched forward into the pond in a spray of bright crimson, splashing face down in the water.  
 
    Renji had equipped her Steel Dragon, Corvar, into her Weapon Slot A, and was wielding him as a huge, all-steel battle-axe. As the ratfolk came frothing around the pond and came to meet us, the djinn pulled her weapon back and swept it round in a low sweeping arc that was beautiful to see. She carved through four of the hapless scurrying rodent humanoids with that one swing, sending lopped torsos tumbling. The backswing proved to be just as efficacious; pointy-eared heads rolled, limbs went flying, and blood fountained from severed necks. 
 
    It took no time at all for the bodies to start piling up around us. 
 
    I had decided to use my Chaos Spear initially and was sweeping it around in devastating circles, punching it in and out of ratfolk bodies and using the flickering, flame-covered haft to deflect the numerous blows my enemies were trying to land on me. 
 
    I parried a thrust from a cruel shortsword and kicked the rat wielding it so hard in the guts that he vomited blood and was hurled backward, plowing a furrow through the ranks of his fellows pressing in behind him. I heard him land with a dull splash in the pond, but was already whipping the butt end of my staff around to cave in the skull of another enemy coming in hot from behind. He fell, and I plunged the tip of my spear into the face of yet another rat, whisking up his features like a bowl of scrambled eggs. A sword swept toward my neck, but I caught it in my naked palm without it so much as drawing a bead of blood, wrenched it from the wielder’s hand, slashed it across the throat of a different rat, and used it to hew the leg from under yet another. 
 
    “I fucking hate rats!” Bjorn was bellowing from somewhere off to my right. “I fucking hate them!” 
 
    There was a tinny explosion from the other side of the pond. Renji’s squad were standing in a triangle formation around their dragonmancer, flinging glass flasks into the milling ratfolk army. The flasks disappeared into the confused crush, and then went off with tinkling whumpfs. Shards of scything metal shrapnel flew in all directions, cutting down and maiming tens of the unfortunate ratfolk; slicing through the homemade armor as easily as if it had been made from toffee. 
 
    The waves of ratfolk were becoming quite overwhelming, the sheer numbers of the things becoming more and more of a hazard as the fight progressed. 
 
    Gabby was pressed against my back. I could hear the mute grunting as he laid about himself with his collection of lethal knives. Whenever a chance presented itself and he was able to get enough room to use it, he would sling his bow from off his shoulder and fire off a couple of shafts into the throng of manic ratfolk.  
 
    I for one could have done with a little extra space to think. Not because I was getting tired, but because a part of me that I could not repress worry about the wellbeing of my fellows. I did not want anyone dying today. I did not want anyone spending their life for mine. 
 
    I reached around and grabbed Gabby by the back of his shirt. Then, I crouched down, pulling my squad’s bowman with me, and let loose with a Forcewave spell. The immediate area around Gabby and I was rocked by a thunderous expansion of air and energy as a swelling ring of invisible power burst outward. It flung dozens of the ratfolk away like straws in a hurricane; sending them crashing into one another, impaling themselves on their fellows’ sword points and flipping them into the rows of rats behind. 
 
    In the space and lull of action created around me and Gabby, I quickly assessed what the others were doing. 
 
    Everyone, so far as I was able to discern, was still alive. 
 
    The dragonmancers, predictably, were holding their own with relative ease. 
 
    Had I doubted the superior skills, training, and capabilities of Jazmyn and Ashrin before, I doubted no longer. The women who had been assigned as my bodyguards were tearing swathes through the ratfolk in the same manner that sharks spread disarray and panic through a shoal of anchovies. 
 
    Ashrin had summoned two sai—melee weapons best used for stabbing and trapping—from out of some hidden sheaths in her armor. They were the type of arms that had been made world-famous by the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle, Rafael. The blades of the sai must have been impregnated with some noxious spell or magic, or perhaps they were the weapons conjured when she assigned her dragon into Weapon Slot A, because whenever she struck one of the ratfolk, their flesh started to melt from the wound until they were literally puddles of gore and goo on the cavern floor. 
 
    As the ratfolk around me struggled to their feet, snapping and clawing at the bodies of the dead and injured that covered and obstructed them, Ashrin’s weapons vanished as she switched slots. She launched a hail of flickering green darts from the palm of her hand. The darts shot through the air, leaving little concentric cone-trails in their wake, and burrowed into the ratfolk that they struck. Within moments, the darts were doing the same thing as the poison infused sais had; afflicting the enemies they struck with a fast-acting necrosis. Body parts dropped off the ratfolk as they wailed and thrashed, their furry skin sloughing in swathes from their bodies. 
 
    A few ratfolk near Gabby and me tentatively started heading back in to engage with us. Gabby fit an arrow to his bowstring and sent it flying. Then another and another. Each shot was accompanied by a proceeding squeak of pain as the shaft hit home.  
 
    I let Gabby keep the hoard at bay for a moment, though I did stab a few with my spear, just remind them of the delivery that lay in wait when they charged again, and turned my eyes back to Ashrin. 
 
    Ashrin now wore a green helmet, fashioned in the manner of an insect’s head, so I figured she had assigned her dragon into her Head Slot now. An aura had surrounded her. It was an aura that simply radiated poison, an aura that was as green and foul looking as swamp gas. It set the ratfolk to coughing and choking, making them all the easier for Ashrin to break apart with her bare hands. 
 
    She might have been a one trick pony, as far as her magic was concerned, but it was the kind of trick that enabled the pony to go through her enemies like a flamethrower through an army of scarecrows.  
 
    I was drawn back to my own fight when the ratfolk I had rattled with my Forcewave ability charged me and Gabby. I considered using my Shadow Spheres, but the last thing I wanted was to miss and bring the whole cavern down on our heads, so I elected to plunge my spear into stomachs. As I drew my spear out from the insides of my latest kill, I noticed Jazmyn to my left. 
 
    My other bodyguard was carving apart the enemies around her. She wielded twin chakrams—circular throwing weapons that could also be used to slice and dice in close quarter combat. 
 
    Jazmyn, for all her rough bluster, moved with the grace of an interpretive dancer as she fought. She swirled and ducked and pirouetted in a ceaseless and unpredictable flow. She hacked and slashed at the eyes of the ratfolk with the serrated, knife-blade edges of the chakrams, disabling more than she killed, but effectively putting them out of the fight nonetheless. Her coterie moved around her, dispatching those she left alive, in a practiced and efficient manner. 
 
    Jazmyn dodged a spear thrust with ease, then threw her two chakrams at two different enemies, burying the blades in their foreheads, sending chips of skull and gobbets of brain in all directions. The circular blades flickered and disappeared, and I guessed that Jaz had switched her dragon’s power into a different slot. A rat bastard tried to run her through from behind but was suddenly impaled on a blade that pistoned out of the back of her armor. 
 
    Self-aware armor! I thought with no little envy.  
 
    Casually, I stepped to the side and let a ratfolk warhammer whistle past my nose. Barely looking, I put my fist through both breastplate and ribcage of the rat and ripped out his lungs. Meanwhile, Jaz had activated a different slot and was casting the massive magical net that she used on me during our sparring sessions, snaring and slaughtering those rats that found themselves caught in it. 
 
    I turned my mind and my eyes and my hand back to the task at hand. I switched slots, and the Chaos Spear rose and fell like the sword of Damocles above the heads of the suicidally driven ratfolk. They invited peril unto themselves and my spear arm delivered that peril and then moved onto the next. 
 
    It was a biblical slaughter. 
 
    Bright red blood slicked the floor of the cavern. The pond had changed from a mineral blue to scarlet. Bodies were heaped in mounds. And still the ratfolk kept coming. 
 
    I implemented my Onyx Armor at one point, allocating Noctis’ power to my Chest Slot. The armor soaked up kinetic damage—sword blows and arrow strikes and the like—and stored that energy up until I was able to release it as a blast of Chaos Magic through a conduit set into the middle of the armor. 
 
    I fought with my hands, breaking bones with punches, rupturing organs with spinning kicks and murderous knee strikes. I instructed my squad to focus on protecting themselves and told them that I needed to allow some of our enemies’ blows to land on me.  
 
    After a while, the Onyx Crystal hanging around my chest throbbed with heat and knew that the magical reservoir was full. Using my mind to access this external source of energy, I directed my chest at the milling, cutlass-toting mob of ratfolk near me and blasted a swathe through them. The stink of burning hair and cooking meat filled the cavern as the energy lanced through the ratfolk. Those caught by the beam of sizzling white and black Chaos Magic were torn limb from limb. Skin cracked, fat melted, and a few rat bastards burst into spontaneous thaumaturgical flame. 
 
    Finally, I noticed that the ratfolk were coming less frequently. As my companions and I hacked them down, broke them apart, and shot them to pieces, fewer and fewer of the foul humanoids were left to fill the gaps we left in their ranks. 
 
    Just when I thought that I might leave my squad to clean up the rest while I found Diggens Azee and asked him for one of those tinnies of his, another tremor rocked the cavern. 
 
    This juddering shake was accompanied by a deep bass boom that shook the cave like a drum. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The thought of the tin of beer shriveled in my mind like a dry leaf in a firestorm. 
 
    The remaining ratfolk started chattering and hissing amongst themselves, their twitching human-like paws dropped their weapons and they began turning and scarpering for the hole they had burrowed or blown through the wall. 
 
    We cut them down even as they ran, for all of us thought that every one of these mindless killers would be one less that could potentially kill an Empire trooper. 
 
    Diggens appeared at my elbow. “You know,” the gnoll said, “they might be running, but they ain’t running from us.” 
 
    A long, low preening cry echoed around the chamber, as the last of the ratfolk ran screeching around the pond, aiming to gain access to the deep dark of the tunnel they had come through. The sound came from Renji’s sleek, molten silver Steel Dragon, Corvar. Renji had allotted her to her Leg Slot, and so the gorgeous creature was visible now. 
 
    Corvar let loose another one of the keening wails, her bullwhip like tail lashing the air in agitation. The mercurial beast had her head down and her eyes closed. I noticed that she was quivering strangely. 
 
    “What’s going on with Corvar?” I shot at the djinn. 
 
    Renji shook her head, frowning and looking around the body-littered cavern. 
 
    Without warning, the rough-cut crystals hanging around my neck and containing the magical essences of Garth and Noctis began to quiver too, in much the same way that Corvar was. 
 
    “What draws near, lads?” I asked the two dragons that shared my mind. 
 
    “Uh, I feel something,” Garth said with adolescent helpfulness. “I’ve never felt anything like it, though. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t think that it is good.”    
 
    “Noctis?” I asked. 
 
    I felt Noctis’ thought quest outward like a plant’s tendril toward a patch of sunlight. 
 
    In his ancient, patient, and businesslike voice, the Onyx Dragon said, “That is an unbound dragon.” 
 
    “Unbound?” I asked. 
 
    I could feel Noctis’ interest unfurling like a burning fern frond. 
 
    “A wild dragon,” he rumbled through the telepathic pathways of my mind. “That is a wild dragon.”  
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    No sooner had Noctis hit me with this startling bit of news than the dragon crashed through the hole that the ratfolk had burrowed. 
 
    It was a great, mean brute of a thing, possessing none of the refinement of the dragon companions of me or my dragonmancer friends. It bowled through the entrance of the tunnel like a subway train that had jumped its rail. It was about the same size as one, now that I came to look at it. The wild dragon’s broad, strong forelegs ripped fresh rock from the tunnel entrance as it bulled its way out of the too small space, crushing ratfolk that were trying to flee from it under its claws. 
 
    “A d-d-dragon?” Rupert said, his face sagging at the awesome spectacle of the dirty bronze-colored creature. “Is that the ratfolk’s backup or something?” 
 
    The dragon stretched forth a thick neck, opened its huge maw wide, and let rip with a jet of orange flame that engulfed the last of the panicking ratfolk. The helpless creatures were roasted to cinders where they stood, utterly consumed by the torrent of brilliant, lethal flame. When the wild dragon snapped its jaws shut, all that was left of the ratfolk were a few puddles of liquid metal. 
 
    Gabby made an eh-eh sound in his throat.  
 
    Bjorn nodded, not taking his eyes from the magnificent killing machine and said, “I know less than fuck all about most things, but I’d say that the dragon is most definitely not on the side of the ratfolk.” 
 
    “I agree with that fat hairy lad,” Diggens Azee said amiably.    
 
    “Who the fuck does that dragon belong to?” Tamsin asked as the dragon picked up one of the many bodies that lay jumbled around the area and chewed it up in its massive jaws.  
 
    “Listen to your dragon,” Ashrin said in a hushed, almost reverential voice. “That is a wild, untamed dragon.”  
 
    “Wild dragon?” Renji asked. “Have any of you here ever heard of such a thing?” 
 
    Judging by the look on the faces of the assembled members of the coteries I guessed that nobody ever had. Nobody except Rupert, who had stuck up his hand like a kid in a classroom. 
 
    “I read about them in a book someone lent me from the Grand Library,” he said. “This rather fanciful bit of poetry mentioned wild dragons and the kobolds who worshipped them.” 
 
    “Before now, if someone had come mouthing off to me about wild dragons, I would have told them to crawl out of the bottle and dry out,” Jazmyn said. “But you cannot deny the evidence of your own eyes.” 
 
    The dragon bent to another of the ratfolk corpses and began to tear it apart, splitting the belly with a claw so that it could get to the still warm, steaming entrails. 
 
    “How in the world did it come to exist? How did it come to be here, in the Subterranean Realms, of all places?” one of Jazmyn’s coterie members asked aloud. 
 
    “A mystery,” said Jazmyn. 
 
    “I’ve always found all things mysterious to be the most beautiful,” Ashrin said distractedly, watching the dragon consume ratfolk body after ratfolk body. “I’ve always been of the opinion that the day you lose your ability to stand and gaze at something in awe, and think to yourself that you really know very little about this world, then that’s the day you die.” 
 
    Jazmyn nodded. I noticed that she had adopted a fighter’s stance; feet wide, weight balanced. 
 
    “That’s right, Ash,” she said, eyes locked on the dragon. “You might still be breathing. You might still be walking about. But, when you lose the ability to let wonder claim you every now and again, then you’re dead in the mind, if not the body.” 
 
    “Despite the fact that it’s g-g-gorily feasting on those rat fiends,” Rupert said, “it is quite a sight. Striking, one might say.”  
 
    “It’s pretty,” I conceded. 
 
    “It looks pretty fucking pissed to me,” Bjorn growled edgily.   
 
    “What should we do?” Renji whispered. 
 
    From the far right of the group, Diggens Azee struck a match with his thumbnail. 
 
    Instantly, the bronze dragon’s car-sized head snapped up to stare at the twenty of us standing stock-still across the body-filled pond. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I heard the gnoll mutter, as it began to back away, “the bugger’s about to throw a tanty.” 
 
    A volcanic rumbling began emanating from the wild dragon’s throat. Golden eyes narrowed, and nostrils the size of trashcan lids flared. 
 
    “What should we do?” Renji asked again, her voice perhaps a half octave higher than it had been before. 
 
    The dragon roared a challenge. A roar that would have sent the biggest, baddest man-eating lion in Africa scampering under the nearest available cover like a scared kitten.  
 
    “Kill it!” Jazmyn cried. 
 
    “Stay out of the way all of you!” Ashrin said, shoving me hard in the chest so that I stumbled back a couple of steps. 
 
    My squad, more out of habitual practice than conscious thought, gathered about me and bundled me backward, away from the action. Tamsin and Renji pulled their squads back too, though they themselves hung at the front of our retreating pack. I guessed that they were thinking of diving in at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Holy hells, but getting man-handled away from that fight was one of the hardest things that I had ever had to put up with. Every instinct in my warrior’s frame and in my fighter’s mind was telling me to throw off the hands that cajoled me backward and run to help Ashrin and Jazmyn. 
 
    Regardless of how I felt though, I was savvy enough to know that if I went charging in there and got flambeed, that would be it for Wayne. 
 
    Mission over. 
 
    He would perish. 
 
    I swallowed the bitter words that I wanted to throw at that dragon and, I’ll admit, at Bjorn, Gabby, and Rupert, who were doing everything they could to usher me out of killing range. 
 
    The wild dragon was roaring and bellowing its rage at us, ripping up the floor of the cavern with claws as long as glaives. It snorted chrysanthemums of fire out into the air and swung its head from side to side. It was a fearsome display, clearly intended to scare us into backing away from the mound of dead flesh with which we had filled the large subterranean space. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was also thrashing its tail and gnashing its dripping fangs on the side of the cavern from which our escape tunnel led. 
 
    The two dragonmancers, my two bodyguards, stepped out to meet the ravening, fuming creature.  
 
    Ashrin, Bearer of Alzad.  
 
    Jazmyn, Bearer of Meoko. 
 
    The two women looked at one another and exchanged nods. 
 
    Then, in twin shimmering bursts of opalescent light, the two members of the Empress’ Twelve transformed and took the form of their dragons. 
 
    It was the first time that I had ever seen the Titan Slot utilized with battle in mind. I’d seen Claire the Seer use the slot on one occasion, months ago, to tell me that Saya and Elenari were about to give birth. But to see the Titan Slot used in battle? It was something that would stick with me for the rest of my days. The sheer prideful energy that filled the chamber was like nothing I had ever experienced. I could practically see the three creature’s wills flashing in the air.   
 
    Jazmyn transmogrified into a bright blue-silver dragon, with a horn shaped like a crescent moon on its head. Her scales alternated from shining platinum silver tones to cerulean blue and back again. Her wings were folded down her body and were the color of deep tropical seas. 
 
    Ashrin, somewhat predictably, took the form of a neon green dragon, which looked more like an electric eel on legs than the conventional reptilian-looking dragon. It was as different to Elenari’s Emerald Dragon, Gharmon, as Noctis was from Garth, sharing only the similar bright emerald hue. Like a poison arrow frog, Ashrin’s coloring screamed of a creature imbued with a deadly poison. Just looking at her made me feel a little queasy. Almost as if my insides were going to tie themselves in knots and dissolve into a bubbling puddle of acid just from being within twenty yards of her. 
 
    The wild dragon looked about as surprised as I imagined it was possible for a dragon to look, confronted suddenly by two of its kin. It was unlikely though, that it was just going to let a group of twenty-one humanoids sneak on by, just because we were backed by a couple of dragons. If anything, the unexpected appearance of Ash and Jaz in dragon form only served to aggravate it even more. 
 
    If I had been taught one thing in the time I had shared minds with Noctis, it was that dragons are old, wise, proud, and cruel creatures, not prone to taking kindly to fools or challenges. Dragons respected only one thing: strength. 
 
    The wild dragon screeched out a final warning and rushed at Jaz and Ash. 
 
    Jaz went left and Ash went right, moving their dragon forms with just as much ease and just as much spatial awareness as they did their own bodies. They were just as massive as the dragon they were facing, but the two of them moved so fluidly you could have been mistaken for thinking that they were already flying. 
 
    However, the wild dragon was wily. It had survived down here, in the Subterranean Realms for who knew how long, growing older and more cunning. It had managed to keep its existence a complete secret until now, even while the Empire’s sappers and scouts flushed the things that had called the roots of Galipolas Mountain home out of their holes. 
 
    The wild dragon struck out with raking claws at Ash and, simultaneously, swept its tail round to meet Jaz. 
 
    I liked to think that I had seen some pretty epic fights in my time—both on Earth in the MMA octagon and in battle. Nothing though, even came close on the scale of impressiveness, to when those three dragons came together. 
 
    The impact of their bodies and their magics colliding was like a thunderclap. It sent the members of all the dragonmancer coteries staggering back, but Tamsin, Renji, and I kept our feet. 
 
    The wild dragon struck Jazmyn in the flank with its tail and sent her flopping gracelessly into the pile of ratfolk bodies that filled the pond. She smashed down on top of them and skidded a little way, leaving smears of blood and viscera and torn limbs behind her. 
 
    The wild dragon flung a clawed foot at Ashrin. She caught it in her mouth, fastened deadly sharp teeth on the scaled forearm and crunched down on it, eliciting a shriek of pain from the unbound dragon.  
 
    With an animal snarl of her own, Tamsin stepped forward and flung her spear at the wild dragon’s exposed side. 
 
    Her spear was thrown with an accuracy honed by hundreds and hundreds of hours of practice, with a strength that only fellow dragonmancers could match. It flashed through the air like a streak of burning silver and struck the dragon square under the second rib. 
 
    The spear pinwheeled away, deflected by the iron scales of the dragon’s side like a toothpick. 
 
    Tamsin used her magic to retract the spear back into her grip. She looked at the weapon in her hand. The tip was notched. 
 
    The wild dragon roared in pain as Ashrin continued to hang onto its forearm like a pitbull. It thrashed its tail and scored a deep rent in the side of the cavern with the spikes that stuck out from the tip of it. 
 
    Jazmyn came boosting back into the fight then, plowing into the wild dragon from the side. She managed to get her snout under her adversary’s belly and lever it up onto its two right legs. With Ashrin pulling at its left forearm, the wild dragon was inexorably thrown onto its back. 
 
    It thrashed like a landed fish, trying desperately to regain its feet, but Ash held it firm. Jaz took a stinging blow from the tail of the dragon on her azure snout, but she ducked her head and moved in, attempting to pin the overturned dragon. 
 
    The wild dragon belched fire, splashing flame across the roof of the cavern and washed us bystanders in eyelash-melting heat.  
 
    I was toying with the idea of firing a Shadow Sphere at the wild dragon, but the violent way that it was squirming and the speed at which the battle was being fought was enough to make me think that I might accidentally hit one of my compatriots by mistake. Not to mention that I might destroy some important part of the cavern walls and crush us all.  
 
    All I could do, all any of us could do, was watch the madness unfold in front of us. 
 
    The wild dragon lashed out with its right foreleg, and Ash pulled her head back to avoid having her throat slashed out. Jazmyn headbutted the wild dragon in the side and received a hard kick to the head in return. It looked, despite being outnumbered by the dragonmancer titans, that the wild dragon might be able to break free. 
 
    Another burst of orange fire caused us spectators to throw themselves aside. The rock and soil where we had just been standing bubbled and cracked, parts of it turning to glass from the heat of the wild dragon’s potent flame. 
 
    With a roar of fury and a great heave, the wild dragon tore its foreleg free of Ash’s crushing mouth. Dragon scales scattered in all directions; big as dinner plates, harder than tungsten. 
 
    With a gargantuan effort the wild righted itself, used its head to smash Ashrin into the side of the cavern and then launched itself with a beat of its wings into the air. It hung in mid-air for one long, glorious moment. Its teeth were bared, its claws extended, as it dived at Jaz, looking to crush her to the ground and rend her apart. 
 
    Despite the anxiety I felt for my fellow dragonmancer, I knew that I was witnessing the single most insane and memorable thing I had ever seen in my entire life. 
 
    Then, Jaz’s head whipped up, her snaking dragon neck whiplashing her snout up and around as she slipped to one side. 
 
    The curving, crescent moon horn sparkled as it plunged into the wild dragon’s vitals. Jaz ripped upward and tore an awful, deep wound in the unbound dragon’s belly. 
 
    The wild beast crashed to earth, landing on its side where Jaz had been only a moment before. Not taking any chances, Ashrin launched herself from the wall where she had momentarily snagged, pointed her snout forward, and let loose with a gout of bright green noxious flame right into the fatal open wound that Jazmyn had ripped into their foe’s guts. 
 
    The wild dragon bellowed in agony, while Ashrin continued to blast its insides with her gassy, vaporous dragon fire. Without its scales to protect it, the wild dragon was roasted from the inside out. Roasted and poisoned at the same time.  
 
    As I watched, equally captivated and horrified at what I was seeing, the wild dragon shone a beautiful translucent bronze and then started to collapse in on itself. Its eyes melted. Its teeth shattered. 
 
    Within a matter of moments, it had gone supernova, its body burning so brightly that the coterie members had to shield their eyes and turn away. Less than twenty seconds later, all that remained of the noble and regal wild dragon was a charred, fatty smear upon the ground.  
 
    It was a forlorn sight. The few chunks of charcoaled bones, the scattering of bronze scales lying around like a giant’s loose change. 
 
    “Do not mourn the fallen,” Noctis’ deep, wizened voice said, echoing in my head. “The fate of that dragon is how all dragons should die. It is a test that we face each time we come together in battle. The one and only test that matters. The ultimate test. Win or die. It is the way of dragonkind.” 
 
    This mollified me somewhat. 
 
    “Ah!” Diggens exclaimed suddenly, as Ashrin and Jazmyn shrank and morphed and changed back into their normal forms. “Would that be that wisp you were yapping on about yesterday, Dragonmancer Noctis?” 
 
    I had spotted the thing at the same time that Diggens had let out his cry. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp hovered over to where the few remains of the wild dragon lay, still smoldering. At the same time, Rupert gave a great gasp of wonder and pushed his way through the gathered coterie members, leaving Ashrin’s squad members smiling bemusedly behind him. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, my eyes flicking from the face of my medic to the wisp still hovering over the smoking dragon ruins. 
 
    Rupert moved forward in the dazed fashion of a somnambulist; his eyes glued to the greasy smear that had once been a full-grown dragon. 
 
    I followed him and, as I came up behind him, I saw what had caught his attention. Behind a three-foot-long blackened log that might have been a rib, there was a glittering pile of dust. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. The pile of dust, now that it had caught my eye, held it. There was something about it, the glittering pile of fine powder, that called to me. “And how did it survive the incineration of the rest of the beast?” 
 
    Rupert did not answer me. He staggered forward and dropped to his knees. 
 
    “Rupert…” I said. “This isn’t a crystal, but I think it’s important. I think whatever this is… I’ve got a feeling that maybe… Could it be the very thing that might bring back my potency?” 
 
    Without so much as offering any sort of exegesis or answer, Rupert Dyer pulled a stiletto from his boot, scraped a line of the powder toward him, and lowered his face to it.   
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, partner!” Bjorn shouted. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Gabby stepped forward and jabbed pointedly at his own head, indicating, in as economical a way as I had ever seen, that Rupert must be crazy to go shoving some unknown powder from the inside of a smoking dragon corpse into his nose. 
 
    Rupert stared at Bjorn and Gabby with the same dreamy expression on his face, but said nothing. Then, before anyone else could say a word, he dropped his face to the greasy black floor and hoovered the line of powder up his nostril. It was as if the tweaked out little man had no choice in the matter. 
 
    "No!” Jazmyn yelled. “You stupid dumbass, it could be poisonous!" 
 
    Rupert turned and straightened up. His eyes had taken on this crazy glassy look, a wondrous haze filming them over. He got to his feet and spread his hands, a beatific smile lighting up his face. One eyelid twitched. In that fucking Robin Hood hat of his, he looked more than a little deranged. 
 
    “Boy oh boy,” Rupert crowed, “that stuff has some kick to it!” 
 
    Our entire company burst out laughing at the sight of the little, gangly medic. It did not take a genius to see why. 
 
    Rupert was sporting an absolutely enormous erection. Pitching the sort of tent that you might more reasonably expect to see on the great plains of North America during the 1700s. 
 
    "I may only be a j-j-journeyman apothecary,” Rupert said over the gales of laughter, “but I know legendary dragondust when I see it. This isn't poisonous. It’s nature’s finest and most heady aphrodisiac!” 
 
    Bjorn charged forward, completely forgetting himself in his eagerness to get a nostrilful of the dragondust, but Ashrin clamped an immovable hand on his massive bicep and stopped him in his tracks. She gave him a thin smile and shook her head. 
 
    “Let’s get this stuff gathered up,” she said. “We have one item already; one facet of the mission is complete. I can scarcely believe our luck. Not only have we found it, but we now know where to get it from and how to harvest it in the future.” 
 
    “But we still need the crystals,” Jazmyn said, speaking loud enough to be heard by everyone in the company. “Stay bright-eyed! Keep your head on a swivel! This is not over yet!” 
 
    I nodded. Jaz was right. We had what I needed to produce more dragons, but we were yet to find a crystal home for Wayne. 
 
    I set my jaw. We had been damned lucky to find this dragondust, but we still had a job to do. Finding one crystal was the key goal, but I’d need more if I was going to produce any more dragonlings. 
 
    And I sure as shit meant to do that. 
 
    The Empire was counting on me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the battle with the wild dragon, Empire soldiers came marching from the Dodge City-like base at the main mine entrance of Galipolas Mountain. They also came from further down in the tunnel system. The sounds of fighting had drawn their attention. 
 
    Within half an hour of having recovered the dragondust, we were surrounded by a couple of companies of troopers, each and every one of them looking mildly shell-shocked by the state of the carnage that we had wrought in the chamber. 
 
    I doubted it was the sight of the bodies, per se, that shocked them—after all, the Mystocean Empire was a war-like realm surrounded by other war-like realms. What brought many of the seasoned fighting women and men up short, I thought, was the fact that such a slaughter had been enacted by a group of just twenty-one. 
 
    As much as it galled me, Jazmyn and Ashrin had ordered us to remain here and not press on. It was a justified order, and not one that I would have disobeyed given their arguments. The two dragonmancers had made the logical argument that, taxing as the fight with the ratfolk and the wild dragon had been, we should gather our wits and fill our stomachs.  
 
    “We should take this opportunity to eat and move on only when we’re recovered from the fray,” Ashrin said as we stoked up our campfires and put some of Old Sleazy’s travel rations over the flames to heat.  
 
    “That’s r-r-right, Dragonmancer,” Rupert said, being careful to observe the niceties when addressing any dragonmancer that was not me. “A full stomach and a little time to rest between potential battles can do the world of good.”  
 
    “The lad might look like a possum that’s just been hit by a bolt of lightning right up the browneye, but he’s right,” Diggens Azee said, meticulously manufacturing one of his roll-ups. “Besides, I’d say it’s barely past breakfast time. Can’t be too far past dawn out where the wind blows and the sun shines.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense,” I conceded. “We did get the dragondust out of the fight. That puts us ahead of the game, really. We just need to find and retrieve at least one of these damn crystals and then we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The soldiers, summoned by the noise of the battle, began to quickly and methodically clean up the charnel house that the chamber had become. They were experienced troops, and they didn’t need their superior officers’ brisk instructions to know the importance of getting rid of this amount of dead flesh. 
 
    Lack of hygiene and illness had probably laid low more soldiers than battle through the years, and it would not be long before this number of bodies soon became a breeding ground for all sorts of nasty diseases. There was no glory for a soldier in going out via an infectious disease that could have been prevented by quick action. It was not a glamorous detail, but it was an important one, and the troopers set to it without a murmur of disgruntlement. 
 
    “Why the hell did those ratfolk attack us like that?” I asked as we watched soldiers begin to cart the bodies, or body parts, of our fallen enemies out of the tunnels. “Why did they just keep coming? We were cutting them down like grass and they just wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    “The ratfolk are not renowned f-f-for being great thinkers,” Rupert said. 
 
    Tamsin snorted. “You’ve got that right. We have had dealings with them up in the mountains of my own home—or at least some distant cousins of the members of this clan, perhaps. Territory is something that these creatures prize above all other things. It is a measure of wealth, I suppose, in a world without coin. They treasure it, hoard and protect it with mindless violence.” 
 
    “I rather think they had been aware of the encroachment of the Empire for quite some time,” Jazmyn said. “It was just our misfortune that we were at their entrance point when they decided to sortie against those they deemed to be invaders.” 
 
    Bjorn chuckled darkly. “Our misfortune,” he rumbled, running a whet stone along the edge of his axe blade. “I wouldn’t call it that so much, Dragonmancer. A bit of a morning training session might better describe it.” 
 
    There was some black quiet laughing from the other members of the coteries at this. 
 
    I scanned the faces of the gathered squad members. The squads that followed me, Tamsin, and Renji looked flushed with the fight they had been in, while those six men that followed Ashrin and Jazmyn looked pretty much indifferent to the blood and gore that spattered their armor. 
 
    I was glad that everyone had survived. All in all, with everything considered, we had done well for ourselves and got some much needed battle experience. 
 
    As we watched the steady clearing of the bodies, an older woman gestured for Ashrin and Jazmyn to come over and see her. She had wavy steel gray hair, wore a flowing scarlet cloak, and walked with the proud, sure tread of a dragonmancer.  
 
    Jazmyn sighed and got to her feet. “This is the one thing about this job I don’t like,” she grinned. “Bloody reporting.” 
 
    “We’ll be back in a moment,” Ashrin said to me. “Jaz and I will just give a report to the dragonmancer supervising the clean-up. Don’t go anywhere. Eat. Rest.” 
 
    Jaz dropped me a wink. “I know you’re itching to get a move on, Mike, but the more the chain of command knows, the easier it’ll be for us to move around in here.” 
 
    My two bodyguards left. I watched as they embraced the older newcomer and launched into their report, every now and again gesturing over their shoulders at our company. 
 
    As the three female dragonmancers conversed, a flash of light in the corner of my eye attracted my attention. I looked to my right and saw that the mysterious but helpful wisp had reappeared again. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” I asked, nudging Gabby with an elbow and pointing at the will-o’-the-wisp as I sat down.  
 
    Gabby shrugged and made a noise of vague disinterest. 
 
    “I don’t have a ruddy clue what it is,” Diggens said, exhaling smoke luxuriantly as he poked at the fire and stirred the pot of stew that was simmering on it. “But the little fella has been pretty helpful so far, hasn’t he?” 
 
    I watched the wisp darting about the place, hovering around soldiers and flying around with the random and unpredictable movements of a moth. I smiled. There was something inherently good-natured about the thing, whatever the heck it was. It reminded me of an eager puppy; keen to help and be a part of things, but generally just getting in the way and being a bit of a nuisance.  
 
    The crunch of approaching footsteps stirred me from my gazing. I glanced up and saw Jazmyn and Ashrin approaching along with the older dragonmancer in the scarlet cloak. 
 
    I quickly stuffed the stew-coated bit of bread that Gabby had just handed me into my mouth, brushed off my hands, and got to my feet. Chewing quickly and then swallowing, I walked out to meet the dragonmancer with Renji and Tamsin following a few steps behind. Behind them, drifting silently along like a tobacco-smelling fart, came Diggens Azee.  
 
    The newcomer had a squarish face under her wavy gray hair. A small mouth sat beneath a sharp nose and a pair of clever hazel eyes. Her pointed ears told me that she was an elf of some kind. She came to a halt a couple of paces away from me and held out her hand. In the way of the dragonmancers, I put out my own hand and we clasped forearms. 
 
    “Well met, Dragonmancer,” the woman said in a hearty voice that I instantly found myself trusting. “I’m Dragonmancer Kenia, Bearer of Pherlo the Sand Dragon.” 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis, Bearer of Noctis the Onyx Dragon and Garth the Pearl Dragon,” I said.  
 
    “You did damn well here for a Rank One,” Kenia said to me, looking around approvingly at the bloody work that had been done to the ratfolk. “I’m a Rank Two myself, but I think I would have been pretty hard pushed to make this sort of beautiful mess back in my youth!” 
 
    It wasn’t a slight or a dig, but I still felt myself bridling just a touch. More and more, I was getting the impression that there was maybe a little less to the ranking system among dragonmancers than I initially thought. I wondered how quickly it was possible to ascend to the level of Jazmyn and Ahrin? How long had it taken them to become members of this illustrious Twelve that they spoke of? 
 
    “Well,” I said tactfully, “every man and woman of us did their part, you know.” 
 
    Kenia nodded. “I don’t doubt it,” she said approvingly before clapping her leather gauntleted hands. “Now, has anyone taken a wee look into this hole that the ratfolk used to burrow up into this main shaft?” 
 
    All of us shook our heads. 
 
    “We haven’t really had the chance to explore,” I said. “The attack happened so quickly that we more or less fought it off, and then the soldiers came in here to clean up.” 
 
    “Understood,” Kenia said. “I have everything I need for my report to General Shiloh. I’m going to deliver it personally, once I’ve overseen the cleanup and ensured there’s a fresh outpost here.” 
 
    “I see you’re onto that already,” Jazmyn said, nodding at where five or six tents were being erected along one wall of the cavern. “Commendable speed.” 
 
    “Aye, well, you cannot piss about down here,” Kenia said. “You two know that as well as any. If more of these ratfolk appear, we need to be able to deal with them in short order.” She puffed out her cheeks and looked around the cavern. “Yes indeed, this will make for a nice little forward staging area. Can’t think why we didn’t set up here before. Probably a lack of men or something like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, it had unlimited freshwater,” I said. “But how much use that mineral pond will be now that it’s had a whole army of dead ratfolk sitting in it I don’t know.” 
 
    Kenia stroked her jaw. “I think you will find that that pond will be all right in time, Dragonmancer Noctis. Like you say, it’s an unlimited source. It trickles in slowly through that crack in the wall there and down into the pond. It doesn’t just sit there though; it seeps slowly back through the porous rock and back into the earth. After a few days, that pond will be as clear and clean as it always has been.” 
 
    “That’s something at least,” Ashrin said. 
 
    “Aye, but now, with respect Dragonmancers Ashrin and Jazmyn, tell me; do any of you have any guesses as to what’s down that tunnel? General Shiloh would appreciate any info she can get about where the ratfolk and, more pertinently, that dragon came from. Even if it’s just speculation.” 
 
    The five of us dragonmancers exchanged glances. I for one had no idea what else might be down that tunnel.  
 
    A surreptitious clearing of a throat sounded from behind us. Kenia looked over my shoulder, and her small mouth stretched into a patient grin. 
 
    “Ah, I didn’t know that you were part of this here company, Mr. Azee,” she said. 
 
    Diggens stepped forward and blew a nonchalant smoke-ring. “Good day to you, Dragonmancer Kenia,” he said affably. “Always a pleasure to clap eyes on your mug.” 
 
    The dragonmancer snorted. “If it isn’t Galipolas Mountain’s most illustrious sapper and treasure hunter. Am I to understand by that polite clearing of the throat that you know something? That you might be able to shed a little light onto this fresh tunnel of ours? The General would appreciate any help.” 
 
    Diggens shrugged and stuck his smoke between his teeth. When he spoke, the thin roll-up jiggled up and down in a vaguely hypnotic fashion. 
 
    “I might be able to shed a candle’s worth of light on it,” he said grudgingly. “At the very least a glow-worm’s worth.” 
 
    “Go on then,” Kenia prompted. 
 
    Diggens tucked his thumbs into his tool belt. “Now, this here tunnel looks to me to be heading in a generally south-westerly direction. Couple that with a downward gradient that must be, oh, eleven degrees, that means that this tunnel goes someplace special. It goes in an unexplored direction. None of the other tunnels or mine shafts that we have explored go there.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Renji asked. 
 
    Diggens took a slow drag on his smoke and exhaled a blue plume. “Oh, I get about, Dragonmancer Renji.” 
 
    “And what would you guess might be at the end of this tunnel?” Kenia asked, crossing her arms and looking at the gnoll with a type of bemused respect. 
 
    Diggens spread his three-fingered hands. “If someone had a crossbow to my head? I’d hazard that there would be some more of the ratfolk down there, or at the very least the nest that this lot made their exodus from. Then I think it might be safe and prudent to assume that there could be a few more wild dragons down there.” 
 
    “More?” Kenia blurted out.  
 
    “Yeah, I’d put a couple of scales on there being at least one other dragon down there somewhere,” Diggens said casually. “But probably more. Southwest points toward the very heart of Galipolas Mountain, you see. It’s probably nice and warm in there, what with this being a snoozing volcano, the perfect spot for dragons to rest up. They have prey in the ratfolk, and chances are that they’re looked after by kobolds.” 
 
    Kenia ran a hand through her steel-gray curls and puffed out her cheeks yet again. 
 
    “Dang me, but when you speculate, you really do speculate to the moon, don’t you, Diggens?” she said. “More wild dragons and kobolds… I don’t know what the General might have been expecting, but I don’t think it was that.” 
 
    Diggens fixed her with a confident eye. That was the thing about the gnolls. They came across as these ludicrous little cartoonish creatures, but more often than not, they knew exactly what way the wind was blowing. I was becoming more and more inclined to trust the noses—as squashed as misshapen as they might be—of Diggens Azee and the rest. 
 
    “This,” Diggens said, through a cloud of blue smoke, “is the Subterranean Realms. It’s home to the unexpected.” 
 
    Kenia shook her head. “Well, I’ll report all this to General Shiloh. Better to hope for the best—” 
 
    “But prepare for the worst,” I finished. 
 
    Kenia grinned, and a host of fine lines spread out from the corners of her eyes like cracks in china. 
 
    “That’s right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “Call me Mike,” I said. 
 
    “Mike, do you think you could tell me a little more about this dragondust?” Kenia asked me. “Dragonmancers Ashrin and Jazmyn are of the Empress’ Twelve and so I’d trust their word, even if they were to tell me that the sky was green, but it’s you that this stuff is meant to help. Are you sure it will? Have you tested it?” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Rupert, who was sitting by the fire and repeatedly smacking his still adamantine knob with a bit of kindling, trying to get his boner to go down. Bjorn sat nearby guffawing with glee. 
 
    “Uh, no, I have not tested it as of yet,” I admitted, “but I’m almost one-hundred percent certain that it’s the ingredient we’re after.” 
 
    Dragonmancer Kenia took a step toward me. She might have been slightly older than the majority of other dragonmancers I had come across, but that did not mean the elf was any less alluring for that. Under her scarlet cloak, she wore the tight-fitting deep-green fighting garb of the Rank Two Dragonmancer with lightweight, custom-fitted leather armor over the top. Her outfit showed off every swell and curve of her toned physique. 
 
    “Well, you know I don’t have to be dashing off straight away,” the older elf said in a soft and inviting voice. “I am a dune elf, and have been on this world for more moons than you might believe. I’m sure there are a few tricks that I can teach a young Earthling like yourself, while we find out whether that dragondust you have collected is the genuine article.” 
 
    I ran my eyes over the woman’s face. There was something extremely appealing about her; a mature sensuality that was unique when set among all the younger women who made up the Academy dragonmancers. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ll have to take a raincheck on that one,” I said, finding myself genuinely disappointed about having to turn the woman down. “I’ve already made plans on testing the powder out with another one of my generous dragonmancer colleagues,” and I looked over at Tamsin, who was standing with Renji. They were talking under their breath and pointing at the cleanup operation. Almost as if she felt me looking at her, Tamsin glanced up and smiled that bright white, sharp-toothed predatory smile at me. 
 
    Suddenly, my blood turned to fire in my veins. The thought of testing the dragondust while planting my seed in the hobgoblin was an engrossing one. 
 
    “She’s been waiting a long time for this,” I said, turning back to the Rank Two dragonmancer. 
 
    Kenia grinned and raised an eyebrow. “And she is not the only one, I think.” 
 
    I laughed lightly. “You might be right about that,” I admitted. 
 
    “Very well,” Dragonmancer Kenia said. “In that case, allow me to excuse myself. I need to get a semi-fortified position set up at this new tunnel entrance. I want to make sure that the captains are aware of the possible danger that lies below.” 
 
    With that, she bowed and excused herself, whirling away in a flash of scarlet cloak. 
 
    “Dad?” a voice resounding in my head said. 
 
    “Yeah, Garth,” I replied telepathically. 
 
    “Guess what?” the young dragon said. 
 
    I waited for a few moments and then realized that Garth wasn’t going to tell me what had happened until I followed the script. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I unlocked a new slot! Left Arm!” the Pearl Dragon said. 
 
    “No shit!” I replied. 
 
    I pulled out Garth's crystal on its golden chain and studied the minute inventory that swirled up from its smoky pink depths. My progeny was right. 
 
      
 
    Left Arm Slot: (Harpoon Stun - Support Weapon)—Fires a harpoon from left hand that can pull an enemy toward the wielder. Delivers a stunning charge when embedded in the chosen enemy. 
 
      
 
    “Good work, bud, I’m proud of you,” I said, with genuine warmth. 
 
    “Thanks, old man,” Garth quipped. 
 
    “Shove that old man stuff up your ass, you young whippersnapper,” I said, laughing in my head. 
 
    I wandered over to where Renji and Tamsin were standing, talking with their heads together. When I approached the two dragonmancers, they stopped their conversation and focused on me, their faces set in masks of alert keenness. 
 
    “What news, Mike?” the blue-skinned djinn asked me. “Will we be moving on soon?” 
 
    “Shortly, I think,” I replied. “May as well rest up a little more while the cleaning up takes place, and we figure out our next steps. Diggens made some deductions that might require us to strategize a little more.” 
 
    There came a tramping of more booted feet, and another small company of troops marched into the cavern. At their head, I was delighted to see Penelope and Saya. My two friends spotted me, Renji, and Tamsin and hurried over. 
 
    “We heard all about this ruckus,” Penelope said, in her quiet scholar’s tone. 
 
    Saya looked wistfully around her. “I cannot believe that I missed out on all the fun.” 
 
    I laughed and put my arm around the statuesque blonde warrior. 
 
    “If there is one thing that I think we can all rely on,” I said, “is that there is bound to be more enemies that need killing just around the corner.” 
 
    Saya looked slightly placated and gave me a half-smile. 
 
    “What are you two doing down here?” Renji asked. 
 
    “General Shiloh put us on messenger running duties,” Saya said. “Messenger drakes can be unreliable underground. We’re meant to report back about supply lines and all that.” 
 
    “So, have you found anything?” Penelope asked me. She scanned my person, as if looking for crystals.  
 
    “I have,” I said. “Dragondust. Apparently, it’s going to juice me up.”  
 
    “That’s excellent news!” Penelope cried.  
 
    “Bloody brilliant,” Saya added. “But what about the crystals?”  
 
    “Nothing on that front just yet.”  
 
    Changing the subject somewhat, I then told my four fellow dragonmancers about Garth obtaining access to yet another slot. After I mentioned this, I realized that I had just done my first bit of proud parental gloating. 
 
    Saya, Renji, and Penelope all made polite congratulatory noises. 
 
    Tamsin though, tilted her proud and aquiline chin and looked at me through her narrowed yellow eyes. “Your dragon is not the only one who has done such a thing,” she said, looking very much like the cat that had got the cream. 
 
    “You too?” I asked. 
 
    Tamsin nodded. She turned away from me, concentrating hard on the dozen or so ratfolk corpses that were still bobbing in the subterranean pond, and raised her hands. 
 
    The corpses rose into the air and fell in an untidy heap on the floor about ten yards from the edge of the pool. 
 
    A soldier passing nearby bowed. “Thanks very much, Dragonmancer.” 
 
    “That,” I said, “is impressive stuff, Dragonmancer Tamsin. Telekinesis? You deserve a pay rise or something.” 
 
    Tamsin grinned that wolfish smile of hers. “I thought I’d get a prize at least.” 
 
    I locked eyes with the hobgoblin and felt her smile mirrored across my face. I looked briefly over at the line of tents along the one wall of the chamber, and then back at Tamsin. 
 
    “I’ll give you a prize, dragonmancer,” I said in a lowered voice. “As soon as I’ve found a crystal. Two crystals, that is. It’d be irresponsible for me to create a dragonling when I can’t even find one to help Wayne.”  
 
    Tamsin nodded, a little disappointed. But she understood. We all understood what was at stake.  
 
    “Now that you’ve procured the dragondust,” Penelope said, cutting into the silence, “we should return to the General with it.”  
 
    “Ashrin is keeping it in a pouch,” I said. “You can grab it from her.”  
 
    Penelope went and grabbed the pouch, and then returned within a few moments.  
 
    “You can trust Saya and I to get it to the surface without any problems, Mike,” the Knowledge Sprite said.  
 
    “I know I can,” I said to Penelope. “Was there any word sent about Wayne after we left?” 
 
    Saya sighed. “Wayne isn’t doing too well,” she said, a momentary flash of pain marring her beautiful face. “A runner came in to report to us just before Pen and I left. Word is that he’s starting to fade.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, we have the powder I need to make more dragonlings, but we’re going to have to stay down here until we find a crystal.” 
 
    I spoke the words like a mantra now. Perhaps, I subconsciously thought that if I repeated them to myself enough, I might manifest what we needed to happen into being fast. 
 
    “As soon as we find them, Saya,” I said vehemently, “I’m going to be coming in hot back up to the camp.” 
 
    Saya inclined her head to show that she had heard. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “you ladies get out of here. I’ll be seeing you top side. Soon, I hope.” 
 
    I watched Penelope and Saya march out of the cavern with their heads held high. They had their coteries in tow, as well as a small company of troops following behind them. They did not look back. Their eyes were turned forward, onwards, as they marched off. 
 
    Tamsin and I returned to where Jazmyn, Renji, and Ashrin were waiting by our campsite with their coteries and Diggens. I began sorting my own pack as I spooned up a bowlful of stew that Renji had set aside for me.  
 
    “It boils down to this,” Jazmyn said to the other dragonmancers. “We have no real idea where those damned crystals might be found. All we know is that they are in the Subterranean Realms somewhere.” 
 
    “Right,” Ashrin said. “And that is like pointing out the particular haystack in a field of haystacks in which the needle is buried.” 
 
    “Helpful,” Renji said in her slow voice, “but not that helpful, you mean?” 
 
    “Then how do we solve this riddle?” Jazmyn asked in frustration. “As far as I can tell, we either choose the initial route scoped out by our scouts, or we take the tunnel that has been recently provided by our ratty friends.” 
 
    Muttering and murmuring broke out then, as the dragonmancers and gathered coteries all began discussing the pros and cons of each choice. 
 
    While the discussion played out, the wisp who’d warned me of the attack appeared, buzzing around once more. I watched it unthinkingly, my eyes following it in the same way that they might follow a fly, or embers dancing over a fire. 
 
    The strange creature zoomed around and got under peoples’ feet—as much as something as insubstantial as a wisp could get under peoples’ feet.  With my dragon-enhanced hearing, I heard some surly soldier comment that they should just kill the damned thing, although how they proposed to accomplish this they did not mention. 
 
    Then, as Bjorn said that we should just toss a scale to decide which way to go, the answer to the question hit me.  
 
    “The fucking wisp!” I said, standing upright and smacking my fist into my open palm. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it, fella,” Diggens said. “I’ve seen a couple of these weird little buggers down here over the past few months. Mostly when I’m sitting and enjoying my smoko. They don’t harm anyone. On the contrary, it’s usually on spying one of them that I find a half decent haul of precious things.” 
 
    I waved the little gnoll’s wisdom aside. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said, “but three times now that… thing, whatever it is, has helped us out. It helped you find that gem, it warned us of the ratfolk, and it drew our attention to the dragondust.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Mike?” Ashrin asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe this little guy knows where it is we should be going? Maybe it wants to help us out. Help the Empire out.” 
 
    Ashrin looked at me skeptically. 
 
    I didn’t wait around to get the yay or nay from the rest of the party. We didn’t have time for that. Wayne was fading. We were nearing the point in the proceedings when I was going to throw off the yoke of manners and hierarchy and General Shiloh’s feelings and just do my own thing. 
 
    There was simply no time. 
 
    “Will!” I yelled, using the first word that came to my mind when I looked at the will-o’-the-wisp. “Come here, will you?” 
 
    I couldn’t guess as to how something without visible ears or a place to store a brain knew that I was talking to it, but the wisp stopped rotated. For a moment, it looked at me. At least, I assumed it did. It didn’t have any visible eyes, but I got the distinct impression that it was regarding me thoughtfully. 
 
    Then, it floated over. 
 
    I squatted onto my haunches and stared at the thing square in the… misty vapor. 
 
    “Will,” I said, in a calm and reasonable voice, “we need to find these crystals. They’re a special kind of crystal. They have the ability and integrity to hold dragons. They’re somewhere down here, but we need to find them fast. The fate of a dragonling… The fate of my offspring hinges on it. You’ve proved to be a savvy little S.O.B so far. If you could just show us which tunnel we should take…” 
 
    The ethereal wispy flame simply floated in midair for a couple of heartbeats. 
 
    “Mike,” Ashrin said, “maybe it was just fluke that this thing warned us about—” 
 
    The wisp, Will as I now thought of him, bobbed over to the tunnel the ratfolk had burrowed and excavated. It hung there, as if making up its mind, and then flashed brightly. 
 
    I heard Rupert laugh in disbelief. 
 
    “Are you sure, Will?” I said, not wanting to be the asshole who trusted some random floating ghost thing and ended up leading a company of elite soldiers and their coteries off a cliff. 
 
    Will glowed star-bright once more. 
 
    I turned to Jazmyn and Ashrin. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know if we can go down there, Mike,” Jazmyn said. “I’m not sure if General Shiloh would approve of us taking that route just yet—not until the main force has been through there and ensured there’s no danger.” 
 
    Ashrin nodded in agreement. “There could be anything at the other end of that tunnel—more ratfolk, kobolds, more wild dragons, or worse.” 
 
    From behind me I heard Rupert whisper in a slightly shrill voice, “What c-c-could be worse than a wild dragon?” 
 
    There was the sound of someone hitting him hard in the arm. The silence that followed the blow made me guess that Gabby had just struck him. 
 
    I put a hand on Ashrin’s shoulder and gave Jazmyn a no-nonsense look. 
 
    “I don’t care about what the General might think of it. I don’t care about any potential dangers. One of my dragonlings—one of the Empire’s future dragons—is fading, ladies. The wisp warned us of the danger before, and we don’t have any other better options. I’m going to follow this thing—Will. I need to do this to save my son. You two were tasked with guarding me, right?” 
 
    Jazmyn’s face hardened, and she opened her mouth to give me tongue-lashing, but I held up a finger to stop her. 
 
    “As my bodyguards, I expect you to follow me. I hope though, that you’ll come with me because you’re my friends, my fellow dragonmancers, and a couple of warriors that I would personally follow into hell and back.” 
 
    Jazmyn looked at Ashrin. Ashrin looked at Jazmyn. 
 
    “Ah, fuck it,” Jazmyn said into the heavy, expectant silence that had enveloped our group. “We might be walking into the inferno, but that was a lovely fuckin’ sentiment you laid down there.” She punched me on the arm and winked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashrin said, grinning and running a hand through short black hair. “We can’t just let you go down into the unknown depths of the Subterranean Realms alone after that line. We’d never hear the end of it.” 
 
    I grinned, and we all started to scramble to get our gear together. 
 
    “Seriously,” I heard Rupert say from somewhere in our throng, “what the f-f-fuck could be worse than wild dragons?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tunnel looked like it had been hewn and excavated not with shovels and pickaxes, but by the busy scrambling of a thousand strong, clawed hands. There were other marks too; the marks of shield-tough scales, where the wild dragon had forced its way up the tunnel behind the legions of the ratfolk. 
 
    “The ratfolk can actually burrow through this solid rock?” I asked in amazement, to no one in particular. 
 
    My voice bounced and echoed off the rocky walls, rebounding back the cavern that we had just left behind and forward to who-knew-where. I made a mental note to whisper from now on.  
 
    “So it would seem,” Ashrin said in a low voice from where she stalked along on my right.  
 
    Now that we were heading into properly hostile and unmapped territory, my bodyguards were taking their responsibilities a lot more seriously. Ashrin hung close on my right, Jazmyn on my left. In front of us were the combined strengths of their two coteries. Behind me came Bjorn, Rupert, and Gabby. Behind the trio were Tamsin and Renji, and their coteries.  
 
    “That’s the thing I’ve been thinking about,” Bjorn’s bass voice rumbled from behind me. “These ratfolk are obviously a hard and doughty bunch o’ bastards. If it wasn’t for their lack of intelligence, they might have proved a bit more of a handful to deal with.” 
 
    “My hypothesis would incline to lean m-m-more toward this particular nest of ratfolk never having to have dealt with intruders before,” Rupert said as we trudged ever downward. “I don’t think they had any idea of what to expect. I imagine that if they ever had t-t-to fight, against other clans or other denizens of the Subterranean Realms, then their numbers would usually suffice.” 
 
    Before long we had left the torchlight of the chamber behind and were quickly enveloped in that special and incomparable darkness that only lies under mountains. Thankfully, Will the wisp bobbed along in front of us, lighting the way.  
 
    For us dragonmancers, the slow-motion plunge into almost total blackness was not so bad. Our dragon-enhanced senses allowed us to see the world with only a little less clarity than we might ordinarily do up on the surface. 
 
    With the dragon blood flowing through my veins, I could clearly form a mental picture of my surroundings by combining my senses of smell and hearing, in a way that I could barely describe or explain even to myself. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp shed a cold, ghostly light ahead of us, acting like a moving flashlight to guide the coteries without the benefit of shared dragon’s blood. Just behind Will, using the wisp’s light like a miner might hold up a lamp, trod Diggens Azee. 
 
    The stumpy gnoll had taken it upon himself to act as our scout. He had lit the candle sitting on the brim of his leather hat and stomped along like someone enjoying a pleasant ramble through the wilderness. Gnoll and wisp moved about twenty paces ahead of the main body of our little company, the gnoll tapping the floors and wall of the tunnel periodically. Every now and then, Diggens would strike a wall or a stone with the handle of his pick. 
 
    When Rupert asked Diggens what he was doing, the gnoll answered drily, “Not sure if you noticed, fella, but a big-ass lizard came up these ways not too long ago. The ratfolk burrowed, moved the rock and soil aside and took it away, shoving it backward, probably to wherever the hell they came from. A dragon though… Well, a dragon is bloody raw power, isn’t it? A dragon simply shoves the earth aside, compacts it.” 
 
    “And what the fuck difference does that make?” Bjorn asked gruffly. 
 
    There came the dull sound, which I had come to recognize now, of Gabby smacking his forehead with his palm.  
 
    “Well, the earth is like you I imagine, big man,” Diggens said. “Likes a gentle touch. Doesn't like to be shoved aside unceremoniously. It gets pissed off having to put up with that sort of rough treatment. Throws tantrums. Throws wobblers—earthquakes. Lays pitfalls in a bloke’s path. I’m just being respectful like, going on ahead and sweet talking Galipolas, the cranky old bitch. Making sure that she doesn’t dump a million tons of igneous rock on our heads.” 
 
    So, the gnoll went on ahead, seemingly loving life. Basking in the danger and the thrill of potentially being crushed. Keeping up with the wisp that led us onward and downward. 
 
    The tunnel did not deviate. It ran straight and true, never changing in the angle of its downward trajectory. 
 
    “The ratfolk might be about as much use as a third armpit when it comes to warfare,” Diggens said, when I mentioned this to him during his smoko stop, “but the little ass-wipes sure know their shit when it comes to tunneling. Straight and level, taking the path of the least resistance in the rock so that they can get to grips with whoever has pissed them off as quickly as possible.” 
 
    After a half day of marching, Diggens told us to halt while he crept on ahead and looked around. He disappeared into the thick gloom, the candle on his hat brim quickly dispelled by the thick blackness. Will stayed with us, bobbing up and down like he was being carried on an invisible sea. 
 
    Within about half an hour, Diggens was back, his face lit by the candle and the promise of adventure.  
 
    “There’s another cavern further down there, and the tunnel ends,” he said as the dragonmancers gathered around him to hear his report. “Fucking big cavern. There’s a massive heap of earth and stone, the spoil tip from this tunnel, at one side of the entrance. I poked me conk through, and it looks like there’s a small town or something in there. Place is lit up by these luminescent globes strung all about the place, filled with glowing worms of some sort.” 
 
    “The ratfolk?” Ashrin asked. 
 
    Diggens nodded as he poked his tobacco into position and rolled his toothpick-thin cigarette. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say so,” he replied. “The whole place has the same aesthetic look as their armor did, you know? Well-made, but constructed with the odds and ends of stuff they’ve scavenged. Anyway, the town, all the huts and buildings and what have you, are situated around one big, main structure.” 
 
    “How many ratfolk are there?” Renji asked. “Are there enough of us to be able to fight our way through?” 
 
    “We’ll take them,” Tamsin said. “It’ll give me a chance to use my new Slot.”  
 
    I looked around. Jazmyn and Ashrin’s squad members stared intently down the tunnel, their hands on their weapons. 
 
    Diggens held his smoke up to the candle on his hat brim and then wedged it into the corner of his mouth. The blue haze curled up from the tip of the dog-end, tracing the lumpy green face before spreading out under the brim of his worn leather hat. 
 
    “Weren’t no one around from what I could see,” the gnoll said. “The whole place looks like it’s been abandoned. Appears the ratfolk way of doing things is that everyone fights to protect or expand the colony.” 
 
    “Curious,” Rupert remarked. 
 
    “Nah, not really, fella,” Diggens said. “Not down here in the Subterranean Realms. Down here, there’s no room for passengers. Everyone fights to protect what they have. What good would it have been for a hundred of the beggars to stay down here if the ratfolk had met another clan of ratfolk, or kobolds, instead of us in the cavern? The victors, if they destroyed the ratty force from the township down yonder, would have come down and wiped out the rest of them. No questions asked and no quarter given. Nah, it’s a tough existence down here, fella. The sort of neighborhood where every single soul pitches in or perishes.” 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “That’s some damn nice scouting work there, Diggens, but I reckon we should get a move on. May as well make hay while the sun shines, and if there’s no opposition to us getting through this tunnel, I can’t think of better weather than that.” 
 
    Diggens sucked hard on his dog-end so that the potent tobacco sizzled and spat. Just before the thin snake of sash touched his rubbery lips, the gnoll spat the finished cigarette aside. Through a thick mouthful of smoke, he said, “Fuckin’ oath, fella.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    We emerged cautiously out of the mouth of the tunnel and moved quickly behind a cluster of boulders that lay on the outskirts of the eerily silent town. 
 
    Jazmyn, Ashrin, and I moved stealthily into a position not too far away. We were able to peer down into the ratfolk’s township, through a gap between two strange, blue fern-like shrubs flourishing in the bed of an old mineral creek. 
 
    “Any sign of life?” I whispered to the other two.  
 
    “Not a squeak,” Jazmyn muttered. Her eyes narrowed as she methodically scanned the motley assortment of buildings spread out below us on the floor of the cavern. 
 
    The buildings of the underground town were just as Diggens had described them; quite well engineered and constructed, but crudely made out of salvaged materials. The walls of the huts and buildings were mostly constructed of stone, but the roofs of the bigger buildings were made from metal that looked like it had been salvaged from mine carts and the tracks on which they ran. I saw more than a couple of examples of old shields filling holes in roofs. 
 
    There was not a soul around. Not a sign nor a single solitary sound of any of the ratfolk still in this town. The only sign that anything had once been living was in a largish square off to our right. There, hanging from a set of huge meat hooks, was a giant humanoid carcass, with pale gray skin and blunt features. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Rock troll,” Ashrin hissed in my ear, “or a golem, I always struggle to tell the difference.” Her breath and her proximity sent a little tingle down my spine, making a little pocket of tantalizing heat spread out in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Looks like our ratty pals managed to take down that big fucker just before they managed to breach the wall to our cavern,” Jazmyn said. 
 
    The rock troll or golem certainly had been a big brute. All of ten feet tall and about as wide as a hatchback was long. The body of the thing was missing its two legs, which had been taken off with a butcher’s precision and hung on hooks next to it. Black blood pooled beneath the grim corpse. 
 
    “Let’s get the others,” I said, “and start taking a look through this place. These rats might have been as mad as shit, but it doesn’t look like they were the sort of creatures to waste anything. If there are crystals down here, I bet they’re kept in a treasury or a place of prominence.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, wondering whether Jazmyn or Ashrin would disagree with me, since they were the far more experienced dragonmancers. Except, they simply exchanged a look, nodded at each other, then nodded at me.  
 
    We returned to the others. After going through a cursory weapon check, we headed into the town. 
 
    We moved without haste, checking the buildings that sprouted with no real order around the place. The ratfolk clearly had no form of transport down here, so the structures were built haphazardly, with no central road running through the middle. The path between the randomly built dwellings and shops meandered this way and that through the settlement, sometimes widening to a full-on thoroughfare, at other times thinning so that we all had to move along in single file. 
 
    Like a bunch of burrowing bugs worming their way into the middle of an apple, we wound our way further into the heart of the township. Gabby had his bow free, an arrow nocked to the string, as did a couple of the other members of Renji, Tamsin, Ashrin, and Jazmyn’s coteries. The eyes of our archers flitted from shadow to shadow, from empty doorway to gaping window, as we prowled quietly through the abandoned streets. 
 
    Abruptly, we emerged from between two leaning shanties and out into an open square. 
 
    “‘Ello, ‘ello, looks like they had themselves a bit of a knees-up in here, don’t it,” said Diggens sarcastically. 
 
    There were ratfolk bodies strewn all over the place, cast hither and yon like fallen leaves. Many were crushed and smeared and broken beyond recognition; entrails and limbs scraped across the roughly laid stone flags of the square, as if some enormous being had used them as a condiment to cover the square.  
 
    “There are some crispy ones over here,” Bjorn called in a low voice, nudging some charred and twisted corpses. They looked like giant french fries left too long in the fryer. 
 
    “Dragon kills,” Noctis said, within my head, no trace of doubt in his voice. 
 
    I echoed his words to the others. 
 
    Jazmyn nodded her head in an agreement. She pointed out a few of the dead that had been mauled and bitten. 
 
    “Looks to me like that wild dragon we dealt with earlier killed the few ratfolk that were left here and had a quick munch on some of them, amuse-bouche style,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t think there was really too much amusing about it,” Diggens grunted. “But I get what you’re saying, fella, and I think you’re right. Our mate, the dragon, came through here, threw a bit of fire about, and had himself a picnic. Then, when he’d stoked his appetite, he followed the main army—the main course—up that tunnel.” 
 
    “Seems to be the long and the short of it,” Renji said solemnly, looking down with something like pity in her eyes at the twist body of one of the ratfolk.  
 
    “I wonder where the dragon came from and what brought it through here,” Tamsin said. She seemed a little disappointed that she wouldn’t get a fight in, after all.  
 
    I pointed up at what was easily the largest building in the township; the ratfolk equivalent of a town hall. 
 
    “Town hall… Or a temple?” Renji asked as she retied her silver braids at the back of her head.  
 
    The front facade of this main building was built of large blocks of cut stone piled to make four huge pillars. It reminded me of the Acropolis in Athens, or one of those other Greek temples. Four large columns of stone holding up a triangle of rock that somehow looked more like a natural bit of rock than a piece of masonry. 
 
    “Shall we take a look?” Ashrin asked Jazmyn. 
 
    “He’s leading the expedition,” Jazmyn said as she gestured at me.  
 
    Then, everyone looked to me. For better or worse, I was responsible for whatever the hell happened down here.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said.  
 
    Up the great, worn steps we went; dragonmancers leading, squads following, and Diggens Azee and Will bringing up the rear. 
 
    I stepped lightly up the steps leading to a huge main door. My Chaos Spear was in my hands, and adrenaline ran through my veins like liquid lightning. I was tense. Alert. I had to fight every instinct in my body not to run up the steps, kick the door down, and begin rummaging around whatever rooms lay beyond. Something spoke to my gut that here, if we were lucky, we would find some of the crystals that we so desperately sought. 
 
    I pushed open the heavy door with the butt of my spear. It creaked with gratifying ominousness, scraping on crudely crafted hinges as I forced it open. 
 
    Hot, dry air flowed out of the temple or hall or whatever the hell it was. The breeze smelled like sulfur and barbecue, a combination that was both delicious and nauseating.  
 
    The interior was like a viking longhall combined with a temple where blood sacrifices were a recreational activity. The smell of herbs, scorched meat, and sulfur was heavy in the air. Columns, decorated with semi-demonic looking runes and carvings, held up the ceiling. Great oaken rafters crisscrossed the ceiling and cut the gloomy shadows above into segments. Runes were scratched haphazardly around the place, running up the columns. 
 
    “It’s so… disordered,” Renji said, distaste in her tone.  
 
    I grinned grimly to myself. I could imagine how the djinn, quartermaster and armorer of the Academy’s main weapon store, must be rankled by the confusion and mess. 
 
    “More bodies,” called one of Jazmyn’s squad from the far right. 
 
    “And here,” said one of the members of Ashrin’s from the left. 
 
    The crude furniture had been smashed to matchsticks. Great streaks of soot marred much of the masonry. Patches of stone had been hit with such intense dragonfire that they’d bubbled and distorted and run like molten glass. 
 
    Diggens took off his hat to mop his bald head with a filthy bit of rag.  “I may not be a constable like what they have back in fancy towns like Drakereach or Rochaven,” he quipped, “but I’d say that that is where the dragon was being kept, don’t you reckon?” 
 
    The gnoll gestured down the far end of the hall with the hand holding the hat. 
 
    There was a monumentally large cage at the far end of the temple, a cage large enough to house a dragon. 
 
    “Shit, the ratfolk had some balls on them, didn’t they?” I shook my head at the ignorance or audacity that made them think they could keep a dragon penned in a metal cage. 
 
    The bars of the cage had been constructed from scrap iron and recycled steel rails—the hipsters back in L.A. would have loved it—but they had been melted like they’d been made of butter. Shackles lay on the ground, but they were open—sheared through by tooth or claw, I could not tell. 
 
    “Looks like the kobolds are not the only ones to worship dragons as gods,” Jazmyn said.  
 
    “What I don’t understand,” said Ashrin, “is why, if this was the wild dragon, it allowed them to cage it in the first place. I mean, trying to restrain a dragon without magic, with only poorly crafted metal… “ 
 
    “Foolish,” Renji said. 
 
    “Beyond foolish,” Ashrin said. “It’s like trying to bind a tiger with a daisy-chain.” 
 
    “Excuse my b-b-boldness,” said Rupert, taking off his hat as he addressed Ashrin, “but may I offer a theory, Dragonmancer Ashrin?” 
 
    Ashrin’s eyes shone with amusement. The fact that I allowed my squad to chat to me, and with other dragonmancers on occasion, like they were equals was still viewed as a novelty.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Ashrin said. 
 
    Rupert rammed his terrible Robin Hood hat back onto his flyaway black hair.  
 
    “As Dragonmancer Jazmyn was astutely o-o-observed,” he said, “the ratfolk look to have adopted the kobold’s practice of worshipping dragons as gods incarnate. I b-b-believe that this wild dragon probably allowed itself to be led here and chained in exchange for regular meals and comfort. Dragons are, after all, highly intelligent and proud beings. It probably enjoyed the pampering.” 
 
    Ashrin raised her eyebrows as she considered this. “A fine theory,” she said. “And then what happened?” 
 
    Rupert chewed a thoughtful fingernail, then shrugged. “Perhaps they ran out of food. Perhaps the dragon simply got bored. Dragons can be capricious. No offense m-m-meant to any dragons listening in, of course.” 
 
    A ripple of mirth, which I identified as coming from Garth, went through my mind. 
 
    “I like the weird guy,” the Pearl Dragon said. 
 
    “I wonder,” I said, “whether the wild dragon saw all the ratfolk leaving in a mass exodus and thought that it was being abandoned.” 
 
    “Oftentimes,” Noctis said, speaking within my mind, “dragons are not logical creatures, but simple beings motivated by pride and vanity.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty familiar,” I said drily, thinking of all those people in L.A. who ran up credit; spending money that hadn’t yet earned to buy shit that they didn’t need so that they could impress people they didn’t even like. 
 
    “All right,” Jazmyn said, “as much as this place looks deserted, there are probably too many resources ripe for the plundering here for it to stay that way. It won’t be long before something comes creeping in here to start scavenging, so let’s search around and see if we can find these fuckin’ crystals. Then we can get the hell out of here, yeah?” 
 
    We spread out to search the enormous temple then, although I noticed that Jazmyn and Ashrin never strayed too far from me. Of course, my squad kept me within view the entire time. 
 
    Five dragonmancers and their coteries moved methodically through the temple building, overturning any furniture that had not been obliterated when the wild dragon had made its break for freedom. Cupboards were ripped open and rifled, chests found and upended. 
 
    We found nothing. Not even any jewels that might have passed for crystals. 
 
    We reconvened again in the center of the temple after thirty minutes of searching. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked the group, though the collection of dire faces was answer enough. 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said, striking the butt of my flaming Chaos Spear on the ground so that white and black sparks erupted. “Back to square—” 
 
    There was a fluttering sound from up in the rafters. In any other setting, I would have taken that sound with a pinch of salt—nine times out of ten it would have been a bird roosting up in the safe darkness. This though, was the tenth time out of ten—and the tenth time was in the Subterranean Realms where there were no birds. It might have been a bat, sure, but bats, despite narrative convention, were practically noiseless in their movements. 
 
    As one, all twenty-one of us turned to face the sound. Bows were raised, bowstrings pulled tight to ears. I hefted my spear, preparing to unleash it at whatever was up there lurking in the rafters. 
 
    A woman, wrapped in a dark gray shawl that covered her head as well as her body, sat on one of the thick rafters. She swung her legs backward and forward. As several arrow points turned in her direction, the mysterious woman raised her hands. She held them, palms out, toward us. From the little I could make out of her face, she looked to be human, although I had become extremely careful about judging books by their covers since coming to the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    “You,” she said, her hands still raised, “I recognize you.” 
 
    Her accent was thick, lilting. If she had been from Earth, I would have been tempted to say that there was an almost Scandinavian nuance to it. 
 
    “It's a bit hard to figure out who you’re referring to with your hands in the air,” I replied. “Feel free to point at whoever you’re talking to. With one hand only.” 
 
    Slowly, the woman lowered her hand so that she could point one accusatory digit at me. 
 
    “You,” she said again. “I recognize you.” 
 
    “I can’t say the same for you,” I said shortly, gazing upward. Even with my dragon-boosted eyesight, I could not penetrate the gloom under the hood of her shawl. “Where is it that you think you saw me?” 
 
    “You were the one I saw in Drakereach, on the outskirts,” the woman said, in her musical accent. “The Bloodletters were hunting for me. One of them stole something that belonged to me.” 
 
    Then I clicked. 
 
    “You’re the one who had the crystal?” I said. My voice went up a pitch at thinking that this woman, the one from whom I’d taken the crystal, might know where others could be found.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were the woman that I saw running along the track,” I said to the cloaked figure. “I thought you had been mugged.” 
 
    “Mugged?” the woman asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Robbed,” I amended. 
 
    The woman considered this. “I had.” 
 
    “And what,” I said, gesturing around the devastation of the temple, “brings you to such a fine spot on such a lovely—what even is it? Afternoon? Evening?” 
 
    The woman flowed to her feet with such astonishing speed that if I’d have blinked I would have missed it. One hand was still raised in the air, but she had gained her feet in the manner of a person who had no bones attached to her muscles. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the sudden increase in the tensions of the assembled bowstrings. A menacing creaking sound of arrows under pressure. 
 
    “Not another move, woman,” Jazmyn said, her voice cutting through the air.   
 
    I held a hand out to my side. “Easy, let’s not perforate anyone prematurely, eh?” 
 
    “Easy,” Ashrin said from behind me.  
 
    There was another chorus of creaks as the tension in the bowstrings were released a fraction. 
 
    The mysterious woman pulled back her charcoal-colored cloak and showed two crystals hanging from her black belt. 
 
    “I understand you are seeking crystals such as these, dragonmancer,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. 
 
    The woman laughed lightly. “There is no maybe in it. Your eyes tell me as much. All your thought is bent on finding them.” 
 
    I had only needed one crystal at the start of this little quest. This strange and recondite woman had two of them hanging from her belt. 
 
    The choice was clear. Wayne had to be saved.  
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I said. “We’re after those crystals, if those are the kind that can store dragons.” 
 
    “They are,” the cloaked figure said. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, at the men pointing their bow and arrows at the shadowy woman high above. I shook my head minutely. Slowly and carefully, the glinting tips of the arrows pointed down toward the floor. 
 
    “You can put your other hand down,” I called up to the woman standing on the beam. “We’ll not harm you.” 
 
    Slowly, cautiously, the woman allowed her hand to drop to her side. 
 
    “I catch the scent of a bargain in the air,” Diggens muttered from where he was perched on a miraculously unbroken chair with his feet resting on an upturned bucket. 
 
    “You have a bargain you want to strike?” I asked.   
 
    “I can help you find more, more of the crystals,” the woman said. 
 
    “But…?” I said. 
 
    “But you must do something for me first,” came the reply. 
 
    I nodded, trying my very best to mask my impatience. I could practically feel every wasted minute crawling past. 
 
    “Allow me to discuss this with my companions a moment, will you?” I called up. 
 
    The cloaked figure nodded her assent. I turned to Renji, Tamsin, Ashrin, and Jazmyn. 
 
    “We need to take this woman in for questioning,” I said in a whisper. “We’re not making any bargains with her. I don’t want her to have us over a barrel in any way, shape, or form. She has the crystals we need now, so it’s all good if we take her here and now. Once we have her, we can decide whether or not she’s speaking truthfully. The knowledge that she potentially has, of where to find more of these crystals, could be invaluable.” 
 
    “A reasonable plan,” Jazmyn said.  
 
    “I couldn’t have thought of a better one myself,” Ashrin added.  
 
    “Great,’ I said before I turned back to the woman.  
 
    “We’re going to need a little faith before we trust you,” I said, while behind me, the other four dragonmancers fanned out into a position that would enable them to come at the woman from four different sides. 
 
    “Faith?” the woman asked. Her covered head moved around, trying to keep Renji, Tamsin, Ashrin, and Jazmyn in view. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “As you guessed, we’re in desperate need of a couple of those special crystals. Time really is of the essence. So, to show your good will and to buy our trust, I’m going to need you to toss me those crystals on your belt.” 
 
    “You wish me to hand you both Etherstones as a sign of good faith, is that what you’re asking of me?” the woman said. You would have had to have ears carved of wood not to hear the dubious scorn in her voice. 
 
    “That’s about it, yeah,” I said. 
 
    The woman laughed then, a bitter laugh that made me feel like she thought we were trying to do a number on her. This was unjust. I had no designs on screwing her over, but there was just no damn time to launch into why the hell it was so important for her to hand over the crystals—or Etherstones, as she had referred to them. 
 
    There was a long, drawn-out moment. A moment filled with potential. It was the sort of pause in which a whole bunch of roads come together, for a whole bunch of people, before branching out once more into the myriad paths of the future. 
 
    Personally, I was hoping that the mysterious stranger would go out on a limb and simply trust me. 
 
    It was not to be. 
 
    “Bah!” the woman cried angrily. “I should have known not to trust the Empress Cyrene’s prized hounds! It does not matter that you oppose the Bloodletters as I do. Still that is not enough! Still you seek to snare me instead of treat with me! I will not be taken by force, even by the likes of you!” 
 
    With that, before I could offer any retort, she stepped out into space and dropped from the beam. 
 
    As she fell, cloak billowing behind her like solid shadow, the stranger moved her hands through the air. It was a gesture that I could only describe as balletic.  
 
    It was a gesticulation that was not just graceful, but also magical. 
 
    An enormous bear materialized below the woman as she plummeted toward the ground. It was a bear of such hulking immensity that it would have made even the most gigantic, black-hearted grizzly of the Rocky Mountains look like a Pekingese dog in comparison. It was the size of an eight-ton box truck, covered in bristling gray fur, and wearing armor that looked more like porcelain than steel. It also, unlike any bear species that I had ever seen, had a pair of deadly-looking curved horns protruding from its head. 
 
    “Butter my butt and call me a b-b-biscuit!” Rupert yelled. “She’s a bearmancer!” 
 
    The bear swept a paw the size of a snow shovel sideways and caught a couple of Renji’s squad with it. They were flung twenty feet across the temple and crashed through a selection of pottery urns in which herbs and dried meat had been stored. 
 
    The woman landed on the bear’s back a moment later, as lightly and easily as if she had dropped four feet, rather than forty. 
 
    “Fucking magic,” I grunted as the bearmancer took off on her unorthodox steed. 
 
    I really did not have the time for this sort of malarkey. 
 
    I really was not in the mood to put up with this shit. Not with Wayne’s life hanging in the balance. 
 
    Without pausing to consider anything, I let loose with Garth’s new spell, which the young Pearl Dragon offered to my mind like someone holding out a sword for me to wield. 
 
    The spell manifested itself as a pale pink harpoon-like dart that burst from my open left palm. It shot across the space that separated me from the fleeing bearmancer, trailing a length of pale pink chain behind it. 
 
    The magical harpoon smacked into the rear haunch of the monstrous bear, just under one of the segments of porcelain armor. Acting on impulse and instinct, I let loose a burst of mana from the reserve within myself and channeled it down the links of the thaumaturgical chain. 
 
    The bear, enormous as it might have been, was apparently no match for the stunning magic that I sent through the harpoon. The great beast might have possessed claws the size of chef’s knives and a head that could barely fit in the back of a pickup truck, but it spasmed in mid-stride and went down like a goddamn Cessna crash landing all the same. It plowed through a bunk of detritus left behind by the wild dragon, sending wood, pottery, and other junk flying. 
 
    With surprising agility, Diggens just managed to throw himself off his bucket perch, before both bucket and chair were crushed by the massive bear. 
 
    The magically conjured beast flickered and then vanished in mid-skid, as the spell that had brought it into being failed. The cloaked woman was thrown across the floor, tumbling head over heels. 
 
    She just about made it to her hands before I was on her. 
 
    She looked fit and lean, but I was a dragonmancer, and I was not in the fucking mood for games. I felt hard muscle under me as I pressed her to the cold stone floor, unceremoniously wrenching her arms behind her back. 
 
    Gabby arrived a moment later and produced a strip of rope he had procured from somewhere. With the consummate skill that he did everything, the mute bound the cloaked woman’s hands tightly behind her, while I held her and stopped her furious thrashing.    
 
    “You might be a fucking bearmancer, but we’re dragonmancers of the Mystocean Empire. And you have what I need to save my son,” I growled into her ear. 
 
    Firmly, but without any vindictiveness, I pulled the woman easily to her feet. I leaned in close, eager to get my hands on the crystals at her belt, and she tried to headbutt me with the speed of a striking cobra. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, she connected. 
 
    When my squad and I had been testing out just how strong the Transfusion Ceremony had made me, Rupert had struck me over the back of the dome with a sturdy length of wood. He had also stabbed me in the bicep with a dagger. 
 
    Neither test had proved effective. 
 
    There was a hollow thud as I allowed the woman to try and brain me with her noggin, and the cloaked figure went limp in my arms. 
 
    Puffing a little as he jogged up, Bjorn said, “See, I knew that your head was bone all the way through, boss.” 
 
    Gabby cracked a grin at that one. 
 
    “Laugh it up while you can, big man,” I said as I pulled the crystals off the belt of the woman who had slumped unconscious at my feet, ”because you’re carrying her until she wakes up.” 
 
    Bjorn’s grin slid off his face like porridge down a wall. 
 
    Once I had retrieved the two crystals, I tucked them into the pockets of my breeches. Gabby cut another length of rope and bound the woman’s feet. 
 
    “What about her c-c-crystal?” Rupert asked, nodding at the still cloaked bearmancer. 
 
    “I got the crystals,” I said. 
 
    “No, her c-c-crystal,” Rupert said. “As a bearmancer, she must have a crystal in which she stores her bear, just as you do to store Noctis and Garth.” 
 
    I blinked, feeling a little foolish that I had not thought of this myself. 
 
    Searching the woman, I found a likely looking crystal, carved into the shape of a miniature bear claw, hanging from a twine bracelet around her wrist. 
 
    “That would be the one, I am guessing,” Renji said, peering with interest at the gray stone.   
 
    Jazmyn held out her hands to me, and I saw that she was carrying this strange black bag, which looked to have been made from ultra-fine, black chainmail. 
 
    When I asked her what the bag was for, as it was obviously for something in particular, my bodyguard said, “It is a highly powerful magical object this bag, very fuckin’ powerful indeed. It is enchanted with an anti-magic forcefield on the inside and stops a dragonmancer—or any mancer—from being able to communicate with the stone in which their soul companion resides.”  
 
    “Why would you need something like that?” I asked. 
 
    Jazmyn swapped a quick, uncomfortable glance with Ashrin, who nodded almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “We of the Twelve are often called to hunt down rogue dragonmancers,” she said in a low voice. “You could say that that is the very reason why the Twelve were formed all those years ago.” 
 
    “Rogue dragonmancers?” Renji asked in a disbelieving voice. Her lips were parted in incredulity, showing a sliver of her bright silver teeth. 
 
    “Yes, they exist,” Ashrin said, her voice cold and dangerous. “And no, they do not live long after they choose to forsake the Empire.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the crystals—the Etherstones—stowed safely on my person, I prepared for a hasty exit. I summoned Garth into my Leg Slot so that the Pearl Dragon appeared in front of us. 
 
    The deep pink fronds surrounding his rose-colored head pulsed more quickly than was usual, mirroring the young dragon’s excitement—and, I supposed, my own. Outwardly though, Garth remained fairly impassive and cool, not showing much sign of his relative immaturity. I had a notion that it was, partly, to impress Noctis.  
 
    “It is not, Dad,” Garth said, latching on to the tail end of this thought. 
 
    I grinned and thought back, “Sure it’s not.” 
 
    I got the distinct impression that Garth viewed Noctis as something of a hero figure mixed with an older brother. Noctis was far older, far more experienced, and far more battle-tried than Garth. As we shared one headspace, I figured the Onyx Dragon had probably been sharing tidbits of advice with Garth on some other plane of thought that I was not privy to. 
 
    I climbed onto Garth’s back and slapped him affectionately on his thick, muscled neck a few times. 
 
    “You feeling fit?” I asked him aloud. 
 
    The Pearl Dragon let loose a short, sarcastic rumble from deep in his chest: the audible dragon equivalent of “Does Sofia Vergara sleep on her back?” 
 
    “Good,” I said, “because we need to make some serious ground.” 
 
    I glanced around at the gathered dragonmancers and squad members, at Diggens Azee and Will. 
 
    “I owe all of you a drink,” I said, “and a lot more. Right now though, I’ve got to get my ass and these crystals back to base and on to Wayne.” 
 
    “Mike,” Ashrin said, stepping forward, “General Shiloh’s orders mean that Jaz and I have to come with—” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I said firmly. “I’m heading straight up the tunnel and then back to the base of the mountain. Besides, I have Garth and Noctis. Nothing is going to stop me getting this crystal back to Wayne. You guys focus on getting everyone out of here alive, and make sure that nothing happens to the prisoner.” 
 
    Ashrin opened her mouth to protest again, but before she could say anything, I gave Garth a nudge in the ribs and the Pearl Dragon sprang away. 
 
    He ran like a cheetah through the doors of the temple, muscles bunching and stretching before he jumped into the air and snapped open his wings. 
 
    “You call that speed?” I asked, narrowing my eyes against the intensity of the wind. I hunkered down closer to his back so that the wall of building wind resistance didn’t tear me from my perch. 
 
    Garth growled as he ripped toward the tunnel entrance like a rocket-propelled falcon. 
 
    “Old man,” he said, “you ain’t seen nothing yet.” 
 
    We shot into the mouth of the tunnel, so close to the ground that Garth’s beating wingtips were almost brushing the floor. Dust and grit blasted up and around us, swirling out behind Garth in a vortex as we raced onward and upward, heading for the surface. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Our emergence back into the light, and back into the milling military town surrounding the base of Galipolas Mountain, was about as unobtrusive as a clown arriving drunk to a funeral. 
 
    Garth and I blasted out of the main mine entrance in a cloud of dust and loose stones and headed for the main street. So fast and low was Garth flying, he overturned a cart simply by flying too near to it. The empty, horseless cart, parked at the back of one of the clapboard buildings and awaiting loading, was spun into the air by the vortices left in the dragon’s wake. It crashed, upside down, onto the dirt track, sending splinters and bits of woods flying into the air. 
 
    “Sorry!” I called as we shot past. 
 
    As we neared the tents in which I and the other dragonmancers had been quartered, I spotted Saya sitting outside one of them, staring pensively into the campfire and sipping from a mug. 
 
    I pulled Garth back into his crystal in midair, but carried on flying through the air myself, propelled by sheer impetus. I dropped, hit the ground hard, and rolled to my feet, coming to a skidding halt some ten yards from the fire. 
 
    “I’ll give you an eight for the dismount,” Saya said as I hurried up. 
 
    Not bothering to answer, I pulled the two Etherstones out of my pocket and held them up. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Saya said. 
 
    “Where is Elenari?” I asked. “Where’s Wayne?” 
 
    Saya jerked her thumb at the tent behind her. 
 
    “Hurry,” she said. 
 
    I ripped the tent flap open and strode inside. Elenari was sitting on a pallet bed cradling Wayne. The dragonling was so small now. He had shrunk to a size that enabled him to fit into Elenari’s palm. He was the pale gray of the purest ash. 
 
    Elenari looked up miserably when she heard me enter. When she saw who it was, though, her face contorted into a slight frown of puzzlement. 
 
    “Mike…” she said. 
 
    I ignored her for the moment, simply showing her the crystals as I held them up and looked from one to another. One was a gray color, with smoke swirling inside it. The other was a vibrant blue, with flashes of what looked like lightning flickering in its depths.  
 
    Briefly, I wondered whether the kind of crystal I bonded the dragonling to would affect what kind of dragon Wayne would turn into. Or was he already a certain breed or type and did the stone just cement it? It didn’t really matter, and I didn’t really give it much thought. All that mattered, all that I cared about right then was hurrying up and getting the whole process sorted so that I could save mine and Elenari’s son. 
 
    I held out the gray Etherstone to the tiny dragon. 
 
    With a pathetic slowness that twisted my heart to see, Wayne raised his head and regarded the crystal. 
 
    “All right, buddy,” I said, kneeling down so that I was on a level with the dragonling, “I’m just going to need you to do your thing—melt this crystal, hoover it up, and then you’ll be good to go.” 
 
    Wayne looked up at me and blinked. Even that blink seemed to cost the poor little creature almost more energy than he had left in the tank. He turned his pale gray head, no bigger than the end of my thumb now and regarded the stone that I held in my hand. 
 
    Motioning to Elenari, we set both dragonling and Etherstone on the floor. 
 
    “Go on, Wayne,” I urged. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    Elenari and I stood back a little, just in case Wayne overcooked it. 
 
    Unfortunately, it quickly became apparent that Wayne going overboard with his Etherstone melting was not something we had to worry about. 
 
    The dragonling raised his little head in its green bean thin neck and stared down at the Etherstone. He opened his mouth and wheezed in a breath. A few desultory sparks shot out of his little maw. 
 
    And that, it seemed, was that. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
    “Shit,” Elenari said, in a voice choked with worry. 
 
    Wayne looked at me. His eyes were tiny black gems set in his gray head, but small as they were, I could see the weariness in them. 
 
    I leaned down close to the little creature, putting my mouth right down near his head so that only he—not even Elenari—could hear my words. 
 
    “You can do this, Wayne. This is your all or nothing. You might be small, you might feel weak right now, but you are fierce. I know it. I see it. Everyone thinks that courage and toughness voice themselves as mighty roars and bellows from mountaintops but, sometimes, it’s the little voices whispering a few little words of encouragement that make all the difference. You might feel like you’ve got nothing left, but that’s precisely when you have to dig deepest and see this through.” 
 
    The little dragonling locked eyes with me, his tiny head weaving drunkenly on his scrawny neck. 
 
    “Just get on with it,” I said, “and then we can go sort out this world, you and I.” 
 
    I stepped back, crossing my fingers in my pocket. 
 
    Wayne turned back to the gray Etherstone, cocked his head to one side, and filled his lungs. 
 
    The beam of fire that poured from his maw was as bright and as intense as a welding torch. 
 
    Elenari and I, dragonmancers though we were, were forced to shield our eyes with our hands. Wayne let loose with every last ounce of power and flame that he had left. I could not see it, but I could hear the crack and bubble as the dragonling’s fire broke the crystal down, reducing it to a pool of melted glass. 
 
    When the glare had faded from the tent walls, I opened my eyes and looked down. To my relief, I saw Wayne slowly but steadily sucking up the melted gray liquid that had previously been the Etherstone, his throat contracting as he gulped the volcanically hot rock down. I watched the dragonling carefully as he licked the last remnants of the Etherstone off the dirt floor, curled into a tiny ball, and settled down.  
 
    “All right,” I said to Elenari, “you know what happens next. I think we best leave him be for half an hour or so.” 
 
    “Can’t we stay and make sure that he cocoons into rock like Garth did?” she asked. 
 
    “I think that it would be better if we just left him to his own devices for a little while,” I said gently, taking her by the arm and leading her to the tent opening. “Let’s go and sit with Saya. We’ll come back and check on Wayne later.” 
 
    Privately, I was thinking that I’d try and sneak back in on my own in a little while, while Saya distracted Elenari. If Wayne hadn’t made it… Well, I didn’t really want Elenari having to see that. 
 
    The two of us walked outside and found Saya waiting for us, her face a mask of tightly controlled worry. 
 
    “How did it go?” the blonde warrior asked. 
 
    Elenari hugged Saya, as I said, “He managed to melt and consume the crystal, but it looked like it cost him more than he had to give almost. We just have to wait now and see how he goes.” 
 
    Saya nodded, let Elenari go, and began to prod distractedly at the fire. 
 
    “You got any coffee on the go, Saya?” I asked. 
 
    Elenari shook her head. She looked at Saya and I, then said in a voice that was stuffed with bravado, “Coffee? I don’t think so. I do not know about the two of you, but I am in need of something far stronger.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later, as I was just finishing off my third cup of the formidably alcoholic liquor known around the camp simply as ‘trooper’s brew’, I noticed the smoke coming from the tent. 
 
    “Holy hells, what is going on in there?” Elenari cried, springing to her feet at the same time that I registered the smoke. 
 
    “Wayne!” I said, running to the entrance of the tent.   
 
    I ripped open the flap. More smoke, lung-blackening and impassable, billowed out. The tent was thick with it. So full that the smoke was almost like a solid thing pressing outward. Despite this, Elenari and I attempted to take a few steps into the suffocating murk, but almost at once found ourselves driven back by the fumes. Cursing and spitting, Elenari and I staggered back outside. 
 
    When she had regained the power of speech, Elenari croaked, “It did not work!” She attempted to walk back into the roiling clouds, but Saya grabbed her by the shoulders and stopped her. 
 
    “Wayne! Our son!” she croaked, tears from the smoke and from a gut-wrenching sadness tracking down her face. “He is gone!” 
 
    As Elenari’s lip quivered and she looked on the point of collapsing into grief, the tent suddenly exploded outward, flung away as if it had been ripped up by the pegs by some giant hand. 
 
    Out of the swirling, billowing gray smoke stalked a dragon. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, my voice cracked from the smoke. “That’s Wayne!” 
 
    The dragonling was the broken, white, black, and gray of wood ash. His scales were as rough and uneven looking as tree bark, so that if he had laid down in the ruin of a burned down house, he would have blended in and been invisible to spot. That was saying something, really, as Wayne was now four feet tall and twenty feet long. A pair of stubby black horns protruded from his head. Wings as black as the space between stars were folded behind his back. Set in a ridged and scaled head were orange eyes that glowed like the heart of a slumbering volcano.  
 
    Wayne exited from the dissipating fog that had been contained within the tent, but then he burst suddenly apart into black smoke before solidifying again. 
 
    “Damn, that was a neat trick,” Saya said, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    Wayne gurgled happily at our amazement, his growl seeming to emanate out of the earth itself it was so deep. With no hesitation, he hunched low and then bounded into the air.  
 
    Elenari, Saya, and I watched Wayne flying through the air above our heads; doing circles, flipping around like an otter in water, changing from solid to smoke and then back to solid. Bursting apart into a gray haze and then turning solid once more. 
 
    “A Smog Dragon,” said a matter-of-fact voice from behind us, and Penelope came to stand next to Saya, Elenari, and me. “What a truly incredible sight!” 
 
    “You did it,” Saya said softly to me. Her mouth hung slightly ajar, as we all watched Wayne gamboling through the air above. 
 
    Elenari managed to drag her eyes from the fantastic sight of our offspring and embraced me hard, so hard that I thought she was going to squeeze out the little breath I had managed to regain. 
 
    “You did it,” she said, echoing Saya’s words, her red hair tickling my cheeks, her voice muffled due to her face being pressed into my chest. 
 
    “We did it.” I pushed her gently away so that I could stare into the depths of jade eyes. “We did it. All of us.”  
 
    Then, I pulled the pinkish-white crystal on its chain from the depths of my shirt and summoned Garth. 
 
    The Pearl Dragon burst into physical being and leapt instantly into the air. He could tell through the sharing of the mental pathways of my brain what had happened. What was more, I could also feel the presence of another mind within the consciousness that I already shared with Noctis and Garth. 
 
    It was Wayne. 
 
    Almost I reached out to the newest addition to my strange dragon family, but restrained myself at the last minute. Watching him, shooting through the sky with his brother as they roared and snapped good-naturedly at one another, I thought it more prudent to let them play and get acquainted. 
 
    “Well, well, you made it I see!” 
 
    I turned and saw Ashrin grinning at me, her dark eyes sparkling. Behind her marched Jazmyn, Renji, Tamsin, and the bearmancer. Renji had a firm hold on the bearmancer’s upper arm and was pushing her ahead of her. 
 
    “In the fuckin’ nick of time I wager,” Jazmyn said. 
 
    I winked at her, then turned my attention back to the bearmancer.  
 
    The mysterious woman was still cloaked, with her shawl wrapped firmly around her head, obscuring her features. All of the women were gazing up at the cavorting dragons. 
 
    Leaving my two sons to continue with their aerial banter, I strode over to the bearmancer and pulled the shawl off her face. 
 
    Due to her being able to summon a bear the size of a tank, I had expected the woman to have a face like a smashed crab. I could not have been further from the reality if I had tried. 
 
    The bearmancer had small, neat features, a squarish jaw, and a shaved head. Her eyes were large and the deep, dark color of good red wine. I saw that she wore a series of silver rings around the edges of both her ears, as well as a stud through each nostril.  
 
    I looked her over carefully, but those red eyes of hers stayed glued to the ground. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    The bearmancer’s lips remained clammed up. 
 
    I sighed. “Okay,” I said, “but I imagine that my colleagues here are going to be taking your ass straight to the General. I don’t know her very well, but she strikes me as a fair woman—albeit one that does not suffer fools. You might want to consider how much your name, and the information that you say you have, is really worth before you get there.” 
 
    “We are taking her to see General Shiloh,” Ashrin said. “I think you should come too.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’d like to be there. You got here fast. Did you leave the squads behind?” 
 
    Ashrin inclined her head. “That’s right. Took to dragonback to get the prisoner here more quickly. The coteries will be along by the end of the day I reckon, depending how quick a pace mine and Jaz’s squads set.” 
 
    I smiled at the thought of my lads being put through their paces. I’d have to make sure that they found a barrel of ale awaiting them when they returned. 
 
    “Shall we go?” Ashrin asked. 
 
    I looked up at Wayne and Garth rollicking through the air. I smiled. It had all been worth it. There could be absolutely no question of that. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we should be getting back to work, huh?” I said. 
 
    “Mike!” 
 
    It was Elenari, walking quickly over to me. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, smiling at the elf.  
 
    Elenari held out her hand. In the middle of her palm sat a small gray gemstone. 
 
    “Wayne’s crystal?” I asked her. 
 
    The beautiful elf nodded. “I found it right where he curled up to sleep,” she said. “You best hold on to it and keep it safe.” 
 
    I took the gemstone and held it up between forefinger and thumb. It was about the size of my thumbnail. 
 
    “Ah, a lovely gray labradorite!” Renji said appreciatively, coming over to peer interestedly at the stone. The djinn had left the bearmancer in the capable hands of Jazmyn. “May I?” she asked. 
 
    I handed her the little crystal. 
 
    Renji turned the stone over in her hands, smiling to herself. 
 
    “Mike,” she said, “let me have this set in a ring for you. I have talked to the blacksmith here. He is a worthy fellow and will do you proud.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I’d appreciate that. Anymore necklaces and I think I’d start to look like a jewelry store mannequin.” 
 
    “You did it, Mike,” Tamsin said as she peered up at Wayne and Garth. “You really did it.”  
 
    “I guess I did,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Mike, let’s go!” Ashrin called. 
 
    I squeezed Elenari, Tamsin, and Renji’s shoulders in turn.  
 
    “I’ll see you three later,” I said. “Time to go and introduce our bearmancer here to the General.” 
 
    “Bearmancer?” Elenari asked, dumbstruck. 
 
    “Renji and Tamsin will fill you in,” I said, and hurried away to catch up with the retreating forms of Ashrin, Jazmyn, and the bearmancer they marched between them. 
 
    Only a short time later, the four of us stood in front of the imposing figure of General Shiloh.  
 
    The bearmancer, still with her arms behind her back and her wrists bound, appeared at peace with her situation. She did not seem like someone who was thinking of making a dash for the nearest exit. To be fair though, trying to get out of a tent with only one exit while being completely surrounded by dragonmancers would have been the most pointless exercise that I could possibly imagine. 
 
    General Shiloh sat at her heavy, squat desk with her feet up on the top of a stack of paperwork and regarded the bearmancer minutely, while Ashrin and Jazmyn regaled her with the story of what had happened down in the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    The General did not betray a murmur on hearing about the ratfolk, didn’t stir so much as an eyelash at the mention of the wild dragon or the dragondust that had been harvested from it. She grunted when we told her about the discovery of the ratfolk settlement, but whether that was a grunt of surprise or of amusement I couldn’t have said. 
 
    When Jazmyn finished with how we had come to be in possession of the bearmancer, after I had taken her down while she tried to flee from us, the General made an approving face and removed her boots from her desk. She got to her feet and walked slowly around the desk. She seemed to drag that unique menace with her that all military officers of a certain rank have; the kind of menace that could manifest itself as furious anger, quickly and without warning. 
 
    “So bearmancer,” she barked suddenly, “that is the tale of how you came to be here, eh? You have information on where more of these Etherstones can be found and you wished to make a bargain? That is all very well and good, although, of course, that depends on what our side of the bargain includes.” 
 
    The bearmancer said nothing. She simply stared ahead of her, at the canvas wall of General Shiloh’s tent. Her breath came steadily and, if I concentrated, I could hear the rush of her steady pulse, mirrored by the slight throb in the side of her neck. She was not scared. 
 
    “I will keep the questions brief, friendly, and easy to understand, bearmancer,” General Shiloh said. “So long as your answers are the same, we need not implement more vigorous means of questioning. Understood?” 
 
    The bearmancer nodded her shaved head. 
 
    “Spiffing!” the General said. “Dragonmancer Jazmyn, if you would release our guest’s hands, please.” 
 
    Jazmyn walked behind the bearmancer, muttered a couple of words, and then ripped the rope off her wrists as easily as if it had been string. I realized then that the rope must have been enchanted by dragonblood so it could hold the bearmancer’s wrists. If the bearmancer had enhanced strength, in the same way that dragonmancers did, she would have been able to bust out regular rope with no trouble whatsoever. 
 
    “Your name might be a pleasant way to start this little chat,” the General said, reaching over her desk so that she could grab the jug of Hangman from the shelf behind it along with two pottery cups. 
 
    “My name is Hana,” the bearmancer said in her lilting accent. “Bearer of Berne. Bearmancer of the Vetruscan Kingdom.” 
 
    The General poured a couple of slugs of Hangman and passed one to Hana. 
 
    General Shiloh back her drink.  
 
    Hana, seeming satisfied that this drink was not poison, knocked back the contents of her cup, grimaced, and swallowed. Then she gasped, “Urgh!” 
 
    The General chuckled. “Yes, indeed. This is a fine liquor,” she said. “But I can assure you it isn’t poison.” She sighed. “Now, you’ve told Dragonmancer Noctis that you were the woman whom he met that night outside of Drakereach. Is that true?” 
 
    “I would not have said it if it were not true,” Hana said. 
 
    “And what were you doing in our neck of the woods, may I ask?” General Shiloh said, pouring another couple of drinks. 
 
    The bearmancer licked her lips and shot a look at me. “I was in Drakereach that night because the Seer of my people told us of a man who could help them, a man from another world, a man who commanded an Onyx Dragon. Naturally, I assumed that such a man, or at least word of him, could be found near the Crystal Spire.” 
 
    General Shiloh handed Hana another drink. “What does the Vetruscan Kingdom want with such a man?” 
 
    “I am sure that you are aware, General,” Hana said, “that all the civilizations have lost their male mancers, yes? Every single mancer in the world, as far as the Vetruscan Kingdom is aware, is a female.” 
 
    Ashrin and Jazmyn exchanged startled looks, but General Shiloh did not seem at all surprised by this revelation. She knocked back her drink once more.  
 
    “I have heard rumors of this, yes. The Mystocean Empire though,” she said in a thoughtful voice, “has kept itself closed off from most other civilizations that surround us. A civilization running low on monsters—whether they be bears, dragons, or rocs—is a secret best kept, well, secret. Such secrecy ensures that said civilization is not seen as weak and attacked by their neighbors. But, it seems, it’s an even playing field. It sounds like all civilizations alike are suffering from the same problem.” 
 
    She shot me a look then. A look that said, as clear as day, that all the civilizations had the same problem, bar one—the Mystocean Empire. They had me, Mike Noctis, the Dragon Breeder. 
 
    General Shiloh returned her attention to the bearmancer, Hana. “And so, your Seer, she sent you in search of this Onyx Dragon wielding Outworlder. Why, exactly?” 
 
    Hana slowly poured the second drink into her mouth and swallowed. She narrowed her eyes against the vile burning and then said, “It is believed that this man, should he turn out to be more than just a rumor and be able to actually breed dragons, might also be able to breed bears.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this. Mike Noctis, Dragon Breeder. Mike Noctis, Bear Breeder. It didn’t quite have the same ring to it.  
 
    The General set her cup carefully down on her desk and crossed her muscular, furred arms across her broad chest. 
 
    “It’s possible, perhaps,” she said. “But now you come to the sticky part, the part that has that dirty, awful word ‘politics’ stamped all over it. You see, if our Dragonmancer could breed bears as well as dragons, which I am not saying that he can, I doubt the Empress Cyrene would care to share him, or allow anyone outside of our Empire to make use of him.” 
 
    I bristled a little at this. The way that General Shiloh was talking, she made me sound like some prize stallion that the Empress Cyrene planned to keep locked up in a stable, venturing out only to service her picked mares. 
 
    “What is more,” General Shiloh continued, “now that you know of his existence, you cannot be allowed to leave. You are, I am afraid, a prisoner of war.” 
 
    Hana went pale. Her small hands balled into fists at her side, and she pressed her lips together. 
 
    “I… The information that I have about the Etherstones,” she said, her voice thick with anger, “do you not care to bargain with me for that?” 
 
    General Shiloh sighed. I could tell that it was not a piece of theatrics. The no-nonsense commander of the Mystocean Empires battle forces was not a politician, she was a warrior. That much was obvious, even to one who had known her only a few days. She did not enjoy this skullduggery. She clearly felt sorry for this young woman standing in front of her. 
 
    But she had a job to do, and an empire and its people to think about. 
 
    “You should not have mentioned this information, Bearmancer Hana,” she said, “for there will be no bargaining, I’m afraid. You shall be taken before the Lorekeepers back at the Drako Academy and they will pry and wring this information from you, whether you like it or not. The fate of the Mystocean Empire depends upon your cooperation, willing or not.” 
 
    Compelled then by the urge not to see this young woman—who was clearly good in heart—dragged before those bastard Lorekeepers, I suddenly interrupted. 
 
    “General, let’s not be hasty! We don’t need to get the Lorekeepers involved right away, do we?” 
 
    General Shiloh raised an authoritative eyebrow at me. Her lips formed a dangerous line. 
 
    Undeterred, I said, “The Lorekeepers, from what I have heard, might be skilled at getting prisoners to sing, but anyone will say anything once you start peeling their skin off and snipping their tendons. You know that’s true.” 
 
    “Mike…” Jazmyn hissed in a warning voice. 
 
    The General’s face gave nothing away, but she didn’t start screaming either. 
 
    “This woman, she’ll tell us what we want to know without having to resort to torture.” I came to stand in front of General Shiloh’s desk and turned to look at Hana. “Won’t you?” I asked. 
 
    The bearmancer stared at me with those big deep red eyes of hers. I willed myself to project, in my own eyes, how badly she did not want to fall under the custody of the Lorekeepers. I tried to communicate to her that this shit was not worth being cut apart for.  
 
    The moment stretched.  
 
    Then, Hana nodded. “I can tell you where more crystals can be found,” she said quietly, her eyes still glued to mine. 
 
    I let out a silent breath of relief. I was glad. The pretty shaven headed woman did not strike me as evil, or as an enemy. She just came from the other side of some invisible line that some egomaniacal emperor or empress had drawn on a map a thousand years ago. From what I could tell, she intended us no harm. Unless she showed herself to be an enemy, she did not deserve to die. 
 
    I turned to face General Shiloh. 
 
    The woman was staring at me with the sort of shrewdness that made me think she could read my thoughts. She snorted. Reached for the jug of Hangman’s.    
 
    “Now, Mike Noctis,” General Shiloh said, “you have a job to do. There is one more crystal left in your possession—one more of these Etherstones. I believe you know what ought to be done.”  
 
    “I understand, General,” I said.  
 
    She was speaking with an incredible amount of seriousness about a mission that amounted to selecting a woman to implant with a dragonling. It was almost enough to make a grin form on my face. But I kept my cool and managed only to smile a little.  
 
    “When the dragonmancer you select gives birth, I want you to bind the dragonling to this remaining Etherstone. Once we have confirmed the dragonling has successfully reached dragonhood, and that both the stones you took from the prisoner were the genuine article, we will see what we can do about finding more of the damned things.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I didn’t need telling twice, and I couldn’t see that there’d be anything gained by me messing around. The sooner I appeased General Shiloh, the sooner we could head out in search of more Etherstones. With that in mind, I excused myself with as much military dignity as a man with sex on the brain could and left General Shiloh’s tent. 
 
    I walked hurriedly past the two guards standing outside. I set off down the path leading from the section of the camp where the dragonmancers and upper echelon officers were based to the private piece of land where the General’s tent had been erected. 
 
    Saya and Elenari had mentioned that they wanted more children with me, and while they were my wives, I had other women who was also eager to bear dragonlings.  
 
    I had thought that finding one of my female dragonmancer colleagues that I had not already impregnated would have been a straightforward task but, as Murphy’s Law would have it, I couldn’t find either Penelope, Renji, or— 
 
    “You look like you’re hunting for something,” a sensual, predatory voice said from my right. 
 
    I halted in my tracks, barely avoiding leaving skid marks in the dirt of the road. 
 
    “Tamsin,” I said. “Just the hobgoblin I was hunting for. Man, is it me or are you looking particularly dangerous and alluring?”  
 
    Tamsin leaned with devastatingly sexy casualness against one of the ramshackle buildings on the edge of the encampment proper. 
 
    “Are you trying to blow my skirt up with ham-fisted flattery?” Tamsin asked as she stepped out from the building. She sauntered over to me until she was standing pressed against me. “Because let me tell you something: it’s working.” Her spicy, rum-scented breath tickled my cheek.  
 
    I grinned. “You’re not wearing a skirt,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t have to be wearing these breeches either,” came the soft reply. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Now that we’ve found our way rather neatly onto the subject of clothing and the removal of it,” I said, “maybe you could help me with a little… mission.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” the hobgoblin said. 
 
    As quickly as I could, I told her what General Shiloh had tasked me with doing. The more I talked, the wider Tamsin’s smile stretched. 
 
    “So, you—and the Empire, of course—need my help right away?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced around casually and saw, not thirty yards a few tents. Two guards were stationed outside each of them, so I guessed that they were supply tents. Ashrin was walking purposefully down the street. She gleamed in her insectile black armor and exchanged salutes with those soldiers ballsy enough to hail her. At her belt was fastened the pouch of dragondust. 
 
    She must have received an order from General Shiloh to deliver it to me. Good thing I didn’t have to search the camp for her before Tamsin and I could get done to business.  
 
    “You see those tents,” I said to Tamsin. “I have to grab a little dragondust from Ashrin first.”  
 
    Tamsin nodded. 
 
    “Think you can commandeer us one?” I asked her. 
 
    The hobgoblin gave me a theatrically affronted look. “I can hold my own in a pitched battle against a horde of murderous ratfolk. Intimidating a guardsman of the Mystocean Empire should only be a little trickier.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied. 
 
    “I expect a prize for this favor I’m doing you, naturally,” Tamsin said mischievously. 
 
    “Anything.”  
 
    “Just what I wanted to hear.”  
 
    Without waiting for me to say another word, Tamsin strolled nonchalantly away. She approached one of the guards standing in a pair outside a tent. She exchanged brief words with the woman, and the guard wilted a little under Tamsin’s incandescent attention. Then, the guard saluted, and she and her partner marched off. 
 
    Grinning, I turned away and walked quickly up to Ashrin, intercepting her just as she was about to pass me, and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Just the man I was looking for,” she said after she turned around.  
 
    “Uh, that’s right,” I said. “You got some of that dragondust for me? Just a couple of pinches,” I said, doing my level best to keep the tremor of excited anticipation out of my voice. 
 
    Ashrin nodded, a smirk playing across her face and her cat-like ears twitching. 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    To her credit, Ashrin asked me no more questions. She simply reached to her sword belt and unfastened the little leather pouch in which she was keeping the dragondust. She handed it to me. 
 
    Using the small stabbing knife I had sheathed at the small of my back, I scooped a little of the dragondust onto the tip of the blade, raised it to my nose, and sucked it up. Then, I repeated the process with the other nostril. 
 
    I passed the little leather bag back to Ashrin, who tipped me a wink and bade me good luck. As a pleasant glow washed over my body, I tried to convince myself that the top of my head was not about to float off toward the clouds. 
 
    I turned to the tent into which Tamsin had just disappeared. Smiling somewhat lopsidedly at Ashrin, I headed for it. 
 
    The canvas construction was only fifty yards away, all of fifty paces, but in the time that it took me to traverse the distance, my cock had already become something of solid steel and vintage oak. Raw sexual vigor coursed through me like hot oil through an engine; sending every muscle in my body to vibrating. My head was simultaneously crystal clear and enveloped in that confident devil-may-care fog that accompanies about nine beers. 
 
    I pushed aside the heavy canvas flap and found Tamsin waiting for me inside the tent. The hobgoblin was leaning calmly against the center pole, one booted foot propped up against the wooden beam. Cool she might have appeared, but an intense fire burned in the depths of her yellow eyes. That fire almost lit the musty interior of the tent. 
 
    “About that prize…” Tamsin said, slowly unfastening the clasps on her scratched breastplate, while she watched me move slowly toward her. 
 
    “Sorry about the accommodation.” I motioned around the tent, without taking my eyes off her. “It’s hardly five-star.” 
 
    “I’m from Grimteeth Mounds, Mike,” the red-skinned beauty retorted. “I would have fucked you out there in front of all those soldiers, but it would have distracted them from all the important work they were doing.” 
 
    The tent must have been designated as a small supply depot or storage area. There were hay bales for the horses or oxen that I guessed would be used to cart men and supplies down the wide tunnels. Crates of weapons and tinned stores were stacked beside neat rolls of spare bedding and barrels filled with crossbow quarrels.  
 
    Every nerve ending in my body vibrated with a need that could only be slaked by the dirtiest, most intense variety of carnality. 
 
    I couldn’t think of a better setting for the type of sex that was about to go down than Tamsin. 
 
    She must have seen that animal side of my being raise its muzzle and sniff at the air because, in the next moment, Tamsin had pulled off her armor and snarled at me. 
 
    “Well, come on then, Mike Noctis! Let’s do our duty, you and I!” 
 
    Before she could get another word past her lips, I was upon her, bending into her space, crushing my mouth against hers, my stubbly chin rubbing against her jaw. 
 
    Tamsin was making a high groaning, snarling sound in the back of her throat; the sort of noise that a cornered wolverine might make. 
 
    The hobgoblin tasted like rum and spices and tropical fruit; passionate smells and flavors. She pressed her lithe frame roughly against me, pushing me back against a stack of hay bales with her dragonmancer strength. In response, I heaved and lifted her off the ground and slammed her bodily into the central pole of the tent. 
 
    Tamsin gasped with involuntary pleasure at this coarse treatment. She hooked her legs around my waist and pulled her shirt up over her head, freeing her pert tits and revealing their dark crimson nipples. The smoldering embers of sexual yearning in her heart and head and crotch suddenly burst into flame. 
 
    “I want this man! I want you, Mike! More, almost, than I have ever wanted anything or anyone before!” 
 
    She opened her mouth and allowed me to push my tongue between her sharp teeth. I tasted blood. I tasted desire. 
 
    I pulled off my own armor and shirt, breaking our kiss and entanglement so that I could toss my brigandine, greaves, and other protective bits into a corner. Then I came to her again, picking her up as easily as I might a sack of potatoes, my hands clamped under her fantastically round but firm buttocks. 
 
    I sat her on the top of a low stack of crates, as we continued to kiss and tongue each other hungrily, and pulled her long, red legs apart. My hand went straight up to her crotch and started to knead roughly at the front of her silky underwear. 
 
    I was callous and unrefined in my groping, as if I were in a mad rush to have her naked flesh under me, which I was. If the noises that Tamsin was making were anything to go by, then she liked it very much indeed.  
 
    The hobgoblin pushed herself up on her hands so that I could pull her panties down. Then my hands were on her hot, wet crotch once again. My fingers probed and squelched at her slit, occasionally, in my reckless lust, running a digit across her asshole.  
 
    Tamsin grunted and gasped as I rubbed at her. While I played with her pussy and we continued to kiss ever more passionately, the female dragonmancer started fondling her own nipples, pinching, squeezing, and rubbing them until they stood like a couple of rubies from her chest. Seeing this, I pushed her head back and started to maul her chest; biting and licking and sucking at her tits and nipples until they were a darker red from my teeth and the rubbing of stubble against skin. 
 
    “By all the devils that be, yes!” Tamsin exclaimed. To my amazement, I felt a shudder run through her body, as if she were on the verge of cumming. 
 
    “Finger fuck me, Mike! Come on! Please fuck me! I’m close, oh gods, I’m close!” Tamsin said, trying to keep her voice down, but failing spectacularly. 
 
    I obeyed, my fingers pummeling into her box—two then three and then four, stretching her lips to their limit—while I continued to suck and bite her incredibly erect nipples. 
 
    To my delight, Tamsin started to hiss through her jagged teeth, “Choke me! Choke me, or I’ll fucking scream this tent down.” 
 
    Once more, I did as I was told. I put one hand around the hobgoblin’s throat while I continued to massage her clit with the thumb of my other hand. Then, with a shuddering gasp, Tamsin climaxed.  
 
    My hand clutched her by the throat, firm and tight, simultaneously keeping her cries of ecstasy down, while adding to the intensity of her climax. My fingers still blurred in and out of her as she orgasmed. Girl juice sprayed down her legs and onto her breeches and boots. 
 
    Tamsin’s lips were drawn back in an animal snarl of satisfaction, her abdominal muscles clearly visible on her toned stomach as it heaved in and out. 
 
    Thinking that it was, regrettably, over, I stood back with a look of satisfaction. I hadn’t even got to see whether the dragondust had rejuvenated my swimmers, but I had at least found out that the stuff apparently turned you into some super-lover. Normally, I would have been proud of myself for getting a woman off so quickly, but this was, bizarrely, not what this little experiment was supposed to have been about. 
 
    Tamsin grabbed me by my sword belt. 
 
    “We still have work to do,” she hissed at me, her yellow eyes shining, sweat running down into the hollow of her throat. 
 
    Feverishly, the hobgoblin started scrabbling at my belt like a possessed thing. 
 
    “Show me that fucking Earthling cock,” she demanded in a feral voice that sent thrills through my body. “I want to taste it, I want it in my mouth, down my dirty fucking throat.” 
 
    It was like her words had picked up my libido by the scruff of the neck and shaken it. I slapped her fumbling hands away from my belt and started to unbuckle it myself. I unlaced my breeches, reached inside, and then pulled out my cock, though it was my cock as I had never seen it before. I mean, it was my johnson all right, but it was like it had been to the gym and taken a good dose of steroids—the thing was fucking jacked. 
 
    “Holy hells,” Tamsin said faintly, her eyes glued to my throbbing member. 
 
    “Time for your prize,” I said softly. I looked at her knowingly. “Now, turn that ass around and stick it out for me.” 
 
    Tamsin, in a sort of daze, did as she was told. Her vagina was a pale pink, glistening slot in between her red thighs. She stood, leaning against the stack of crates, her ass stuck out and her legs spread. She rocked her behind invitingly from side to side. 
 
    Looking over her shoulder, she watched as I stroked myself and took my pecker in hand. 
 
    Casually, with my other hand, I slapped her full ass a couple of times. 
 
    “That’s it, fucking spank me,” the hobgoblin hissed quietly. “Give me the whip, and then,” she looked back at me with her hypnotic yellow eyes, “give me the carrot.” 
 
    I laughed with exhilaration and smacked the female dragonmancer harder on the ass, leaving a deeper red mark. “A carrot?” I said. “This dragondust has made it more like a cucumber, don’t you think?” 
 
    I spanked Tamsin again, leaving another mark. 
 
    Tamsin closed her eyes as I continued to spank her with the flat of my hand. She gasped whenever a stroke fell, shudders of unmistakable pleasure running through her from the soft debasement. 
 
    I smacked her ass a couple of times with the flat of my hand, making her buck forward and groan. Then I pressed the tip of my mammoth member against the opening of her box and started to mercilessly push it inside. 
 
    Tamsin, making sounds of exquisite pain, pulled her asscheeks apart as I pushed my rod into her. The sensation was incredible; never before had I been so utterly aware of filling someone. The hobgoblin’s knees went weak, and she sagged forward, against the stack of boxes. 
 
    I pulled out again, and it felt like I left a part of me within her. Then I was inside Tamsin again, and she screamed with delight.  
 
    “Fill me, Mike,” she said. “Fill me—”  
 
    She gagged when I reached forward and hooked my index finger into the corner of her mouth like a fish-hook, forcing her head sideways so that she had to look at me. I stared coldly back at her yellow eye as I picked up the pace, ruthlessly fucking her deeper than I imagine she’d ever been fucked before. 
 
    My nuts smacked into her clit with every powerful thrust. Her box was so tight around my swollen cock that I was worried I might burst her. 
 
    I began to pant and grunt as my iron-hard dick plowed into the female dragonmancer. Tamsin reached through her own legs and squeezed my balls every time I fucked her, my thrust pushing uncontrolled gasps of pleasure from her throat. 
 
    I had no idea how long it might have been, but suddenly I could feel my balls tightening, heralding an impending orgasm. Losing myself in the rising tide of pleasure, I slipped one finger into the hobgoblin’s asshole. 
 
    With my schlong taking up every inch of her tight pussy, my finger barely fit into her ass. The sensation of being doubly penetrated must have blindsided Tamsin with another unexpected orgasm though, because she screamed with hoarse delight and started shaking as I thrust one more time into her with enough force to knock over the heavy crates she was leaning against. 
 
    I felt the most intense rush of carnal gratification as my seed poured into her, an overwhelming, gushing tide of warmth that pumped until I was empty.  
 
    Looking through eyelids that I could barely keep open, I saw a bright orange flash of light in her lower abdomen that became an intense glow emanating from Tamsin’s pussy.  
 
    “Is that… is that what I think it is?” the hobgoblin panted, her breath coming in short gasps as the supernova of our joint orgasm faded. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I think it does. You’re carrying a dragonling now.” 
 
    About five minutes later, I led the elated Tamsin out of the tent. We were looking quite a bit more disheveled than when we went in, but I imagined General Shiloh wouldn’t take umbrage at us being a little slovenly in our appearance. After all, I had been doing her bidding, hadn’t I? Now all I had to do was get my sword belt properly fastened, head over to the General's quarters, and give her the good news in private. 
 
    As I pulled back the tent flap, Tamsin and I were met with a booming roar of noise. Soldiers were gathered all around our tent, as were my dragonmancer colleagues. My mouth dropped open. I felt like I was part of one of those olden day weddings where everyone gets drunk and then cheers the bride and groom off to their bedroom where they are meant to consummate their marriage. Only, this was in reverse. 
 
    I looked at the General, who was standing in the front row. The bullish woman clapped a couple of times along with the rest.  
 
    She inclined her auburn head at me. “I see you are certainly not one to rest on your laurels, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not one to beat around the bush,” I replied. Then I added, “Not unless it’s an order, General.” 
 
    The crowd roared with approval and laughter. General Shiloh almost lost control of that sternly imperious face of hers. 
 
    “Good!” she said. “That’s what I need in a dragonmancer.” She switched her gaze to Tamsin who had her hands clasped over her stomach. Then, gazing about at the gathered soldiery she boomed, “Now, it’s time to prepare for the coming of this dragonling in true Mystocean fashion!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The knowledge that the army town surrounding the base of Galipolas Mountain, and one of the entrances to the Subterranean Realms, was to potentially play host to a dragon birth was greeted with great delight by the inhabitants.  
 
    Not having been born and raised in the Mystocean Empire, I was more detached from the novelty and inconceivable import of a new dragon being birthed. Add this to the fact that I was the very catalyst for the celebration. 
 
    Excited chattering ran through the place that I was more and more starting to think of as Dodge City. Hardened soldiers were turned suddenly into feverish washerwomen. Gossip passed from ear to ear. Speculation was rife as to what sort of dragon I, the Dragon Breeder, had knocked up with the fearsome hobgoblin dragonmancer. 
 
    The battle in the Subterranean Realms against the ratfolk and, in particular, the wild dragon had been deemed classified by General Shiloh and the rest of the brass. This, of course, meant that every single trooper in the camp knew what had happened. Somehow, even word of what had happened down the tunnel, in the ratfolk’s settlement, had made it into general circulation in Dodge City. 
 
    The rumors and tangled stories, the conclusions drawn about ratfolk that conducted bizarre rituals in honor of wild dragons, and the presence of bearmancers running about in profusion in the Subterranean Realms were not so far from the truth as soldier’s gossip usually is. 
 
    A few days after Tamsin and I had tested the dragondust, and I had successfully impregnated the hobgoblin, preparations for a large celebration were in full flight. Those who had not been present during General Shiloh’s announcement were uncertain who had given the order for the designated merrymaking. Some of the Empire’s warriors guessed that the order had come down from General Shiloh herself, while others were more inclined to believe that Old Sleazy had got the ball rolling. 
 
    Old Sleazy was an individual that could smell an opportunity to profit from a mile away. A military victory, combined with the unprecedented revelation that there were still wild dragons in the bowels of the earth and a dragonmancer pregnancy… Well, if a gnoll couldn’t wring a scale or two out of that sort of excitement then was he even a gnoll? 
 
    I was quite willing to bet that General Shiloh had not expressly organized the celebrations, which looked like they were fast taking on Mardi Gras proportions. However, the head of this outpost was a woman who knew which way the wind was blowing. She would be quite aware that putting a stop to the celebrations would have a detrimental effect on the camp’s morale. Better to keep a close eye on things and let the men and women of the Galipolas Mountain battalion have their fun. I imagined that a bit of carousing and a lot of hangovers were a fair trade for asking the troopers to give their lives if required. 
 
    The military was still busy clearing out the depths of the mountain, so until the area was safe, most of us were all on standby.  
 
    I spent the days wandering around the encampment, exploring the various stalls and grog shops, and generally enjoying a little downtime. I walked through the bustling, muddy streets with their sidewalks of hastily constructed timber planking, passing by groups of off-duty soldiers dicing or playing hands of Maim Mr. Turnip. There was a great deal of singing and story-swapping in the rough taverns, soldiers fought good-naturedly in the street, and men and women labored to erect scores of booths, stages, and carts.  
 
    Four days after we had returned from the Subterranean Realms and Wayne had burst forth as a Smog Dragon, I was headed from my tent toward the center of the Mystocean’s Dodge City. I planned on grabbing a bite of breakfast from Old Sleazy or one of his understudies. My squad, as their duty required them to do, joined me on my excursions.  
 
    “Shit, they’re going all-out for this party this evening, huh?” Bjorn rumbled from next to me as we clomped along one of the wooden sidewalks. His red eyes were angled upward, watching a couple of soldiers string a series of dragon-shaped paper lanterns across the street. 
 
    “Well, what d-d-do you expect?” Rupert asked him mildly. “To think that we live in times where the existence of wild dragons comes once again to light! To think that the likes of us will b-b-be in the very place where dragonlings will be born and take their mature form! I never even imagined that such a day was possible, let alone that we would be in the right place at the right time to witness it.” 
 
    Gabby made a noise of vague agreement in his tongueless mouth. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not complaining,” Bjorn said. “Any day when you’re on duty and you’re allowed to tuck into the ale barrels is a bloody good day.” 
 
    We found Old Sleazy and his team of encampment apprentices already slaving over the hot coals of their enormous, long barbecue pits. Judging by the glowing red embers, the team of gnoll cooks must have been up since dawn. 
 
    Gabby pointed out Old Sleazy directing things from a small podium that had been rigged up for him. He was bellowing at the milling, sweating cooks below him, ordering them to add a pinch of that or a dash of this to some dish or other. 
 
    “For the love of all that is good and holy in this world, Scumbo!” the gnoll screamed, his hideously lank mustache blowing about his lips like a wisp of marsh fog.  
 
    The thought of a wisp brought to mind Will, the little light ball I’d met in underground. Where had he gotten off to? Had he even returned after our expedition? I hadn’t seen Diggens Azee since then either, so maybe the two were still down in the Subterranean somewhere?  
 
    I banked the thought for later when Old Sleazy’s screaming kicked up a notch.  
 
    “In what sick universe do you think the haunch meat of the rock coyote should be allowed to even see a marinade containing candied nutmeg?!” the gnoll cried. “Your mother, had she not been knitting with only one needle herself, would be ashamed of you! Ah, Mike, so good to see you, my friend! Such a pleasure! And your squad too. Get over here and let Old Sleazy give you a bit of breakfast, eh?” 
 
    The speed with which Old Sleazy went from acerbically ballistic to strictly obsequious showed just what a professional wheeler-dealer the gnoll was. 
 
    “Sure, Old Sleazy,” I said, “I could eat a little bit of your grub, I’ll not lie to you.” 
 
    Old Sleazy ushered us over to his desk and the stretch of the enormous communal barbecue that was apparently under his solo jurisdiction.  
 
    “I’ve got an absolutely lovely bit of flat-eared marmoset which I’ve had hanging whole in a shed for three days. It’s covered in a rue made up of ox butter and thunder basil. You boys are going to lose your bloody marbles when you try it. I’m saving it only for my best customers, you understand.” 
 
    As Old Sleazy busied himself at his grill, I watched more teams of soldiers stringing up even more of the dragon-shaped paper lanterns. At the rate things were going, it wouldn’t be long until Dodge City was festooned in them. 
 
    “What’s the deal with the lanterns, Old Sleazy?” I asked as Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert leaned themselves comfortably on a row of barrels. Gabby’s and Rupert’s eyes flickered around the excited crowd of milling soldiery, alert for any sign of danger. Bjorn’s red eyes were glued to the grill and the lumps of marmoset that were now sizzling on it. A sound like a washing machine full of soup being boiled told me that the big warrior’s stomach was rumbling and ready for breakfast. 
 
    “The lanterns?” Old Sleazy said, itching at his squashed green nose with the edge of his tongs. “Ah, the lanterns. Very old custom for when an important child is born. I won’t spoil the surprise for you, so you’ll just have to see the part the lanterns play for yourself. 
 
    We sat in silence for a time, while the meat on the grill spat and sizzled and the day grew warmer. Above us, the sky was a beautifully clear washed blue. The sound of men and women bantering as they worked filled the air. Insects buzzed. The smell of fresh cut lumber was heavy and comforting in my nose. Distantly, I was aware of Garth and Wayne messing about somewhere up in the foothills. Noctis had taken the two young dragons hunting for deer. 
 
    “How’s that firecracker holding up?” Old Sleazy asked me. 
 
    I blinked, stirred, and turned toward him. “What?” 
 
    “That damned saucy she-devil of a dragonmancer, Tamsin?” Old Sleazy sprinkled a little salt, along with some unfamiliar yellow spice, onto the meat and turned it. “How is she holding up with the dragonling and everything, man?” 
 
    Old Sleazy was the only person that I had ever met that talked about dragonmancers with such temerity. Everyone from farmers to fishermen, bureaucrats to infantrymen, spoke of and talked to dragonmancers with nothing but the utmost respect and reverence, but not the gnoll. To him, all customers were created equal—and equally liable to be chiseled in some way. 
 
    I grinned, thinking how Tasmin would take to being referred to as a “saucy she-devil.” She’d probably love it. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fine, Old Sleazy,” I said. “Just resting and getting bigger and bigger by the day. The camp medic and apothecary seem to think that she could pop at any time.” 
 
    Old Sleazy shook his head. “What a thing,” he said, turning the meat once more and spraying it with a bottle of juice that he produced from his Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls apron. “Truly boggles the mind.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. “The miracle of creation?” 
 
    Old Sleazy shot me an astonished sideways glance, his beady eyes narrowing under his chef’s toque as if he thought I was teasing him. 
 
    “The miracle of… No, lad, I was referring to the madness that drove you to have three offspring at your age. You must be off your ruddy nut.” 
 
    I laughed and heard Rupert snickering behind me. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard, you grouchy shit?” I said. “I’m saving the Empire one fuck at a time.” 
 
    Old Sleazy made a face, pushed his toque to the back of his green head with one stubby finger, and scratched at his thatch of white hair. 
 
    “Well, I’ll admit that using your manroot to further the dreams of the Empire sounds preferable to using a sword, but I can ruddy well say this from the bottom of my heart, Dragonmancer Noctis: rather you than me.” 
 
    The little gnoll squeezed the meat on the barbecue between thumb and forefinger, then leaned forward and listened attentively to it. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, nodding his head, “that’s some ruddy perfectly cooked marmoset that is. Come and get it, lads!” 
 
    My coterie moved in with the eagerness of a pack of hyenas that have just seen the zebra they’ve been chasing fall over. 
 
    I grabbed a piece of the unfortunate creature that Old Sleazy had so lovingly cooked. When I took a bite out of it, I discovered that the meat was meltingly tender, juicy, and infused with a basil flavor that sent fireworks dancing across my tastebuds. 
 
    “Goddamn, I wish I could afford to eat from your cart back at the Academy every day, Old Sleazy,” Bjorn grunted, tearing into his chunk of flat-eared marmoset. 
 
    “There’s still three scales on your slate as it is, you debtor,” Old Sleazy said, his eyes shining as he watched us eat with obvious, caveman-like enthusiasm. “Maybe if you had as much of an appreciation and taste for my cooking as you do for those ladies of negotiable affection down Grabbygrab lane, you might have more cash handy.” 
 
    Bjorn snorted. “Who are you, my mother?” 
 
    “Gods no.” Old Sleazy pulled a tiny knife from under his toque and speared a slither of flesh from the board he had placed in front of us. “And I’m mighty fuckin’ glad of that. I don’t think I could stand the shame.” 
 
    Gabby grunted a laugh and licked his fingers. The mute pointed at Old Sleazy, and then around at the pop-up military town; at the hammering and the sawing, at the paper lanterns and the stalls in various stages of completion. 
 
    “Do I reckon it’s going to be a big evening?” Old Sleazy asked, chewing thoughtfully on another morsel of meat. 
 
    Gabby nodded. 
 
    Old Sleazy grinned. Avarice and excitement glittered in equal measure in his cunning eyes. 
 
    “Oh yes indeedy, lads,” he said. “I think that this evening is going to be one of those evenings people will be talking about for good long while. Old Sleazy has been around this world a time or two. If there is one thing that you can be sure of, it’s that there are very few people who can throw a better shindig than a bunch of soldiers that can smell a battle or campaign just around the corner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The night sky was alive with more stars than I could ever hope to count, punctuated often and loudly by fireworks that would have given the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission a heart attack. Dodge City’s boardwalks were crammed with soldiers; men and women singing, drinking, and eating, their arms around one another.  
 
    I walked along the uneven wooden boulevard with my squad in tow, a broad smile on my face and a large tankard of ale clutched in one hand. Behind me, Gabby swaggered along with a horn of some syrupy, dark mead that smelled like it could be used as paint-thinner. Bjorn had Rupert in a casual headlock, while the smaller man pounded at the half-Jotunn’s thigh. 
 
    The night was alive with a thousand scents and with a thousand sounds. The long, communal barbecue grills manned by gnolls shed a comforting orange light on the sweating faces of the chefs watching over them. Somehow, that same light turned the visages of the hungry revelers into the masks of insatiable demons. Meat from a dozen different beasts sizzled over the coals. 
 
    Music of varying tempos floated out of the doorways of the many drinking establishments, competing with the myriad songs, jokes, insults, and stories being traded in more accents than I could hope to count. 
 
    Several enterprising individuals had started up books, with the chief subject of a wager being when Tamsin was going to give birth. One of these bookkeepers almost soiled his breeches when he approached our quartet and began telling us how he was offering very nice odds on the hobgoblin taking another week before she birthed the dragonling, before he realized who he was talking to. 
 
    “I-I-I-I meant no offence, Dragonmancer!” he said as he took a step back and respectfully made the sign of the claw with his index finger hooked above his heart. “No offense at all! It’s just… Uh…” 
 
    I patted the worried guy on the shoulder and flicked a golden coin at him. The booky snatched the gleaming coin out of the air and stared at it in puzzlement. 
 
    “Put me down for tonight,” I said. “No doubt that’d be my luck. Enjoying one hell of a party only to be called away for something as life-altering as a dragon being born.” 
 
    Gabby whacked me on the shoulder with the back of his hand and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” I said, taking a swig of ale. 
 
    “Gabby is r-r-right, Mike,” Rupert said, with a lopsided drunken smile on his face. “That’s most definitely got to be a case of insider betting!” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t get much more inside than—” Bjorn started to say until he was stopped by a dig in the ribs from Gabby. 
 
    “I’m afraid they’re right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the booky said apologetically, handing back my scale with regret. “You’re a bit too involved to be able to take this bet. A little close to the action.” 
 
    “You don’t get much better action than—ooph!” Bjorn said, receiving a blow to the stomach this time from Gabby. 
 
    “Ah well, good luck to you,” I said to the booky. “When are people leaning toward by the way?” 
 
    The booky grinned shyly at me as he backed into the swirling crowd. “Same as you, Dragonmancer. Most of the money is on tonight!” 
 
    The four of us meandered our way through the mad throng as, over us, the moon shone out whiter and brighter as the night progressed. 
 
    There were all sorts of diversions and games where a drunken soldier might quite happily fritter away a few coins. Tests of strength, games of chance, and diversions that required a woman or man to have that rarest of qualities—in that whirling carnival, at least—a good memory. 
 
    Rupert made a complete ass of himself at a pin the tail on the minotaur stall, somehow managing to pin the tail into the arm of a passing trooper as she walked by the stall. Only Gabby’s timely and smooth interjection stopped the woman laying hands on the blindfolded Rupert. 
 
    “How the fucking hell does he do it?” Bjorn asked, staring morosely from Gabby and the pretty trooper to the empty tankard in his hand. “I mean, the fella doesn’t even have a tongue for fuck sake!” 
 
    “Chicks love a man with a bit of mystery around him,” I said, smiling at the big albino-looking warrior next to me. “And old Gabby wears mystery like you and I wear underpants; unthinkingly and every day.” 
 
    Bjorn looked startled. “I don’t wear—I mean, yeah, boss, I guess you’re right…” The half-Jotunn frowned as he watched Gabby. “Are you going to let him get away with that, boss?” He asked me, in a slightly jealous voice, as we watched the mute and his companion vanish into the crowd. 
 
    “Let him do what?” I asked. 
 
    “You know, neglect his duty,” Bjorn growled. 
 
    I patted the big man on the arm. “Tonight is a special case, Bjorn. If you can find a partner drunk enough, I’ll gladly let you neglect your duty all night long, so long as you report bright and early tomorrow and only allow your hangover to get the better of you when I’m not looking. That goes for you too, Rupert.” 
 
    Bjorn’s big, scarred face brightened. He started scanning the crowd around us, as if he hoped some hammered chick would sweep him off his enormous feet and take him back to her barrack bunk for a few rounds of doing the greased-weasel tango. 
 
    It was the most remarkable thing, but whenever I found my ale cup empty or my tankard drained, some well-wisher would be standing at my elbow, intent on buying me a cup of wine or do a merman monsoon shooter. Manners dictated that I should refuse these offers and save the well-wisher their coin, but when I tried to do this graciously, the look of disappointment on the man or woman’s face was such that I ended up crumbling. After about the sixth drink I gave up, accepting the proffered beverage with either a crisp high-five or a hug. 
 
    Time blurred as it always does when you get caught in the converging currents of good food, excellent music, flowing drink, and top-notch company. The stars wheeled overhead. Bonfires leapt up into the night sky, clawing at the heavens with their flickering orange fingers. 
 
    At some point, I turned around to ask Bjorn and Rupert a question and found that my two friends had vanished. Where and when and why they had left me I had no idea, but I hoped that they were even now enjoying the company of women who would leave a kink in a man’s back the next day. 
 
    I was strolling casually along one of the wooden promenades when, with a shattering crash that must have made itself heard down in the abandoned streets of the ratfolk settlement, the window that fronted the alehouse exploded out into the street. Shards of thin, poorly made glass scattered across the wooden walkway and out into the mud beyond it. Two soldiers landed hard on the boards only a couple of feet in front of the toes of my boots. 
 
    Both women lay groaning on the deck for a moment. Then, catching each other's eyes, they rolled to their feet and went at one another once more. They moved unsteadily, as if the boulevard was actually the moving deck of a ship. I realized that they were, unsurprisingly, filled to the back teeth with beer. 
 
    Moving instinctively, I grabbed the women by their uniform collars and pulled them apart and held them on their tiptoes. I had to give them their due, they were still keen to get at one another, swinging haymakers through the air and lashing out with kicks that wouldn’t have hurt even if they had connected. 
 
    “Ladies!” I said. “This isn’t the time or the place! What the hell are you fighting about?” 
 
    One of the women looked at me blearily. Finding it difficult to focus on however many of me she was seeing, she closed one eye and said, “We were fighting ‘bout… Um… We were fighting about…. What the fuck were we fighting about again, Corsa?” 
 
    The woman in my other hand, who had gone limp and looked like she might be quite happy to nod off in my grip, jerked her chin up. “Eh? Oh, hello, Cox, what’re you doin’ here, love?” 
 
    “You just tackled me through the fecking window, Corsa,” Cox said. 
 
    “I never did!” Corsa said.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and let the two women go. 
 
    The two inebriates gave each other a hug, like a couple of weary travelers who have not laid eyes upon one another for too long.  
 
    At that moment, the barman came storming out of the rickety establishment, a stout length of wood in his hand. He caught sight of the two embracing drunks and opened his mouth to start yelling. 
 
    Then, a great collective ‘Ooooooh!’ of delight rose and spread, until it engulfed the entire street and everyone on it. The landlord’s furious bellows were drowned by the sound of hundreds of throats all emitting the same sound of delighted awe. It was the same voice that people adopt when they are gathered into a large enough group and fireworks are let off.  
 
    I turned around and added my voice to the reverential chorus, as the music from all the different sources died. 
 
    The dragon lanterns were all aglow now, burning with fluttering flames of yellow, green, blue, pink, and purple. How they had been bewitched I had no idea, but even as I looked at them, I noticed that some of them were moving. 
 
    And not with the wind. 
 
    The lanterns began to break themselves free of the strings on which they were strung. They stretched papery wings, shook their long papery necks, and clambered up to stand on the strings from which they had so recently hung. The way that they moved, it looked like they should have been weighing the string down. Of course, though, they still weighed next to nothing. 
 
    “Damn, but this world just keeps on surprising you, doesn’t it?” I breathed to myself. 
 
    With a great rustling sigh, all of the dragon lanterns took suddenly to the air. It was a multicolored spectacle the likes of which I had never seen before, like a meteor shower in reverse. The flock of lanterns lifted into the air and drifted up, flapping, into the heavens. A few wolf-whistles rang out—as they can always be relied upon to do during such moments. 
 
    All in all though, the audience of thousands of troopers was quiet, stunned. Eyes were wide and reflected the many-hued light of the ascending paper dragon lanterns. Looking around, I spotted more than a few tear-streaked faces. 
 
    I thought it an interesting observation of intelligent life; that people could be surrounded by such miraculous magic all day every day, could walk the streets with all sorts of wondrous creatures, including dragons, and not bat an eyelid. Yet, with a bit of booze and some pretty, light-filled lanterns that any child could make, those same people—many of them hardened warriors—could be reduced to tears. 
 
    “Maybe,” Noctis’ voice echoed quietly in my head, “it is not the paper toys themselves that moves the humanoids so, perhaps it is the idea which their flight represents.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked. My brain was sloshing about contentedly in ale, like a pig wallowing in mud. 
 
    “New life,” Noctis said at once. “That is what the releasing of the lanterns signifies, or it did when I was young. New life. New dragons rising. They embody the idea that even in a world of violent destruction, still great things can be created.” 
 
    “Anyone ever told you that dragons are a modest and self-effacing bunch?” I asked, staring up at the dwindling specks of light as they flapped heavenward. 
 
    “No,” Noctis said flatly. 
 
    The lanterns rose higher and higher, until their colors became almost indistinguishable, and those that were white or yellow or gold blended in with the stars in the velvet background behind them. 
 
    Chatter started to rise once more, but then a voice that I recognized as belonging to none other than Bjorn, roared out of the crowd. 
 
    “The Empire rises!” 
 
    The call was taken up, first by a few, then by many and then by all. 
 
    “The Empire rises!” 
 
    “The Empire rises! The Empire rises!” 
 
    “Long live the Mystocean Empire!” 
 
    As if on cue, music started up from all quarters once more and the volume of the assembled soldiers rose to meet it. 
 
    Smiling dazedly to myself, I dropped my eyes back to the street, thinking that I might just treat myself to something hot and greasy from Old Sleazy. 
 
    My eyes landed on the shaved head of the bearmancer, Hana. 
 
    She was standing gazing up at the lanterns that were all but invisible now. Her large eyes glimmering, a slight frown creasing her brow. Her hands were bound in front of her, although the manacles were not made to be obvious. The sleeves of her voluminous cloak almost completely hid them from a casual glance. There was a dragonmancer, whom I recognized from my Arcane Practice class, standing behind her, clearly acting as a guard. 
 
    Acting on impulse, I strolled up behind her and touched the dragonmancer on the shoulder. 
 
    “Can I chat with this one for a bit?” I asked her. 
 
    The woman, black-haired and black-eyed, shrugged. “No skin off my nose, so long as you don’t free her.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks, stepped forward, and touched the elbow of the engrossed bearmancer. 
 
    Hana’s head snapped around, and her lip curled back from her teeth in a bestial snarl. When she saw who it was, she relaxed somewhat.  
 
    “You,” she said. 
 
    “Me,” I agreed. “Are you enjoying the festivities?” 
 
    Hana looked up at where the dragon-shaped lanterns had vanished into the night sky. “It was… a moving spectacle,” she said grudgingly. 
 
    “Nice of General Shiloh to let you out to see it,” I said. 
 
    The bearmancer snorted and held up her chained hands. “Oh yes,” she said. “Your general is quite the hostess.” 
 
    I snared two cups of inferno rum from a generous man carrying around a small barrel and offering much needed libations to the hammered crowd around him. I held one out to Hana. 
 
    “No, thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Come on,” I cajoled her. “Things aren’t as bad as you seem to think they are.” 
 
    “I’m a prisoner of war, no?” Hana asked, in that lovely rhythmic accent of hers.  
 
    “Well, yeah, on paper, I suppose you are, but General Shiloh is just making sure that you can be trusted not to do anything stupid. She won’t hold you in bonds like this forever.” 
 
    “You seem very sure,” Hana said. 
 
    I held the drink higher, and she finally accepted it. 
 
    “I am sure,” I said. “I’m sure that you can be trusted.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Hana asked me. 
 
    “I have had lots of practice judging books by their covers,” I said, sipping my cup of inferno rum. “And you do not strike me as a baddie.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do I strike you as, then?” the bearmancer asked, taking a tentative sip of her drink. 
 
    “You strike me as someone who doesn’t harp on about honor, you just live it,” I said simply. 
 
    Hana narrowed her eyes at me as she regarded me over the edge of her cup. Then she said, “You would not have bested me in unarmed combat, as you did in the temple, were it not for that abomination that is the Mystocean Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You’re a mancer too. You have the power of the creature you share your mind with, don’t you?” 
 
    “We do not go through a Transfusion Ceremony with the creatures with whom we bond,” she said, her voice colored with mild disgust. “We do not degrade them so.” 
 
    “You don’t share your bear’s blood?” I asked, genuinely surprised. 
 
    “No. Such a thing is a vile Mystocean custom,” Hana replied. 
 
    “So, if you haven’t shared blood with your bear, then you don’t have its strength or enhanced abilities, right?”  
 
    The bearmancer nodded briefly; a short, sharp nod. 
 
    “Do the Vetruscans not use a Transfusion Ceremony with their bears ever?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Hana said. She drained her cup and set it on a railing at her elbow. She swallowed slowly, looking hard at me. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, “you don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” I asked. 
 
    “You dragonmancers are actually the only mancers who make use of the bonding magic that you refer to as the Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    Hana gave me an almost pitiful stare. 
 
    “It is why the other civilizations who have mancers hold the dragonmancers of the Mystocean Empire in such low regard. Many think of them—of you—as being as bad as the Bloodletters, whom you revile so much.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, leaning in closer so that I could be heard over the noise of a brass band that was going hell for leather not too far away. 
 
    “Why do you think? For the way that you intermingle the blood of your sacred creatures, your dragons, with those who would use their powers. To go ahead with such a violent and invasive act on such sacred beasts…” The bearmancer shook her head. “The Mystoceans are, in the eyes of these other Empires, abominations.” 
 
    It was not nice being called an ‘abomination.’ I felt this even through the fog of the booze that held me tight in a warm, loving hand. It was a big, heavy, harsh word. Sat about as comfortably as a pair of steel wool boxers. 
 
    Before I could ask anything else, or get the bearmancer to educate me more on the feelings of those that lay outside the Empire’s borders, the Rank One dragonmancer guard stepped forward. 
 
    “Time’s up,” she said, placing an authoritative hand on the prisoner’s shoulder. “The General expressly instructed me that you could watch the lantern release but must be returned to your quarters immediately afterward.” 
 
    Hana gave me a last thoughtful look. “Thank you for the drink, Dragonmancer Noctis. It gives me heart.” 
 
    “The inferno rum?” I said. “Yeah, it’ll do that. Gives you the gods’ own hangover though too if you over do it.” 
 
    “No,” the bearmancer said, trying and failing to hide the grin that lit her features. “It gives me heart to talk to you. You said that you are an astute judge of character, but so too am I.” 
 
    The dragonmancer began to guide Hana away, with the firm and resolute hand of one who knows that once they get their prisoner back to her quarters, they can then go and get drunk with everyone else. 
 
    “And what do you judge me to be?” I called after her. 
 
    “Not like the rest,” came the soft reply. 
 
    I stood there, after Hana had been taken away, mulling things over. 
 
    But, not for long. 
 
    “Mike! I’m so glad that I ran into you!” 
 
    It was Elenari. 
 
    “Hey, Elenari,” I said, “it’s good to see you.” 
 
    I squinted at the elf and saw that she was in full battle dress. 
 
    “You look very… dangerous.” I peered at her more closely, and suspicion clouded my face. “And sober. What gives?” 
 
    Elenari beamed at me. “And you look the opposite,” she teased, pulling me down so that she could kiss me. 
 
    I lost myself in the kiss, allowing my mind to drift like a palm frond caught on a tide. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Elenari said, “you taste like a distillery.” 
 
    “That’s the taste of desire, m’lady,” I said with a crooked grin. “So, what really is the occasion for you being in full armor?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear?” Elenari asked me, a feverish exhilaration burning in her green eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, grabbing a tankard from a passing gnoll bearing a tray. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “General Shiloh gave me permission to be in the vanguard for three whole legions. We’re going into the Subterranean Realms to secure the ratfolk town, and then press on to explore further!” Elenari gushed. 
 
    “No shit!” I said. “Just you?” 
 
    “No, there are a few dragonmancers taking other legions too,” Elenari said, “but still… After so long having to hang back while the rest of you got to go into danger, this is exactly what I needed.” 
 
    I put a hand out and pulled the red-headed elf into a rough hug. Elenari laughed as I patted her head clumsily.  
 
    “I’m happy for you. You’ll be amazing. I’d follow your perfectly toned and highly capable ass into battle no questions asked. I’m sure the troops you lead will feel just the same.” 
 
    Elenari smiled up at me. “Thanks, Mike.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For having my back.” 
 
    I grinned roguishly. “It’s a hell of a back. And the front isn’t too bad either.” 
 
    Elenari slapped me on the chest. 
 
    “When do you leave?” I asked. 
 
    “Tonight,” Elenari said. “Hence the sobriety. Actually, I’m due to march out within the hour. I just wanted to say goodbye to you and Saya, and anyone else that I could find.” 
 
    I hugged her again. 
 
    “Well, good luck,” I said. “Not that you need it. You’re as capable as they come. Just ask that prick who robbed me when we first met.” 
 
    Elenari cupped my face with her hands and nodded. 
 
    “See you soon,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t forget to bring me back a present,” I quipped.  
 
    We kissed, long and hard, then Elenari grinned and disappeared into the crowd with a sexy little salute. 
 
    I wandered through the throng of men and women dancing and gyrating in the street, moving to the rhythm being laid down by a trio of drummers and one guy working hard on a horn. 
 
    There were some nutty individuals playing a game of Dragon Balls to the wild delight of a crowd of onlookers. This game involved a line of people rubbing a high potency alcohol through their hair. The first team member lit their head on fire and then passed the flame on to the next person’s head before dousing their own flaming dome with a mug of water. And on it went down the line in a highly incautious relay game. 
 
    A few of the more agile and sober soldiers had started a limbo line, and trooper after trooper was attempting to worm their way under a flaming rope. 
 
    I watched the line of drunken fighters try their luck at the rope, whistling and cheering along with the rest when some flexible soul who still had command of their center of gravity managed to make their way under it. 
 
    I was just applauding one prize jackass who had managed to hit himself in the forehead with the burning rope so that he was left with a neat red line across his head, when someone came up behind me and started pulling on my shirt sleeve. 
 
    “M-M-Mike!” Rupert gulped breathless. “Mike, you have t-t-to come quick!” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s Tamsin,” Rupert stuttered, as he tried to catch his breath, “she’s—” 
 
    “The dragonling?” I shot at him. 
 
    Rupert nodded, obviously not trusting his words. 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said. 
 
    Rupert and I ran back to the campsite that had been set aside especially for the Drako Academy dragonmancers. I left Rupert outside the tent that he indicated.  
 
    I walked into the tent to find Tamsin side on, lying on the ground on a pile of sheepskins and wolf hides. Having missed the births of Wayne and Garth, I had been braced to find a woman in the throes of extreme stress—birthing anything has been known to raise the pulse a little. I recalled the Seer telling me how dragon births were nothing like regular births, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I was about to see something that might forever change the way I viewed womanly parts. 
 
    Instead, I found Tamsin dressed in a shift, breathing quite normally, though rivulets of sweat ran down her body.  
 
    “You’re… just in… time, Earthling,” she hissed. Her yellow eyes narrowed as she bared sharp white teeth. 
 
    “Just in—?” I started to say. 
 
    Tamsin opened her legs and a shaft of pure, blazing light lit the tent. So bright was it, it looked like a car with its high beams on was driving right out of the hobgoblin’s— 
 
    I covered my eyes as the light flared even brighter. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I said, my drunken brain reeling under the onslaught of the brilliant light. 
 
    And then, it faded. 
 
    Purple blotches obscured my vision, and I blinked impatiently to clear them. When I could finally see again, I looked down and my breath caught. 
 
    Tamsin was sitting, black hair plastered to her sweating brow, cradling a tiny dragon in her arms. 
 
    The creature was the deep dark red of burned brick. 
 
    “Do you… have the crystal, Mike?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “Do I have the…?” 
 
    “The crystal,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Oh… Yeah.” Out from the pocket in which I had kept the blue Etherstone ever since I had taken it off Hana, I pulled out the crystal. The stone was the same blue as it had been when I had first laid eyes on it and still looked to be filled with tiny forks of flickering lightning. 
 
    “Do you think that he’ll be able to use it?” Tamsin asked. “Even so soon after being born?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I said. 
 
    I rested the crystal on the bare earth floor, away from the blankets Tamsin was lying on. Reaching out, I took the little red dragon from her arms. I gasped as I took him. He was hot to the touch. So hot that I almost couldn’t hold him. 
 
    He felt surprisingly insubstantial in my big hands. Almost like I was holding a leathery umbrella, all sharp bones and loose skin. I rubbed a finger down the beast’s spine, and he made a gurgling purring sound. 
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked Tamsin as I placed the little crooning dragon on the floor next to the Etherstone.  
 
    “Pan,” the hobgoblin said at once. Her eyes were shining with pride, and her red skin was beaded with perspiration. “It means ‘Formidable’ in my native tongue.” 
 
    “Well, if he’s anything like his mother,” I said. 
 
    The dragonling, Pan, seemed to have no qualms about roasting the Etherstone into liquid with a stream of bright red fire. It reminded me of a laser beam that would have been used to dissect James Bond by one of his villainous foes. 
 
    Pan liquified the crystal in a matter of seconds, looked curiously at me and Tamsin, and then got down to slurping it up off the dirt floor. In far less time than it had taken the enervated Wayne, Pan had siphoned up the dissolved Etherstone and curled up to await his transformation.  
 
    “Before he gets going, before he metamorphoses,” Tamsin said, “would you mind getting him the hell out of this tent. I’m not eager to have this tent blown away and me left with my ass out for the whole world to see.” 
 
    “But it’s such a great ass,” I said. 
 
    Tamsin threw a pillow at me and settled back into the furry hides she was reclining on. 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going,” I said. 
 
    I put Pan in the fringes of the wood that our little dragonmancer camp backed onto and left him to make his great change. While I waited, I went and sat on a fallen log not too far away.  
 
    The night was balmy, with a fresh breeze that stirred my hair and ran a cooling finger across my booze-flushed cheek. It was nice, simply sitting there and listening to the sounds of the night and the distant uproar of the festival in the street further off. I realized then, that I had not simply taken some time to be alone with my thoughts for a long time—too long.  
 
    A crunching of feet on the underbrush made me turn my head a fraction. 
 
    “Do you m-m-mind if I join you, Mike?” Rupert asked. 
 
    I patted the log next to me. “Pull up a pew, my man,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” the twitchy medic said. “I find myself in n-n-n-need of a little fresh air.” 
 
    “Well, this air is definitely fresher than the stuff available in the main camp,” I said. 
 
    We sat in companionable silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Occasionally, Rupert would give a little flurry of twitches or one of his sharper spasms that came when he was doing some serious thinking. 
 
    My lips had just parted to ask the highly intelligent medic what sort of dragon he believed Pan might turn into, when the trees around us were lit with a blue light of such fierceness that Rupert tumbled backward off the log with a squawk. 
 
    Lightning crackled through the edge of the wood, leaping from branch to branch, setting off a few little spot fires in the underbrush that quickly burned themselves out. A wind whipped up, and there was a sudden rush of cool air as the atmosphere in our immediate vicinity changed. If there had been a barometer present, it would have been going all over the place. 
 
    Pan emerged from the trees, moving on wide legs. He was the pure, lovely color of cobalt. As sleek and smooth and shiny as a bullet train. There were a pair of curling ram’s horns protruding from his head, dull silver in color. Two dark blue tusks jutted down from his upper jaw and past his lower one. His wings lightened from dark blue at the joints to sky blue at the tips. 
 
    He was, in short, a handsome and totally captivating creature. 
 
    I cocked my head to one side and looked up at the sky. Overhead, three black shapes wheeled. 
 
    “Go on,” I said aloud to Pan. “Go on and meet your brethren. I’ll explain it to your mother.” 
 
    Pan spread his wings, let out a shrieking cry of pure delight, and launched himself into the air. The trees around him bent backward, as the air pressure changed. Lighting crackled once more, forks of electricity running across the ground and leaving scorch marks on tree trunks.  
 
    “So, that would b-b-be a Tempest Dragon, then,” Rupert said in a small voice. 
 
    “A Tempest Dragon?” I asked. 
 
    Rupert nodded. “A dragon that can harness the power of the storm.” 
 
    High above, clouds gathered and obscured the proud, bright face of the moon. Within them, thunder rolled, and dragons roared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, I was the recipient of one of the world’s all-time great hangovers. Thankfully, the cure arrived with a visit from Old Sleazy, who came bearing a meaty sandwich dripping in melted cheese and with a side of perfectly fried onion rings. 
 
    From the quietness and the air of delicateness that pervaded the camp, I was far from alone in this respect. When I finally left my pallet to breathe the fresh air and pour myself a coffee, I saw men and women walking about with the feeble gait of people who felt like their heads were about to fall off. 
 
    The day ended up passing quite nicely, once everyone was sure that General Shiloh was not going to ask us to do anything. We stayed wrapped in our blankets, sat around the campfire, and got to know the newest member of our rapidly growing dragon family. 
 
    The day was overcast, and there was that heavy, brooding feeling that precedes a humdinger of a storm. I had no idea if Pan was responsible for this temperamental weather or if it was just the mountain’s usual capriciousness. 
 
    All the dragons had been released from their crystals by their respective dragonmancers, and they lounged around the campfire, snapping scraps from out of the air, and napping. Toward dusk, the dragons took to the air to go hunting, taking advantage of the downtime to build their strength and hone their killing skills. 
 
    I called it a night early. I must have imbibed more than my fair share because it took a lot of grog to take down a dragonmancer. It had been a while since I had been at the mercy of a case of the brown bottle flu of such severity, and I was quietly looking forward to waking up with a normal head on my shoulders the following day.  
 
    It felt like I had barely closed my eyes when I was being rudely roused from slumber. 
 
    “What the fu—” I grumbled. 
 
    “Get up, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh barked, heedless of the sleeping forms around me. “Get your shit together and meet me outside, now!” 
 
    A hurried minute later I was outside, my pants thankfully on the right way and my fingers knotting my sword belt. 
 
    “What’s going on, General?” I asked, trying to shake the sleep from my head and get my wits gathered. 
 
    General Shiloh had not struck me as a woman to mince words and she didn’t do so now. 
 
    “Elenari’s expedition party, along with the others that she was with, have been surrounded by an extensive force of kobolds, along with three wild dragons,” the General said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The word popped out from between my lips without any thought. 
 
    General Shiloh raised one dangerous eyebrow. 
 
    “Did I stutter, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she said, her voice taut with suppressed stress. 
 
    I looked at the bear-sized woman standing in front of me. Despite her implacable demeanor, I could tell that she was worried. 
 
    “This is serious,” I said. 
 
    “You bet your ass it’s serious,” the General said. “It’s about as serious as it could be. Those troopers and dragonmancers are well outside our patrol area. They’re in an unmapped, unscouted area of the Subterranean Realms. It’s about as serious as it gets, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    I nodded distractedly as I digested these words. 
 
    Then, I set my teeth and locked eyes with the General. 
 
    “I’m going to find her,” I said. “I’m going to bring her back. Going to help get those soldiers out of there.” 
 
    General Shiloh crossed her massive furred arms across her chest.  
 
    “You’re doing nothing of the kind, dragonmancer,” she said. “You’re far too valuable to be going on any sort of rescue mission. If anything, I’ll be sending you in the opposite direction. Back to the Drako Academy.” 
 
    I had been looking forward to getting back to Drakereach, returning to my studies, sleeping in my own bed. 
 
    It looked like all that was going to have to wait now. 
 
    “With all due respect, General,” I said, “fuck that. I’m going. And nothing short of the ending of the world is going to stop me.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     General Shiloh hadn’t climbed the ranks and made it to the pinnacle of the Mystocean armed forces by being a fool. She was as tough and intelligent and perspicacious an officer as any soldier or officer of rank could be. Not only that though, but she was reasonable too. She had not forgotten what it had been like to be young, full of vim and vigor, with a stubborn heart and a head full of ideals. She was well aware of the end game, of the master plan that the Empress Cyrene clearly had in mind for me, but she was not past remembering what it was like to care for one’s family, friends, and fellow soldiers.  
 
    I could only imagine what she might have accomplished, had she been born in another world and been able to pursue a career in American politics. 
 
    She surveyed my face for a full minute, while our two wills strove against one another, flashing and clashing in the air like almost visible fencing blades.  
 
    Then, with a slow steady sigh through her nose, she said, “Well, what the hell are you still doing standing in front of me, Dragonmancer?” 
 
    I straightened up. Something that might have been a smile had the circumstances not been so damn dire, but was more like a grimace, contorted my face. 
 
    “Just point me in the right direction, General,” I said. 
 
    General Shiloh looked like she was itching for a cup of her Hangman liquor. As it was, she crushed a half-smoldering log that had rolled out of our campfire under her heel. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear the rest of the tent rousing itself. Renji, Tamsin, Saya, and Penelope were chatting in low urgent voices. I could make out the sounds of buckles being fastened, clothes, and boots being hurriedly pulled on. 
 
    “The last communication from Elenari’s legion, and the legion that was being led by Antou, Bearer of Hulong, came from a messenger-drake only a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    “A couple of hours,” I said, “why didn’t anyone come and tell me?” 
 
    General Shiloh gave me a slightly cutting look and said tartly, “Because you’re a Rank One dragonmancer, and because the decision to send anyone anywhere resides with me and with me alone. I weighed up what we had to gain and what we had to lose as an Empire and decided that sending in an emergency team of capable dragonmancers was the right course of action.” 
 
    General Shiloh slapped at an insect that had landed on one of her beefy forearms. 
 
    “It was the second messenger-drake that convinced me that only the speed of a dragonmancer could hope to alleviate the peril that those in the Subterranean Realms find themselves in.” 
 
    “A second message came through?” I asked. I heard the tent flap get shoved roughly aside and the booted feet of three people come tramping toward where General Shiloh and I stood conversing. 
 
    The General nodded. Her eyes skipped over my shoulder, and something very much like pride shone briefly in them, with the speed of a fish flipping up from the depths of a lake only to vanish out of sight into the gloom once more. 
 
    “The first message simply said that Elenari, Antou, and their troopers had passed through the ratfolk township and moved further into the heart of the mountain. There was only one path to follow. They passed down a long passage, so the drake relayed, and found a lightly held fortress—mostly in ruins, but once strong and proud. The report is brief, but it mentions a small garrison of ratfolk and kobolds holding it. The two dragonmancers and their forces took the garrison.” 
 
    Renji stepped up from behind me and, without saying a word to interrupt the General, pressed something hard and warm into my palm. Looking down, I saw that it was another ring: a blue stone flecked with light blue veins held in silver. 
 
    The stone of Pan, Tempest Dragon, and my third son. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad, if they managed to defeat the force holding this ruined fortress,” I said, slipping the ring onto the ring finger of my right hand, next to where Wayne’s stone sat on my pinky finger. 
 
    The General snorted; a mirthless sound. 
 
    “No, that doesn’t,” she said. “However, shortly after taking the fortress and securing it, Elenari and Antou were attacked by a force issuing from yet another tunnel. A far larger force made up of kobolds, well supplied, well-armed, and well-organized.” 
 
    “An ambush?” I breathed. 
 
    The General jerked her head, which I took as a nod. 
 
    “The second messenger-drake though, is what concerned me most,” she said. “The poor little creature had been pierced with a crossbow bolt and expired shortly after relaying its communication. What it said though was this: ‘Three wild ones’...” 
 
    “Three wild ones…” I said. My eyes narrowed and, almost, I grabbed General Shiloh by the shoulder and shook her. 
 
    “You don’t mean three fucking wild dragons?” Tamsin blurted from behind me. “General,” she added. 
 
    Ignoring the lack of propriety, General Shiloh nodded again. 
 
    No one said anything, but there were looks exchanged that conveyed more than words could have done. Mostly, those looks said ‘Fuuuuuuck, did you see the fight that one of those things put up against two members of the Empress’ Twelve in Titan form?’ 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said, almost in answer to this unspoken question. “It doesn’t matter what is waiting for us. Elenari is down there. Antou, while I haven’t met her, is one of us too. That’s enough for me. Should be enough for all of us.” 
 
    Resolve hardened in the assembled dragonmancers standing around me. Jaws took on a stubborn cast. Hands crept to weapons. 
 
    I had not even acknowledged or taken notice of what time it was. Only now, as I regarded the brave and steadfast women standing around me, did I realize that the first light of dawn was being reflected in the armor they were hastily strapping on. 
 
    The eastern sky was washed with watery pink and mauve. The tips of the teeth of the mountains were beginning to flush with the light of day, but the fir trees covering their knees still stood like black spikes in the night that lingered on the lower slopes. A few early birds, clearly intent on getting to the worm early, were clearing their throats in the hedgerows were sending out a few tentative warblings. I could smell crushed lavender nearby. 
 
    Looked and smelled like it was going to be a beautiful day. Incongruously clement, what with the foul news we were all having to digest for breakfast.  
 
    “I admire your determination and bulldog spirit, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said approvingly. “It’s the sort of thing that can’t be taught to a dragonmancer, only learned. However, boldness and pertinacity alone cannot carry you all the way against such long odds.” 
 
    “Which is why we’ll be coming with you, Mike,” Ashrin said as she and Jazmyn stepped out of the shadows and into the flickering firelight. 
 
    I regarded the two dragonmancers, clad in their all-black armor, as I pulled on my own hauberk and fastened my greaves to my legs. There wasn’t anything I could say.  
 
    We were, all of us, dragonmancers, and that alone was enough to merit risking our necks to save those of our comrades. 
 
    I smiled a tight, grim smile. “Looks like it’s going to be a nice day, sure you’re happy to waste it going underground?” 
 
    Jazmyn shrugged. Her dark eyes were hidden in pools of shadow. 
 
    “Meh,” she said, with that brand of casual dryness that was unique to soldiers about to head out into mortal peril. “It’s probably going to rain later, and I’ve got nothing much else on.” 
 
    There was a little brittle laughter from the rest of the gathered dragonmancers at this. The kind of laughter that snaps off at the edges and leaves sharp, uncomfortable shards of silence in its wake. 
 
    Silently, Penelope handed me my gauntlets, and I fastened them to my forearms. 
 
    “Right then,” General Shiloh said, “now that that’s settled. All of you get the hell out of here and bring our girls and their troopers home. There’ll be no time for your squads to follow, so you’ll be on your own. Get in, get out, and stay alive. That’s what the mission objective is today: preserving the life of your compatriots. Might sound easy, what with your capabilities, but it’s just when the easy route opens up that life can prove to be the most vengeful.” 
 
    “If it’s survival of the fittest, General, then there are none fitter,” Penelope said, her shy voice quavering more because she was stepping forward to be the center of attention, rather than because she was scared. 
 
    General Shiloh grimaced. “I don’t think it’s going to be a case of survival of the fittest today, dragonmancer,” she said in a low and thoughtful voice. “More likely it’s going to be a case of survival of the smartest, and the most heavily armed. Now, go!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The seven of us—Penelope, Saya, Tamsin, Renji, Jazmyn, Ashrin and myself—raced on dragonback back into the bowels of the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    Our dragons, inculcated with the same urgency that drove us, ran like a pack of tireless greyhounds. We flashed through the heart of the sleepy encampment like ghosts. The dragons made little more noise than the odd rustle of a leathery wing or the thud of a footfall in the dirt of the road. They leapt through the dawn air, gliding in places and flying where the rickety buildings allowed. Within a couple of minutes, we were at the entrance to the Galipolas Mountain mines, and then we had passed through. 
 
    I led the way on the back of Pan. Now that I had four dragons at my disposal, I was responsible for ensuring they all got a fair share of whatever action presented itself. Noctis, being as old, wise and cunning as he was, did not need so much practice as the others did, but the rest needed to gain equal experience.  
 
    Pan was, as far as I could gather, faster and more fleet of foot than Noctis, Garth, or Wayne. Even running, with me on his back, the Tempest Dragon moved as fluidly as a shadow. He bounded over obstacles with ease, snapping his wings open for an instant to carry us over things that he might not have cleared without them. 
 
    Seven dragonmancers ran along in silence, the size of our dragon steeds forcing us to stay in a single line once we had entered the tunnels of the Subterranean Realms. The torches were still lit down here, where soldiers of the Empire kept a constant vigil. More than once, one of the braziers was blown clean out by the wind produced by the passage of seven dragons blasting past. 
 
    “You’re worried that we won’t succeed, father,” Pan said, after we had been traveling for almost two hours. 
 
    My son’s voice was as cool and mellowing as summer rain in my head. He spoke with the open, unbashful manner of a child to their parent. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that I am worried, per se,” I said. “More like I’m dwelling on what might happen if we don’t succeed.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t do that,” said Pan.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I said as we continued pounding down the tunnel, toward the chamber in which we had fought with the ratfolk and put them all so decisively to the sword. “But knowing that does not make doing it any easier. It’s a little like trying not to think of a red elephant wearing a top hat when someone says that, whatever you do, you must not think of a bright red elephant in a top hat.” 
 
    “That is hard,” Pan said. Although he had been running for almost two hours straight, there was nothing in the voice that echoed through my head that hinted that he was at all tired. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “it is.” 
 
    “From what little I have learned from Noctis and my brothers,” Pan said, “dragons are quite different to people. It sounds like, a lot of the time at least, humanoids see success as this thing that can be attained. Something tangible that can be hoarded almost like gold.” 
 
    “And dragons don’t?” I asked. 
 
    Somewhere, in a private room at the back of my mind, I thought I caught a sense of Noctis chuckling ruefully to himself. 
 
    “Dragons measure success only by longevity of life, I think,” Pan said. “An easy way to measure a thing. And this means that to be successful, all a dragon has to do is plow through and fight their way through any potential failure that might come into their path.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “That sounds nice and simple. To live is to succeed. To die is to fail. I’m not sure if that’s the way it works with us humans, because you have to remember that I am not a dragon.” 
 
    I was aware of Pan’s mental shrug, as indifferent and bored as any teenager that I had ever met. 
 
    “You may not be a dragon,” he said, “but you’re not just a man either, Father.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he had added a resounding ‘Duuuh,’ to the end of his sentence.  
 
    “You might be onto something there,” I said grudgingly. “You’re pretty switched on for an entity that is only a few days old.” 
 
    It was Pan’s turn to laugh at that. 
 
    “My body might only be a few days old,” he said as he launched himself so fast down the passage that he actually sprang onto the wall before bounding onward. “But I share the mind of Noctis. He has taught me much that is known only to dragons. He is a smart one. And almost as ancient as this world. Which is to say, very, very old.” 
 
    I snorted. He might have Noctis’s knowledge, but he had my sense of humor. 
 
    “Don’t fear, Father,” Pan said. “You need to open up that mind of yours and embrace the dragon mentality. You’ll be happy that way, I think.” 
 
    “And what mentality is that, smart-ass?” I asked. 
 
    “To know that to truly succeed is to get what you want—more life,” Garth suddenly butted in. 
 
    “While happiness is to want what you get—more life,” Wayne chimed in. 
 
    “Thanks for the advice, kids,” I said, with a mental eyeroll. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “We know you will,” Pan said. 
 
    “If you don’t, we’ll remind you,” Noctis said, putting in his ten cent’s worth. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, hunkering down lower on Pan’s smooth neck as the passageway narrowed. 
 
    It seemed long ago that it had just been me and my own thoughts in my head.  
 
    It took us a little over three hours to reach the chamber in which the battle with the ratfolk had taken place. The cavern was empty of bodies now, though there was still a faint metallic smell in the air that hinted at blood, as well as dark brown stains across the dry dirt floor. The corpses had all been hauled to the surface by the highly efficient wagon teams and burned on the mass fires outside of Dodge City. 
 
    We halted briefly here to stretch and eat a morsel of food. None of us really knew what we were going to be facing once we cleared the ratfolk township and entered the tunnel beyond. We were heading out beyond the Mystocean Empire’s frontier, into the unknown, and I figured it best to take on a little food and check our gear. 
 
    This had been met with an impressed approval by Jazmyn and Ashrin. I was sure that it might have looked, to them, like a relatively inexperienced Rank One dragonmancer was showing some hard-earned wisdom.  
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I had learned these things through watching movies like Kingdom of Heaven, and reading The Art of War and The Prince. 
 
    After we had stopped for our brief rest and a final weapon check, we hurried onward. 
 
    That final stretch of tunnel that led down to the ratfolk’s township flashed by us. Before I knew it, Pan and I had burst out into the open air of the gigantic cavern. 
 
    “Take to the air,” I instructed. “We’ll reconvene on the roof of the temple and make sure that the coast is clear.” 
 
    Pan launched himself upward, as silently as an owl taking off. The more time I spent with the Tempest Dragon, the more I came to believe that he really was stealthier than his two brothers.  
 
    “It is one of the many powers and benefits given him by the type of Etherstone that you used to bring him to maturity,” Noctis told me as Pan flapped his way soundlessly upward, heading for the monolithic temple in which the ratfolk had foolishly sought to contain the wild dragon. “Obviously, this stone contained the essence of a storm, which is why Pan became a Tempest Dragon.” 
 
    “Why would that mean that he can move so silently, though?” I asked as Pan, and the six other dragons following her, banked left and slowed as they approached the temple. “A thunderstorm isn’t known for its stealth. Quite the opposite in fact.” 
 
    “You are too narrow in your thinking, Mike,” Noctis said, with his usual devastating honesty. “Do you ever hear a storm building? More often you smell the rain, or feel the freshening wind, just before it strikes. Tell the seamen that suddenly find the head of the storm rising over them that it is a noisy thing. Storms make the gods’ own noise when they strike but, more often than not, they come and go with very little fuss.” 
 
    He was right, as usual, but we alighted on the great flat expanse of the temple roof and had to stop our chat. 
 
    I slid down from Pan’s smooth back and stepped onto the roof. While the dragons lay flat so as to minimize the outline they showed against the rock wall, I crawled with the rest of the dragonmancers over to the edge of the roof. Together, we scanned the previously unsurveyed far side of the enormous cave. 
 
    “I see sentries,” Saya said, almost immediately. “Over on the western—no that would be the southern side, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Ashrin made a soft noise of concurrence in her throat. 
 
    “I see them too,” Jazmyn said. “Not many. They look like they’ve just been stationed as a rearguard. A screen of skirmishers to watch the ratfolk township and make sure that no other Empire forces appear without warning.” 
 
    “Are they ratfolk or kobolds?” Renji asked in her slow, thoughtful voice. 
 
    “Look like kobolds to me,” Ashrin said. “The way they move, the way they slink, but we’re too far away to be certain.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what they are,” I said. “We have to take them down. I want to preserve our secrecy for as long as we can. How many of them can everyone make out?” 
 
    After some careful individual scanning, we concluded that there were an even dozen of the scouts. They were strung along in a line on the far side of the township, beyond which we could make out a large, lone tunnel that we guessed was where Elenari, Antou and their soldiers had gone down. 
 
    “Right, we take out those scouts as quick and clean as hawks taking out rabbits, then we make our way quietly into the tunnel beyond,” I said, backing slowly away from the edge of the roof in a prone position. “Once we’re through there, we reconvene and assess what to do next. Sound good? Any objections?” 
 
    No one said anything. Jazmyn and Ashrin, who I was looking to for guidance in this situation more than any of the other women, seconded my plan with a nod. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Everyone takes out two scouts bar me. I’m going to take down the last one and head straight through to the tunnel ahead of you guys. If there’s anything particularly shitty waiting for us down there, I’ll turn back and warn you. Otherwise, head through behind me and keep an eye out. I’ll signal you from a vantage point.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We remounted our dragons and dropped from the back side of the temple with all the fuss of seven leaves falling from a tree. Flying low over the tops of the ratfolk’s crude dwellings, we cut through the wider streets when we could, heading for where we knew the scouts to be. When we were only seconds away, I made a hand motion above my head, ordering the formation of dragonriders to break and take out their targets. 
 
    Pan cut hard right, ripping past the edge of a building by such a small margin that I heard his claws scrape the stonework. Then, he popped up over the edge of a two-story hovel, and I sighted my target: the lookout on the far right of the line of scouts. 
 
    The creature was most assuredly not one of the ratfolk, and so I assumed it must be a kobold. It was reptilian in appearance, with a long, high forehead that curved backward and turned into a blunt horn above the back of its neck. Its hands were like those of the gnolls, in the way that they were three-fingered. These fingers though, were not stumpy. They were long and dexterous looking, tipped with claws the color of dull iron. 
 
    The kobold stood man-tall and was completely bereft of anything that resembled armor, which I imagined was because its skin looked about as tough as that of a crocodile’s. Its muscles were well defined and laid out in slabs on its athletic frame. No boots covered its clawed feet. In fact, the only item of clothing that it wore was a tattered loincloth tied about its waist. A tail that would not have been out of place on a velociraptor stuck out behind it. 
 
    The creature was holding a bow of horn in one hand and had a bugle of sorts slung over one shoulder. As Pan and I popped up into view, traveling at what must have been close to fifty miles per hour, the kobold’s wicked yellow eyes widened in shock. The vertical black pupils contracted, and it let out a gargled little cry. 
 
    My Chaos Spear—Noctis’ magic made all too real—was in my hand and ready. As soon as I had a clear shot at the sentry, I let fly from Pan’s back, standing so that I could get every ounce of muscle behind the throw. 
 
    The spear went through the middle of the scout’s muscular chest like a cauterizing lance through a boil. The kobold didn’t get anywhere near the bugle that it attempted to raise to its lips. The spear passed clean through my foe and struck the roof behind it, burying itself a foot into the solid stone. 
 
    The kobold opened a mouth full of sharp yellow teeth, but all that came out was a glutinous stream of green blood. It staggered forward a couple of steps, pawing weakly at the air, and then fell off the side of the building that it had been standing on and landed in the street below with a dull thud. 
 
    Pan and I were already gone before the kobold had hit the deck. Judging by the complete lack of an outcry behind me, I imagined that the other kobold scouts had been taken just as acutely by surprise as the one that I had killed. 
 
    Pan and I sped onward, making a beeline straight for the tunnel entrance. As it loomed up ahead of us, I saw that it was a far bigger tunnel, both in girth and height, to the one that the wild dragon had forced its way up less than a week ago. This underground passage looked far more like it had been built with the intention to move many people or goods through it simultaneously. It was easily wide enough for ten humans to walk abreast, and more than high enough for Pan to fly through without difficulty. 
 
    The enormous chamber and the ratfolk’s township had been lit by strange bioluminescent worms that moved their glacially slow way across the roof. This tunnel, however, was illuminated by torches hanging from brackets hammered into the rock walls. 
 
    After the gloom of the previous chamber, the roomy tunnel was comparatively ablaze with light. Deciding that speed was better than caution here, Pan rocketed down the tunnel like a bolt of lightning, his wings humming under the strain, little blue fingers of electricity dancing down his flanks and across his wing membrane. 
 
    I chanced a glance over my shoulder but could not see any of the others just then. I imagined that they had probably been held up only slightly by the extra guards that they had to dispatch and would be along any time. 
 
    I didn’t like their chances of gaining on Pan though. The youngest and least inexperienced member of my growing clan was moving quick enough to catch up with tomorrow.  
 
    The well-carved passage was about a mile and a half long, yet we saw only a single pair of guards when we were halfway down its length. These two scouts were armed with the same bow and bugle combination of the others back in the main cavern. It looked as if the kobolds were only a little better at military strategy than the ratfolk. Evidently, in the case of an emergency, at least one of the scouts behind us was meant to have produced a horn call. Presumably, that blast on the bugle would have echoed and reverberated its way down here to be picked up and passed along by one of these two guards. It was simple, and might have been effective had it been your run-of-the-mill soldiery attempting to sneak up on the rear of the kobold line.  
 
    Clearly, the lizard folk had been putting a lot of faith on that initial string of sentries to get their warning out. Obviously, they had not reckoned they would be attacked by enemies that could move at the speed of a cheetah shot up with adrenaline. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Pan and I soaring through the tunnel must have looked like to the two kobold guards. Needless to say, they did not recognize us as a threat until it was far too late. One kobold managed to touch bugle to its lips this time, but in the next instance, Pan was on them and visited them with a violence that was faster and more deadly than a knife fight in a telephone booth. 
 
    Both kobolds dropped in twin sprays of green blood as the Tempest Dragon lashed out with his unforgiving talons. Within mere moments, Pan and I were through the end of the tunnel and out into the huge void that opened up beyond us. 
 
    To call the space that we emerged out into a cavern or an underground cave would have been like calling the Himalayas a bunch of hills.  
 
    It was fucking enormous. Stupendously vast and titanic. 
 
    Pan exited the tunnel mouth and, showing a great deal of savvy for a dragon who had never been on an expedition of this nature, instantly banked upward and flew up into the shadows. 
 
    The roof of the mammoth space was so far above us that it would have taken a minute of solid flapping to reach it, so Pan simply settled onto a craggy outcrop and lost himself in the deep gloom. 
 
    A few seconds later, the rest of the dragonmancers shot out into space below us and Pan let out a low hiss. It must have been a shriek or call that was only just discernible to my ears, but it turned the six dragons in mid-air, as quickly as if they had been hooked on invisible fishing lines. In an instant, my companions had located Pan and me, and came to roost on the same wide ledge on which we were settled. 
 
    Dragonmancers sat astride dragons and looked out, agog, at the sight that spread itself before our eyes. 
 
    From where the seven of us were perched, the vast cavern spread out below us, almost as if we were sitting at the lip of some giant gully or bowl. The tunnel entrance through which we had come turned into a wide road that led down, through a series of severe switchback turns, to the floor of the cavern. This well-engineered and well-tended road struck out as straight as an arrow from our side of the cavern to the opposite side—some two or three miles distant from us.  
 
    “Well string me up and bugger me with a poleaxe,” Jazmyn breathed in a hoarse whisper. “Me and Ashrin have seen a bit of shit in our time, but I don’t think we have seen anything as fuckin’ insane as that.” 
 
    The rest of us did not say a word. It seemed pointless.  
 
    Across the underground tableland, which was bereft of any feature bigger than a car-sized boulder, on the further side, was a fortress. It was a great, crumbling, cinematic ruin of a stronghold. Disintegrating towers had half fallen down and now stared out at the surrounding plains with empty windows. Stone walls leaned outward ever so slightly so that scaling them was an impossible task. Mammoth gates looked like they had fused into one giant block of iron-bound wood. 
 
    If I had clapped eyes on the sight on Earth, I would have thought it a movie set. Here, in the Subterranean Realms, the abandoned bastion could not have looked more real or solid if it had been carved out of the bones of Galipolas Mountain itself. The fortress was walled on three sides, but the rearward wall was just the wall of the cavern itself. 
 
    The black, stone burg would have been captivating enough, but it was what was happening outside the broken-topped walls that really riveted the attention. 
 
    Kobolds. 
 
    Thousands of kobolds. 
 
    They milled around the base of the breastwork like ants around the bottom of a picnic basket. Thankfully, unlike ants, it did not look like the kobolds were much good at climbing. 
 
    Great bonfires lit the plain and the activity taking place on it. Overhead, across a ceiling that was lost in murk and mountain shadows, the great weird bioluminescent worms crawled and cast their otherworldly light down on combatants. 
 
    For combatants they most certainly were.  
 
    At the top of the walls, just discernible from this distance, was the glint of metal; a pencil-thin line of glittering steel that might have signified the positioning of a few hundred helmeted, spear-wielding Imperial troops. 
 
    “There they are,” I said. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    I imagined I could hear the withering flurry of arrows being exchanged. The screaming of dying men. The bellowed orders of Elenari and Antou. The clash and ring of metal on metal. The thud of swords on shields. 
 
    “That’s where Elenari is,” I said. “Right there. In the damn thick of it.” 
 
    Even with our dragon-enhanced sight, we were too far away to make out individual details, but I could easily imagine the lizard-men throwing themselves at the impregnable walls, heedless of the casualties that they racked up, as they desperately tried to get their clawed hands on the Imperial troops that had been so neatly lured in and trapped. 
 
    “How the hell do you think this happened? How the hell did our warriors get suckered into this, against a bunch of kobolds?” Tamsin asked, spitting off the edge of our lofty perch, in the manner of one who did not relish the even sound of the word ‘kobold.’  
 
    “I can hazard a guess, I reckon,” I said. “Looks like they marched down here, met no opposition in the ratfolk township, and carried on through the tunnel. They probably made it all the way down the road. Probably found some token opposition at the ruined castle there. They would have fought the kobolds or ratfolk or whatever, of course, and they would have won.” 
 
    Ashrin had been nodding away at my explanation as I talked. When I got to this point of my guessing, she let out a little laugh. “Yeah, they would have won that fight, and the doors of this trap would have snapped shut behind them.” 
 
    “But why the fuck would the kobolds want to let them take the ruins before they closed the ambush?” Saya said heatedly. “Makes no tactical sense that I can see.” 
 
    Penelope cleared her throat politely. Despite being on a level with every other Rank One dragonmancer at the Drako Academy, I always got the impression that Penelope thought of herself, for some reason, to be less worthy to speak than some of the more forthright dragonmancers. This annoyed me, because she was in possession of one of the more brilliant intellects in the whole damned place, and could fight like a hellcat when required. 
 
    “I think that it was, in fact, tactically sound,” the Knowledge Sprite said. 
 
    “How so?” Saya asked. I could see that the Amazonian blonde was getting fired up and was eager to get down there and start canceling a few kobold birth certificates. 
 
    “They allowed our legions to take the fortress, yes,” Penelope said patiently, “but, in the process, they also painted themselves into a corner.” 
 
    “The kobolds probably think that the Empire has sent as many troops as they can presently,” Jazmyn said. “Now that they have Elenari, Antou, and all of our soldiers penned up, they’re probably not too fuckin’ bothered about biding their time and wearing them down. They have the numbers to lose ten times the amount of fighters that Elenari and Antou can and not rue it.” 
 
    Renji made a deep affirmative sound. “I think you’re right. What is more, they have those to help them.” 
 
    It was obvious what she meant by ‘those’ for, at that moment, there was a shrieking, snarling chorus of roars and three wild dragons flapped out onto the plain from where they had been lurking in the shadows cast by a hill of rubble and boulders of the mighty skeletal ruin. The trio were made up of one gold, one silver, and one black dragon. The black was by far the largest, and for a moment, I thought that it must surely be another Onyx. 
 
    “No,” Noctis said. “It lacks my scale-sheen. It is more matte, can you not see?” 
 
    “I don’t have your eyes, not all of their power at any rate,” I said. “What kind do you think it is then?” 
 
    “It is an Opal Dragon, I believe,” Noctis ventured, in his deep, rolling croon. “Though it has been many a long age since I have laid eyes upon a dragon of that kind. I might be wrong. If it is, then I recommend not taking it lightly. The Opals were a vulpine and duplicitous breed.” 
 
    The golden dragon was the smallest of the trio in build, but it looked to be the quickest. It moved in the short, sharp bursts of a gecko or skink. The silver creature lumbered along with a strange rolling gate that made me think it was more at home in the air than on the ground. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I watched the three mighty beasts tramp toward the back of the kobold lines. 
 
    “It looks like the wild dragons are giving the kobolds the orders,” Renji said thoughtfully. 
 
    Saya barked a laugh that was almost a snarl. “That’s where worshipping and idolizing, rather than building relationships of mutual respect, gets you. The fucking kobolds probably wanted to make their gods happy by luring in a nice snack in the form of our soldiers.” 
 
    “I think that’s probably what it boils down to, yes, Saya,” Penelope said. 
 
    “So, now the dumb shits are caught between a rock and a hard place, right?” I said, shaking my head. “If they fight and lose against Elenari and her soldiers, then they die. If they fight and things look like they’re going badly and they try to run, I bet those three dragons will just turn on them and eat them as the easier option.” 
 
    “My people have always said that if you dance with demons, then you should prepare to have your toes trodden on,” Saya muttered, grinding her teeth audibly. 
 
    “Can we stop talking and get down there and help?” Tamsin hissed. 
 
    “We’re not just going to go in there with our heads down and horns on show and hope for the fuckin’ best,” Jazmyn said sternly. “That isn’t the way that dragonmancers conduct their affairs. That’s not what makes us elite.” 
 
    “Jaz is right,” said Ashrin. “We’ll move in closer and assess just how we can turn the tide. The ratfolk might be dumb enough that nine times out of ten they could throw themselves to the floor and miss, but not so the kobolds.”  
 
    “And these kobolds are guided by dragons,” Jazmyn added.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The seven of us dropped down from the perch that our dragons had taken and flew through the intervening airspace that divided us from the kobold army. We stayed high and silent, and our dragons made sure to flap their wings as little as possible. 
 
    Luckily, the numerous massive, smoking bonfires of the kobolds, fueled by some sort of peat in the place of wood, supplied all the updrafts and convection currents that such skilled flyers could ever need. The smoke also gave us cover, although it also limited our visibility. 
 
    I led the way and dropped Pan to land in the very pile of huge boulders that the wild dragons had recently vacated. The enemy dragons, and the kobolds they drove on like cattle before them, did not notice us land only a few hundred yards to their rear. 
 
    “Shit, look at them go,” Jazmyn said, her eyes wide with awe as she watched the silver and gold dragon take to the air. 
 
    The pair of glittering beasts, shining in the smoky light cast by the bonfires, flapped up into the air and headed for the defenders on the wall. 
 
    Now that we were closer, I could make out individual helmet-covered heads up on the wall. As the dragons neared, the defenders turned to face them, and a hail of longbow shafts leaped up to meet them. From our vantage point, they seemed little more than matchsticks rising to meet the mythical gold and silver killing machines. However, having spent as much time on the archery range as we had, my fellow dragonmancers and I were well aware of just how deadly dangerous Imperial yew longbows could be. 
 
    The bows had a draw weight of one hundred pounds and could shoot a bodkin point arrow up to three hundred and fifty yards. Once an arrow had completed this impressive journey, it struck its target with enough energy to punch through mail, armor, and, if they struck the right spot between scales, dragonhide. 
 
    They were dangerous weapons in the right hands. Our preceptors had gone to great lengths to drill into us just how dangerous they were to both dragonmancer and dragon. Many great dragonriders, it had been said, had been thrown from their dragons by a single lucky shaft. It was commonly believed that an arrowstorm was one of the greatest dangers that faced any dragonmancer. 
 
    The flurry of shafts arched into the air. With twin roars of fury, the gold and silver dragon swooped away out of the path of the arrows. 
 
    “Proud and dangerous,” Garth said, within my head. “But not fucking stupid, hey Dad?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” I agreed. 
 
    The wild dragons flew around, coming at the wall again. Once more, arrows leapt skyward, and the dragons banked away. This time, the golden beast let loose a jet of terribly beautiful fire that splashed up the ruined wall like gnawing, burning paint. 
 
    I expected the wall to simply crumble where the dragonfire made contact but, miraculously, the fire splashed and ran off it like water off a duck’s back. 
 
    “What the…?” Renji gasped. 
 
    “Goodness me!” Penelope squeaked, her love for all that was new and interesting eclipsing her caution so that I had to pull her back down into the cover of the shadows.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked the wide-eyed Knowledge Sprite. 
 
    Penelope’s skin was flushed a darker blue in her excitement. 
 
    “It looks like the stone with which that fortress was constructed is impervious to dragonfire!” she hissed excitedly, patting her pockets for a fragment of parchment or a notebook, I had no doubt. “I have heard of such things, heard theories for the kinds of spells that were said to be able to do such things, but never seen evidence of them!” 
 
    “How can that old-ass building deflect dragonfire and yet still be close to falling down?” Saya asked, her bright blue eyes glued on the action taking place before us. 
 
    Penelope shrugged. “If I had to postulate, I would say that it is simply that things might well be protected from all sorts of degradation, but nothing can be effectively protected from the ravages of time. It is the great winner.” 
 
    The golden dragon swept away to land, thwarted for the time being by the defenders, although I did see a couple of sad little burning figures plummet from the top of the wall where they had been caught by a splash of the beast’s flames. 
 
    The silver dragon turned a back somersault in the air and headed toward a stretch of wall that was less well manned than the section that had been attacked at first. 
 
    “Oh gods,” Renji muttered to herself. 
 
    A few desultory arrows shot out to meet the oncoming threat, but the silver dragon was a fantastic flyer and corkscrewed out of danger, so that the arrows deflected off its spinning flanks. It opened its mouth to let loose a torrent of deadly fire. 
 
    Gharmon, Elenari’s Emerald Dragon, appeared out of nowhere, shooting unexpectedly up from the edges of the wall and flew out to meet the silver. 
 
    “Elenari!” I said to nobody in particular. 
 
    I could see the elf’s red head, sitting in between Gharmon’s wing joints. 
 
    The two dragons met each other in mid-air, above the screeching hordes of the kobolds, and each beast let loose a burst of fire. Mercurial silver fire met a frosty blast of cold air. The torrents of dragonfire fought against each other, like two opposing laser beams. The dragons circled and maneuvered, each striving to force the other dragon’s flame back down its owner’s throat. 
 
    More arrows leapt up and rattled along the silver’s side. With the silver dragon being totally distracted by Elenari and Gharmon’s attack, it could spare no thought for dodging the unforgiving projectiles. I saw two shafts hit the great silver wings and pierce them. 
 
    The silver flinched, and Gharmon’s frosty breath raked it across its shoulder. 
 
    There was a hiss of steam, and a rending bellow of pain. The silver dragon dropped and sped away from the walls. Glittering scales fell like rain onto the kobolds below. 
 
    A ragged cheer went up from the defenders on the wall, as Elenari turned Gharmon back to safety and disappeared again behind the curtain of stone. 
 
    I let out the breath that I had not realized I had been holding. I punched a fist into my palm and only just resisted crowing Elenari’s name in triumph. 
 
    “We’re going to take these damned dragons,” I said vehemently. “And their fucking pet kobolds!”  
 
    “I hope those lizardy kobold shits have given their hearts to whatever dragons or gods it is that they worship,” Saya growled, “because their asses are mine.” 
 
    During the exchange of dragonfire, I had noticed Ashrin and Jazmyn minutely scoping out the battlefield. The two members of the Twelve were crouched next to one another and muttering into one another’s ears. Keeping as low as I could, I scooted over next to them, leaving Penelope scribbling feverishly away with a bit of charcoal in a notebook she had obtained from somewhere in her blue robes. 
 
    “What do your expert eyes see?” I asked the two women, without preamble. 
 
    “A fuckin’ mess,” Jazmyn said grimly. 
 
    Ashrin sighed. “Battle always looks like a shitfight turned up to eleven,” she said. “All of us know that. Any commander who tries and tells you that there’s ever some sort of order to it once the killing starts is lying like a dog with no legs. What we have down here though, looks messy. Real messy.” 
 
    I scanned the gathered mass of kobolds pressing forward, sandwiched between the wall in front and the wild dragons behind. Near the back of the army of lizard-men, I could see scaling ladders being pushed through the ranks. 
 
    “So, the walls can’t be breached by dragonfire,” I said. “That’s something, but as soon as those scaling ladders start finding purchase, Elenari’s troops are going to last all of ten minutes. The attackers have the numbers. Once they start scaling the walls, our soldiers will have to divide their time, and their own numbers, between the dragons in the air and the kobolds coming up from below. Even with Elenari and Antou, their chances aren’t great.” 
 
    Jazmyn nodded. “You’re right, Mike.” 
 
    I scanned the battlefield. Time had been a luxury that we hadn’t been able to afford lately. Here we were again, in another tight corner, and with the clock ticking down on a decision that we had to make. 
 
    “What to do? What to do?” I muttered to myself, casting my gaze around for inspiration. “How do we thin these kobold numbers? How do we gain a little respite?”  
 
    “If you want to feast upon your enemy’s heart, then you first have to understand it,” Noctis said coldly, his deep and ancient voice bubbling up from where it lurked in the back of my head. “Warriors are often prone to make things more complex than they need to be, Mike.” 
 
    “You got a little nugget of wisdom you’d like to toss my way?” I asked. 
 
    “Simplify things,” Noctis said. “We need to win this battle, to save the soldiers on the walls. Those dragons drive those small lizard folk before them like clouds before a squall. Kill the dragons, and the kobolds will falter and flee most likely. I can smell their fear, even through your dulled senses.” 
 
    “You sure know how to spare a guy’s feelings,” I quipped drily.  
 
    Noctis chuckled, but without humor. “You and I are one, Mike,” he said, the bona fide sincerity in his words etching them onto the inside of my chest. “I am willing to sacrifice some of your feelings if it means that you survive this ordeal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my sarcastic levity dissipating somewhat under those heartfelt words. “Yeah, I guess that’s a fair trade. So, the key lies in defeating the dragons. Fine.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to Ashrin and Jazmyn. We had not made any decisions about who was the leader of this rescue mission, but I could tell by the look in their eyes that they knew I would take no orders that conflicted with my main goal.  
 
    Saving Elenari. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “after some wise and rather coldblooded consultation, I think the key here is taking out those dragons. Break them, drive them off, or kill them, then the kobolds can be mopped up afterward.” 
 
    Penelope, Renji, Tamsin, and Saya had gathered over to where I was speaking with the two more experienced dragonmancers. The four women listened intently. 
 
    “Obviously, I think it’s going to be to our advantage if you two, Ash and Jaz,” and I nodded at the two qualified dragonmancers, “take on your Titan forms. That’ll distract the kobolds and give the wild dragons something to think about too.” 
 
    Ashrin and Jazmyn turned to one another and nodded. 
 
    “If we can take the dragons by surprise,” Ash said, “Jaz and I should be able to eliminate the Sun Dragon fairly easily.” 
 
    “Sun Dragon?” Renji asked.  
 
    “I thought that’s what breed the golden dragon was,” Penelope said, tucking her notebook back into the folds of her robe. “But the fact that it was down here in the Subterranean Realms made me doubt the evidence of my own eyes.” 
 
    “They’re a fairly common variety up in the mountains,” Ashrin said. “They actually take nourishment from the sunlight. That’s why this one is quite undersized, I imagine.” 
 
    “I agree,” Penelope said, and there was a trace of sadness in her voice. “It must have gotten itself lost down here at some point. It’s most assuredly smaller and weaker than it should be.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers softly. “That’s a real shame and all,” I said, “but whatever its backstory, we are going to have to kill it or drive it off if we want to save Elenari, Antou, and their fighters. That’s all that this boils down to.” 
 
    Penelope’s face hardened, and she nodded. 
 
    “Right, so, Ash and Jaz activate your Titan slots and engage the Sun Dragon,” I continued. “You other four are going to divide into pairs. I want everyone to have a wingwoman, so that everyone’s back is being watched.” 
 
    “Wingwoman,” Penelope whispered to Saya. “I like that saying.” 
 
    “Renji and Tamsin, you two harry the silver. Saya and Penelope, you guys keep an eye on the black. Keep it occupied and away from the walls but be careful. From the little Noctis has told me about this Opal Dragon, it’s a crafty and dangerous son of a bitch. If any of you get the chance, feel free to slaughter a kobold or five, but our chief concern are those wild dragons.” 
 
    “And what will you be doing, Mike?” Saya asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what about your wingwoman?” Tamsin shot at me. 
 
    “I’m going to make a beeline for Elenari and Antou,” I said. “They’ll be my wingwomen, so don’t you worry about me. First though, you guys are going to give me two minutes to cause a little havoc and a little bit of a distraction.” 
 
    Renji raised a silver eyebrow at me. “What kind of distraction?” 
 
    A roar from below us on the plain caused me to look down. The black and silver dragons had taken to the air once more and were sweeping over the thousands of kobolds, bellowing at them in a way that was both encouraging and threatening. 
 
    “No time,” I said. “Just keep your eyes skinned and drop in when—well, you’ll know when the time is ripe. There’ll be a sign.” 
 
    “What sign?” Saya said exasperatedly. 
 
    “Our enemies going apeshit should be pretty telltale,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Mike,” Jazmyn said, grasping me by the arm as I made to leave, “I just need to say one last thing to you before we do this.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, trying, and managing somehow, to keep the exasperation out of my voice. 
 
    Jazmyn ran a hand through her ashy white and black hair. She tugged at the knot in the red sash that she wore around her waist, through which her scabbarded sword was thrust and tied. 
 
    “We all know that you wish to rescue your wife,” she said, “but you have to remember that you are integral to the Mystocean Empire. You’re its fuckin’ future, yeah?” 
 
    “I know,” I said understandingly, “but if Elenari were to die while I stood back and watched, Jaz, I would never forgive myself. It’s as simple as that. We might be about to drop into one hell of a scrap, but you have to remember that everyone you come in contact with is waging a daily battle inside of them that you don’t know anything about. I’m not going to add to the war that is fought inside of me by having Elenari’s death on my conscience. It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Jaz made a face and clapped me on the shoulder. “Fuckin’ fair enough, then, greenhorn,” she said, with something approaching the old swagger she had had when I first met her. “Let’s stop flapping our lips and get down there then, yeah?” 
 
    As I mounted Pan, I had a quick mental conversation with my team of dragons and outlined my plan. 
 
    It was, admittedly, a rough plan. Hell, I doubted it could have been rougher if I’d scrawled it on sandpaper, but I thought that it would do as a distraction. Hopefully, it would allow my six friends to surprise the wild dragons, as well as enabling me to get behind the walls and rendezvous with Elenari and Antou. 
 
    Pan took off from the hill of boulders as softly as a bat. Staying low, so that his cobalt coloring would not be so visible, we skirted around the milling, mad mass of kobolds. They were pressing ever closer to the walls, heedless of the rain of arrows that showered down on them from the crenellations above, slaughtering dozens at a time. 
 
    I guided the young Tempest Dragon with my mind, showing him where I wanted him to go, until we reached the far end of the ruined fortress wall. Here, in the corner, where the wall of the fortification met the wall of the cavern, there was no direct assault by the kobolds.  
 
    The edge of the attacking force was a good five-hundred yards away. They were totally focused on the main length of the battlements that faced out onto the plain below. Which meant that there were also no defenders here.  
 
    Pan and I alighted on the edge of the wall completely unnoticed.  
 
    “Okay, Pan,” I said, “sorry to throw you straight in at the deep end here, but do you think you can do what we just discussed?” 
 
    Pan gave me a look out of a young eye that contained a very old soul. 
 
    “I am a Tempest Dragon, father,” he said. “It’s what I was born to do.” 
 
    “Then, go,” I said. 
 
    Pan took off, leaving me on the wall. 
 
    The cobalt dragon shot like a sleek blue missile high into the upper airs of the cavern, so high that he was invisible against the ghostly blue bioluminescent glow of the huge cave worms. 
 
    Then, when he deemed himself at a sufficient altitude, he began to breathe his dragonfire. This though, was not dragonfire as I had ever seen it. Pan had told me, during the lightning-fast conversation I’d had with my dragons, of what he was capable of, of what he could do. 
 
    It had seemed strange to my ears, but I had quickly gotten over that. If you let mere strangeness put you off doing things in the Mystocean Empire, you’d end up getting nothing done. 
 
    The plume of fire that issued forth from Pan as he swirled and swooped through the air, was more cloud, smoke, and vapor than actual conventional fire. Branches of crisp blue lightning flickered through the building smog of accumulating vapor. 
 
    It was not long before the Tempest Dragon had built a substantial cloud bank high above the action taking place on the plain below. 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re doing it!” I muttered. 
 
    “A dad should never doubt their kids!” Garth chided me from inside my head. 
 
    I scoffed at that. 
 
    A sudden roar from below made me look down. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said. 
 
    The black and silver dragon had turned their attention from their own kobold troops to the walls once more. With twin snarls of predatory anger, the two dragons began to fly directly toward the defenders. 
 
    Looking up, I saw Pan weaving his storm above everyone. The Tempest Dragon herself was mostly invisible now, wreathed in clouds that were getting heavier and grayer and darker with accumulating moisture.  
 
    A flash of white out of the corner of my eye captured my attention. A bone-white dragon, which I assumed must belong to Antou, rose from behind the walls and rushed headlong at the two dragons heading toward the battlements. 
 
    The enemy wild dragons split apart and went to either side of Antou and her steed, whose name was Hulong, I now remembered from what the General had told me.  
 
    Hulong let loose a hissing stream of white flame at the silver dragon, but the other creature avoided it deftly. Antou dispelled her dragon, switching crystal slots, and landed deftly on the battlements. She’d barely landed when she suddenly hurled a ball of crackling energy at the Opal Dragon as it flashed past, but she missed. The ball of magic shot past the black dragon’s tail and exploded against the far wall in a shower of fragmenting rock. 
 
    Then, Antou resummoned her dragon, Hulong. Leaping onto its back once more, the dragonmancer attacked the silver and black dragons.   
 
    I watched, captivated, as the three dragons fought their mid-air battle. Dragonfire flashed and tore apart the murky, smoky atmosphere of the gargantuan cavern. Shrieks and howls rent the air.  
 
    The three beasts and the dragonmancer battled it out for what felt like whole minutes, but must have been only one minute at the most. The ferocity and intensity was something to behold; cataclysmic in its violence. Then, with suddenness that was as terrible as anything that I had ever seen, the wild dragons made their move. 
 
    Both wild dragons had maneuvered Antou and Hulong into the far corner of the fortress, on the opposite part of the wall to which I now crouched unseen. The silver and the black let loose with jets of flame at the same time. Having nowhere to go, Hulong dropped onto the open and unmanned stretch of wall, landed with a crash of splintering stone, and shielded herself with her furled wings held above her. 
 
    The twin jets of white-silver fire from the silver dragon and orange flame that issued from the Opal Dragon enveloped dragonmancer and dragon. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “No!” I gasped to myself.  
 
    I barely felt the first drop of rain fall from the cloud layer that Pan had created above the battlefield. 
 
    “Don’t despair yet!” Noctis told me sternly. 
 
    The flickering, incandescent flames died. The black and silver dragons snapped their maws shut. 
 
    Hulong, her wings singed and smoking, unfurled them. She extended her long sinewy neck to shoot fire at the wild dragons in return. Antou uncurled like a fern frond and stood high and proud on her dragon’s back, raising a warhammer in her hand. The weapon glowed with a cold white light. 
 
    I had had no idea that a dragon’s wings could so effectively protect it from other dragon’s fire. I wondered, briefly, whether that went for all dragons or if Hulong had some special ability. 
 
    Antou bellowed a challenge at the wild dragons. Hulong gathered her breath and readied to retaliate and— 
 
    —that was when the golden Sun Dragon reared up from the wall, where it had clearly been creeping upward, out of sight of Hulong. 
 
    The Sun Dragon let loose with a blast of fire that hit Hulong clean in the throat, lapped over the back of the white dragon’s neck, and engulfed Antou. 
 
    Hulong screamed as her dragonmancer was incinerated in a second. Even a dragonrider, tough and magical as they are, cannot withstand a sustained burst of dragonfire. They are, at the end of the day, made of muscle and blood and bone, like any other being. 
 
    The Imperial dragon was forced backward under the onslaught of the Sun Dragon’s fire, its keening scream changing to an awful gargling that could be heard even over the din of the ravening kobolds. The silver and black dragons flapped in closer, as Hulong was forced backward under the shadowy archway of one of the crumbling towers. They opened their mouths and added their jets of withering flame to that of the gold dragon. 
 
    With a final blinding flash of light and a high-pitched screech, Hulong burst apart under the onslaught of enemy fire. Scales and scraps of leathery skin flew in all directions, but mostly the dragon looked to have been completely consumed. All that remained of dragon and rider were streaks of white that had been blasted under the overhanging arch of the ruined tower. Streaks of white that I dimly realized must be dragondust. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said dully, and I felt my dismay echoed by Garth, Wayne, Pan, and Noctis. 
 
    It was only then that I realized that a steady, cold rain was falling. It was crazy, of course, seeing as we were however many miles under the earth, but there it was: rain. 
 
    Above the battlefield, thunder grumbled and the rain began to fall harder. 
 
    The chaotic noise that the kobolds had been making faltered. Peering down at them from my perch, I saw that the lizard-like creatures, despite their gods having just taken out an Imperial dragonmancer, seemed discomposed. They stared fearfully up at the gathered storm clouds and chattered to each other in their harsh tongue. They looked like they had never seen rain before and did not know what to make of it.  
 
    “They haven’t seen rain before,” I breathed, still in a daze at having witnessed one of my fellows die in front of my eyes. “We can use that.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the wild dragons and saw that they were eyeing the battlements hungrily.  
 
    The black Opal Dragon turned away and let loose a long, deep roar. Immediately, the kobolds rushed forward. The scaling ladders that we had seen from our vantage point were shoved through the press of lizard-men. A few were raised out of the throng, a couple of axe-wielding kobold warriors clinging to the tops. 
 
    The rain lashed down from the cavern roof. It looked like it could keep it up for hours. It pinged off my armor and ran down my face, sticking my hair to my head. 
 
    More ladders were raised, pushed toward the walls by many kobold hands. The lizardfolk were growling and croaking, bloodlust evident in every syllable of their alien tongue. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I said, spying the red-haired figure of Elenari striding across the top of the overhanging curtain wall and rallying her troops. “You’ll not take her too.” 
 
    I implemented the next stage of my plan. 
 
    I recalled Pan to his crystal, and Wayne appeared in his stead, crouching next to me like some huge gargoyle out of a nightmare. 
 
    I patted him affectionately on the flank. 
 
    “Do your thing,” was all I said. 
 
    “You got it, old man,” Wayne’s voice rippled through my mind. 
 
    In a burst of fog, he was gone. 
 
    Like a staccato blend of smog and flack explosion, Wayne appeared and disappeared, reappeared and disappeared, in the blink of an eye, all the way down the length of the wall, just under the parapet. 
 
    Boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof-boof. 
 
    Every time he materialized and vanished, he left a hanging cloud of fog in his wake, so that soon the scaling kobolds couldn’t see the defenders on top of the rampart. For their part, the defenders simply had to wait for a disoriented kobold to show its head through the smog layer, and then lop it off with a sword or axe. 
 
    The dragons, which had been hanging back so that their kobold minions could weaken the defending bowmen, ululated in fury. 
 
    They did not have long to complain though, because it was at that point that Renji and Tamsin, and Penelope and Saya, burst out of the fog right in front of them and started making their lives a living hell. The dragonmancers whirled around their bigger foes with the speed of sea-eagles, shooting dragonfire at their adversaries. 
 
    The Sun Dragon followed the four dragonmancers with a baleful eye, but was quickly distracted when Ash and Jaz, in their Titan forms, dropped out of the clouds above and made straight for it.  
 
    “Perfect, Wayne,” I said, summoning my offspring back to the safety of his crystal. “Noctis, let’s go.” 
 
    Noctis appeared, now larger than usual. Instead of being the size of a Clydesdale, he was almost as big as an Indian elephant, although a hell of a lot sleeker and less friendly looking. It seemed he had grown in power during our first expedition into the Subterranean.  
 
    “Ready when you are, dragonmancer,” he said, fixing me with a yellow eye that was full of the pride and confidence of the ultimate, apex predator. The same eye that you might see on a documentary about great white sharks, Nile crocodiles, or Sumatran tigers. 
 
    I climbed onto the Onyx Dragon and slapped his iron-hard side. The scales were so thick that I could barely feel the swell of rippling muscle underneath. 
 
    “You’re not afraid,” Noctis said. It was a statement, not a question. He snapped his wings open. 
 
    “Afraid of what?” I shot back. Hot adrenaline bubbled up my spinal column. 
 
    “Many of your kind cannot shake the fear of death before battle,” Noctis said. 
 
    I snorted. My eyes were fixed on the length of the wall where I had last seen Elenari. 
 
    “Death?” I said. “Death’s just the bouncer that kicks us all out of the bar that we call life. All we can do is give him a black eye on the way out and rouse a cheer from the patrons still lucky enough to be allowed to keep on drinking.” 
 
    Noctis took off and, together, we sped down the length of the rampart, toward the growing confusion of fog and rain and blood. 
 
    The rain was coming down in fat, magic drops. Smacking down onto the stone, ricocheting off the armor of the Imperial troopers and sending the unfamiliar kobolds into a frenzy. 
 
    Wayne’s fog had done enough to distract the dragons and kobolds so that they failed to attack the ramparts simultaneously. It had been a small thing but had likely proved far more important than anyone guessed just then. Now though, the kobolds pressing behind those that had been first up the ladders were pouring onto the wall. The defenders were forced to turn most of their attention to the denizens of the Subterranean Realms, leaving the dragons to the ministrations of the dragonmancers who had miraculously appeared to aid them. 
 
    There had been no chants or rousing cheers from the Imperial forces when they had caught sight of Renji, Tamsin, Saya, and Penelope swooping down to their aid. That was all very well and good for the movies, but here and now, there was simply no time.  
 
    Every Imperial man and woman knew they were fighting for their lives where they stood. Each and every one of them understood that their very next sword blow, their very next loosed arrow could be their last. 
 
    While my dragonmancer comrades diverted the attention of the dragons out beyond the walls, Noctis and I sped into the heart of the fray taking place on top of them. 
 
    With a marrow-freezing, gonads-shrinking roar, Noctis plowed into a wedge of kobolds at the top of the breastwork after cutting down a handful of Imperial soldiers. The Onyx Dragon’s head snapped sideways, and he ripped a kobold’s legs off at the knees. A raptor-esque claw scythed outward, and green blood sprayed across the pointed faces of the stunned kobolds as one of their number was decapitated. 
 
    I somersaulted from Noctis’ back as the dragon really started to extend himself and let loose. I landed behind a kobold, reached around the front of its face, and tore its bottom jaw off as easily as if it had been made of paper mache. 
 
    A started to make my way along the wall, while the rain fell steadily and turned the stone breastwork into a slippery, bloody ice rink. I could hear the shriek of dragons fighting rising over the clash and smash of weapons beating desperately against weapons. 
 
    I ducked a wild swing from a kobold with an axe and caved in the head of the kobold warrior behind it before I snapped the arm of the axe wielder and kicked him clear over the edge of the rampart so that he fell screaming. I picked up the dropped axe, a crude thing of sharpened flint bound to a wooden handle with twine, and threw it overhand at a kobold throttling an Imperial soldier with its strong, tough fingers. The axe crunched into the top of its bony skull and split it like a cantaloupe.  
 
    I made my way quickly down the wall, while behind me Noctis continued to hand out carnage in generous heaped spoonfuls. Eventually, after catching a sword blade in my open palm, snapping it in two, and then ramming the broken shard through the eye of my kobold enemy, I was able to find Elenari. 
 
    The elf was fighting like a demon in the middle of a bunch of kobolds who’d swarmed the part of the wall that she had been defending. Bodies of fallen Imperial soldiers littered the ground, bleeding and eviscerated, some still moaning and twitching. 
 
    I summoned Noctis to me and used his power to conjure the Chaos Spear. While Elenari moved and flowed through our opposition with her matching daggers, I fell upon them with the spear.  
 
    Together, we moved down two dozen of the kobolds within a few seconds. The two of us proved such a devastating force that the last two kobolds made a break for pastures new. I threw my spear through the back of one, vanished it, and rematerialized it in my hand. Feeling the comfort of the weapon back in my grip, I spun it in my palm, and then punched it through the guts of the last one. Such was the force that I put behind the thrust that it didn’t even matter that I’d used the blunt end of the spear. 
 
    Elenari wiped green blood off her face with the back of her arm. With the pouring rain, all she managed to do was smear it into her mouth.  
 
    She spat and grimaced.  “You came.” 
 
    I grinned at her, my own face speckled with blood. “You didn’t think I’d miss this, did you?” I asked. 
 
    “I should have known when it started raining underground that you wouldn’t be far behind,” the elf said, punching me on the arm. 
 
    “Well, you know I love to make a modest entrance,” I replied. 
 
    “The others?” Elenari asked me. 
 
    “All here,” I said. I pointed beyond the edge of the walls. “Out there. Fighting the wild dragons. Speaking of which, we should probably go and help them.” 
 
    A mammoth flash illuminated the flog and turned it suddenly from gray to white. A deafening shriek that made the rock under our feet quiver quickly followed. 
 
    “That sounded like another dragon biting the dust,” I said, turning to Elenari. 
 
    The elf nodded. “Did you see what happened to—” 
 
    “Not now,” I said. “Don’t mourn Antou and Hulong now. Grief can shake your resolve, or destroy you if you let it. Or it can lend you a new edge, a new sharpness. Stay sharp, Elenari. We have plenty of cutting left to do.” 
 
    The elf sniffed and blinked a few times. “You’re right. Plenty of cutting still to do.” 
 
    A couple of massive shadows passed overhead then. The kobolds nearest us jabbered and cried out in their grating tongue. They held their hands up to shield their reptilian eyes from the unaccustomed rain. The Imperial troops fighting doggedly nearby took the opportunity to disembowel and delimb tens of them, spitting them with swords and clubbing them with warhammers. Still more came though. 
 
    Things looked dire. I was seriously considering that the only Imperial soldiers left at the end of this might be us. 
 
    And that was if we were lucky. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadows passed overhead. They were dragon-shaped, that much could be seen, but anything more was obscured by the sudden bright lightning that rippled across the magical cloud bank above.  
 
    The dragon shadows swept back around and then abruptly shrunk and drastically changed shape altogether. Then, landing hard and rolling to soak up the impact of their fall, Ashrin and Jazmyn hit the slippery stone work nearby and got unsteadily to their feet. 
 
    Both women were soaked. Ashrin’s usually spiky black hair was plastered to her head, making her cat-like ears all the more prominent. Jazmyn had a long scratch running down her cheek. It looked superficial, though it was hard to tell for certain due to the rain washing the blood away even as it welled up. 
 
    “The Sun Dragon?” I asked the two women. 
 
    Jazmyn pulled a small knife from her boot and threw it, all in one smooth motion. The blade cartwheeled past the side of my face, passing so close to my cheek that I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that it had taken off my stubble. There was a dull squawk from behind me, and I stepped neatly to the side, without taking my eyes off the two black-clad dragonmancers, so that the kobold Jaz had just killed fell where I had been standing a moment before. 
 
    “The Sun Dragon?” I repeated, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Gone,” Ashrin said, her breath coming hard, like she had just gone twelve rounds with a heavyweight champ.  
 
    “Gone?” I asked. 
 
    Ashrin drew her thumb across her throat. “Gone,” she repeated. “Your plan worked well, Mike Noctis, but Jazmyn and I… We’re pretty spent. We used up a lot of mana very quickly, trying to finish that damned dragon as fast and humanely as we could.” 
 
    Jazmyn puffed out her cheeks and touched the scratch on her cheek. “We’ll keep trying to keep the ramparts free of these fuckin’ kobolds,” she said, “but I don’t think we’re going to be too much help against the other two dragons.” 
 
    “One down is better than nothing,” I said. “Far better. All right, you two keep our soldiers’ morale from dipping up here. Elenari and I will help the others from the air.” 
 
    Jazmyn pulled her sword from the red sash at her waist and made the sign of the claw against her heart. 
 
    “Good luck up there,” she said. 
 
    I made the sign of the claw with my index finger back at her. “You too,” I replied. 
 
    “If some of us don’t make it,” Ashrin said, cracking her knuckles and casting an eye at the kobolds clambering over the edge of the wall fifty yards away, “well, I guess we’ll see you in hell!” 
 
    I laughed and made a face. “Come on, let’s face it, this unforgiving world we live in is our hell and we are the devils that inhabit it. Go and remind the kobolds of this fact!” 
 
    With that, Elenari and I summoned Gharmon and Noctis to our Leg slots and took to the smoky, waterlogged air. 
 
    The rain made seeing difficult, but there were more important things to worry about just then. Like not being burned to a crisp, knocked out of the air, or in some other way killed by one of the two remaining dragons.  
 
    Saya and Penelope were flying, on the backs of Scopula and Glizbe, around the head of the silver dragon, whipping it up into a frenzy of rage. Try as they might though, they could not seem to get past its defenses—the thing was too damned agile in the air. Fire leapt from the jaws of the three dragons as they strove to get the better of one another. 
 
    The djinn, Renji, was a streak of silver on the back of her Steel Dragon, Corvar. It looked like she had become the fixed favorite of the Opal Dragon. The huge wild dragon, as long as a couple of Greyhound buses, and just as bulky, was following the much smaller Corvar with its evil eyes. Behind them, Tamsin was attempting to do some kind of damage to the Opal Dragon, but her spear seemed to be having about as much effect on the creature as a toothpick. 
 
    “Elenari,” I called, “let’s you and me take over from Tamsin and Renji! Corvar looks ready to drop out of the sky.” 
 
    Elenari gave me a thumbs-up, just as the Opal Dragon let loose with a great gout of flame and missed Renji and Corvar by only a few yards. 
 
    “Tell Tamsin and Renji to help the others take down the silver!” I yelled. 
 
    The burst of fire ripped into the side of the cavern and tore a great swathe of rock from the wall. Boulders as big as cars rained down and shattered with ear-splitting booms on the floor of the colossal cave. Tree-sized stalactites were shaken loose and fell from the ceiling high above. One landed amongst the kobold army and crushed a bunch of hapless kobolds to paste, sending burst guts and ruptured skulls spraying across the floor, while lumps of rocky shrapnel ripped the lizard-men around to pieces. 
 
    Elenari at once swept past the nose of the Opal Dragon and captured its attention afresh. Renji saw the opening that Elenari had made for her and interpreted what the elf wanted her and Tamsin to do. She flew to join Saya and Penelope in their fight against the silver dragon, Tamsin following after her. 
 
    With the Opal Dragon now chasing Elenari and Gharmon, I tucked down and Noctis shot forward in pursuit of the giant black monster. The Onyx Dragon had no trouble keeping up with the Opal Dragon, while it followed relentlessly after Elenari. 
 
    “This fellow is old,” Noctis told me. “Old even as I would reckon it. Killing him will be hard.” 
 
    I didn’t much like the sound of that.  
 
    Meanwhile, with four dragonmancers harrying it, the silver dragon looked to be coming off as second fiddle. It was a beautiful display, whenever I was able to take my eyes off my own quarry, that Tamsin, Renji, Penelope, and Saya were putting on. Their movements were as patient and synchronized as any of our preceptors back at the Academy could hope to see. 
 
    They darted and looped around each other in a way that bamboozled my eyes, let alone those of the increasingly pissed off silver dragon. They never allowed the silver a chance to draw a definite bead on any one of them, before one of the other three shot passed or distracted it in some other manner. 
 
    Tamsin was ruthlessly prodding at the silver with her spear, thrusting it at any part of the beast that looked less well armored than the rest of it. This wasn’t her magical spear as she couldn’t summon it with Fyzos currently in her Leg Slot. Nor could she use her Telekinesis spell that she’d acquired only a few days ago.  
 
    At the same time, Renji was peppering the silver with bursts of metallic stars that whipped around it like a blizzard of shrapnel propelled by magic.  
 
    Penelope suddenly darted into the oath of the silver dragon, spun on Glizbe’s back, and raised her arms above her head, just as the wild dragon opened its mouth to spew silver-white fire at her. 
 
    Penelope’s dragon poured forth a green flame that plunged into the wild dragon’s mouth like multicolored bubbles. Blooms and vines twisted out of the silver dragon’s open jaws, wrapping around its snout and covering its eyes. 
 
    The beast roared, or at least tried to, but Penelope’s dragon continued to breathe the strange and beautiful dragonfire until the silver dragon was enveloped in flowering vegetation. It slowed, shaking its head, flapping to keep itself airborne.  
 
    Tamsin’s dragon, Fyzos, corkscrewed from underneath the silver dragon’s belly and, as he passed upside-down over the back of the enemy dragon, Tamsin dropped from between his wings and landed like a cat on the back of the floundering foe. 
 
    Wasting no time, the red-skinned hobgoblin dispelled Fyzos and conjured her magical spear in Weapon Slot A. Tamsin raised her newly summoned weapon and plunged it into the base of the dragon’s massive skull. 
 
    It must have been a small spot, where the dragon’s spinal cord met the hollow of its skull, and Tamsin must have had only had a second or two to find a gap in between the scales. However, that being so, the spear stabbed home all the same. 
 
    Saya dropped from the back of her Gargoyle Dragon to stand next to Tamsin and, using her prodigious strength that was formidable even amongst dragonmancers, she hammered the butt of the spear with one fist, driving the weapon deep into the silver dragon’s head. 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. 
 
    The silver dragon spasmed and simply… fell away. 
 
    It dropped like a stone from the sky, its wings fluttering like busted parachutes behind it, blossoms spiraling away as they were ripped free in its terminal velocity. 
 
    Saya and Tamsin found themselves falling too. 
 
    But only for a couple of seconds. 
 
    Renji swept in from where she had been hanging back and collected them on Corvar’s strong steel back. 
 
    The silver dragon fell silently through the rain. Down, down, down. Until, with a meteoric impact, it smashed into a squadron of kobolds waiting their turn to ascend a scaling ladder and obliterated them. 
 
    It was the neatest bit of teamwork that I think I had ever seen. I had no time to really appreciate and savor it though, for at that moment Noctis and I were buffeted by a blow from what felt like a ship’s mast turned sideways and used as a bat. 
 
    It was the Opal Dragon’s tail. 
 
    I tasted hot blood in my mouth. The world lurched, and only my quick instincts allowed me to keep hold of Noctis. My hand shot out as I began to slide from my perch on my dragon’s back. I found purchase on one of the Onyx Dragon’s wings. With a snarl of frustration, Noctis was pulled into an involuntary spin. Somewhere above us—or was it below?—there was a rush of heat and a flash of flame.  
 
    The spin was righted in a few seconds, and Noctis pulled up sharply, flapping hard to gain altitude. With effort, I managed to get myself settled once again. 
 
    “Where—” I began to say, casting about for Elenari. 
 
    “There!” Noctis said, mentally drawing my attention to a sight below us that made my blood turn to liquid nitrogen.  
 
    While Noctis and I had been somewhat distracted by the business of making sure that we did not fall out of the sky, the cunning Opal Dragon had made its move. Clearly, the hulking beast’s apparent sluggishness in the air had been a ruse, for it had somehow managed to inflict an injury on Gharmon. 
 
    The Emerald Dragon’s flank was blackened, and one of her wings was injured. Elenari appeared unscathed, but she was staring behind her with the resigned, calm eyes of one that sees death looming. 
 
    The huge Opal Dragon was slightly below and behind the stricken Emerald Dragon, within a few short seconds of killing both her and my wife. It could have done so already, if it had wanted to kill them with its fire, but I figured that the beast wanted to make a meal of this kill, in every sense of the word. 
 
    Saya, Renji, Tamsin, and Penelope were too far away to help in time. 
 
    I looked down, judged the distance, and jumped from Noctis’ back. 
 
    There was no thinking on my part, really. It was the only course of action that I could see, so I took it. 
 
    I splayed my arms and legs like a skydiver, gaining a little more control over my freefall, and pointed myself at the huge head of the Opal Dragon. 
 
    Time slowed. 
 
    I saw the black dragon’s eyes twitch across, as it noticed me hurtling down to meet it. The vertical cat-like pupil contracted. I read glee in that cold reptilian stare, but also confusion. Prey did not act like this, did it? Its attention had very much turned from the injured Gharmon and Elenari to me. 
 
    The dragon opened a mouth the size of a three-ton moving truck. Rows of teeth as long as my arm and as sharp as Satan’s cock glittered up at me. A cloud of breath that was so foul it would have made a maggot retch reached out to envelope me. 
 
    I had a plan. 
 
    I just hoped it wasn’t one of those plans that came up short. 
 
    I fell into the dragon’s open mouth, and the world became a dark, hot hellhole. 
 
    It was about time that the dragon’s massive jaws snapped shut that I thought I might have made the biggest, and last, mistake of my life. 
 
    Still, there was always a little more time.  
 
    Working at the speed of thought, I assigned Garth’s power into my Right Arm slot. I prepared to let loose with the biggest Forcewave that I could. My rationale, when I had leapt from Noctis’s back, had been that even if the Opal Dragon could not be harmed by magic from the outside, it might be able to be hurt by magic from the inside. 
 
    But the thing was just so huge and so powerful…  
 
    I considered using a Shadow Sphere but didn’t want to end up erasing anything else along with the Opal Dragon. I didn’t care about myself, but if the Shadow Sphere were to somehow ricochet and hit one of my fellow dragonmancers, I’d never forgive myself. I could sacrifice myself but not someone else.  
 
    For now, Garth’s Forcewave would have to suffice. And if that didn’t work… 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting to think about whether this plan would fail.  
 
    As I gathered the Forcewave mana together, I became aware of the other three dragons that shared my brain—Noctis, Pan, and Wayne—linking their mana reserves to that of mine and Garth’s. 
 
    Holy hell, I realized, they can lend their power to the dragon that I am actually making use of at a particular time. They can boost Garth’s power by lending him some of theirs! Together, we are one larger reservoir of mana! 
 
    There’s a time for flabbergasted amazement at a revelation, but when you’re about to be ground to hamburger meat between the molars of a mythical creature is not that time. 
 
    With the massive bolster of mana that my three other dragons provided me in this life-or-death situation, the Opal Dragon’s head ruptured like a melon into which a pipe bomb had been inserted. 
 
    The spell expanded the air around me with such force and violence that the giant black dragon’s head was completely annihilated. One moment, I was seconds from death, trapped in a stinking oubliette filled with teeth. The next second, I was free falling, covered in dragon blood, while the enormous carcass of the Opal Dragon dropped away from me to the ground below. 
 
    The fact that I was alive blanketed my senses, overwhelming every other immediate consideration, even the excellent truth that the fucking wild dragon was dead.  
 
    In hindsight, I came to understand that the boosted Forcewave worked because it was an actual physical changing of the atmosphere inside the dragon, rather than a direct attack on the dragon as a regular spell would have been, but I didn’t worry about that as I fell through the air. 
 
    I didn’t worry about too much at all. 
 
    Then, in a rushing rustle of wings, Noctis was falling parallel to me. Vaguely, I heard his calm old voice echoing through my head. 
 
    “Mike, get on!” 
 
    More to stop the nagging than anything else, I stirred myself to one final effort and reached out to pull myself onto Noctis’ back, while the ground rose to meet us at a speed that might have alarmed me had I not been so dazed. 
 
    There was an earth-rocking crash as the headless Opal Dragon came down and flattened about fifty hapless kobolds and one of the enormous bonfires, in an explosion of dust and rock and swirling embers. 
 
    Then Noctis and I were rising, rising, rising. 
 
    Looking down, through vision that was becoming less and less blurry, thanks to my dragon-enhanced powers of recovery, I saw Imperial soldiers standing on the top of the wall. Many were still fighting, cutting down kobolds that were suddenly bereft of the will that had been pushing them. Some though, were pointing up at me with their swords and spears, waving and flinging their helmets into the air. As the ringing in my ears subsided, and my hearing returned to normal, I heard what the survivors were chanting. 
 
    “Noctis! Noctis! Noctis! Noctis! Noctis!” 
 
    In a vaguely stupefied fashion, I leaned down and slapped the Onyx Dragon’s haunch. 
 
    “You hear that, my friend, they’re cheering for you,” I said. 
 
    Noctis angled his nose slightly. I got the notion that the sly bastard was going to treat the forces on the wall to a fighter jet-style flyby. 
 
    “No, Mike,” my blood-bonded companion said, “they’re cheering us!” 
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    By the time we returned to the Galipolas Mountain outpost, news and reports of what had transpired down in the Subterranean Realms had already arrived through a relay of messenger-drakes.  
 
    Once the three wild dragons had fallen, the kobolds took little encouragement to tuck tail and run. They saw the Opal Dragon come down like the Hindenburg, crushing dozens of their fellows, and was more than enough for them. They fled, trampling one another in their haste to get the hell out of the ginormous cavern. Many shook clawed hands up at the magical rain clouds that must have seemed to them doubly as ominous by the time that battle was done. Those few on the wall that were not cut down or skewered by the bitter blades of the Imperial troopers threw themselves from the battlements.  
 
    Saya had also gone on ahead on Scopula, bearing the dragondust that had been left behind by the four dragons who had died in the battle. A small flour sack of the stuff was tied to her belt. Being Saya, she had not wanted to leave the rest of us, but I had insisted that she get the stuff safely back to the Dodge City camp as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Go!” I urged her. “We don’t know if the kobolds will be back or if any more of these damned wild dragons are going to come out of the woodwork. That dragondust is vital. We must keep it safe. We have to ensure that Antou and Hulong didn’t fight and fall for nothing.” 
 
    Saya had bitten back the retort that I just knew she wished to throw at me, mounted Scopula, and taken off. 
 
    For such massive beasts, the dragons, both wild and allied, had left only a small amount of the potent aphrodisiac powder behind them. With the magical rain that had continued to fall for at least an hour after the last kobold was dispatched, some of the powder had been lost. Although, for the victory that we had snatched from the jaws of defeat—quite literally in my case—I reckoned that was a fair trade. 
 
    It took us a lot longer to make our way back through the tunnels than it had to traverse them. Ashrin and Jazmyn were exhausted from the time they had spent making use of their Titan Slots. It was clear that, as helpful as being able to utilize the very body of your dragon was, it wrung a dragonmancer out. I saw then that it was one thing to learn how to activate the magic of the Titan Slot, but it required substantially expanded mana reserves.  
 
    I was also feeling dog-tired. It was a weariness that was incomparable to anything I’d experienced in my life since then. It was an exhaustion of the morning after a weekend-long bender, the soreness that follows a good fight, and the deep-down bone-weariness that comes after spending an entire night running from the LAPD.  
 
    My dragons were similarly fatigued. Noctis told me that it had to do with the way they had all transferred their mana to Garth just before I tapped it to use the Forcewave that had killed the Opal Dragon. Apparently, such a feat of mana transference and leeching took its toll on every member of the party involved. Even Noctis, who I guessed must have a mana reserve that surpassed the rest of my dragons put together seemed a little enervated. 
 
    Noctis also said that, when the dragons had recovered, they were likely to have all gained access to new Slots. 
 
    Happily, we were now in no rush. No one needed saving. There were no resources that desperately needed to be located. All we had to do was get home in one piece, and there were still plenty of surviving Imperial soldiers who could help us make sure we did just that. 
 
    Will, the wisp and Diggens Azee also accompanied us on our way home. Where they had come from I had no clue, or when. It was nice though, to have the little spectral floating light along with us. He reminded me of a dog, a little Jack Russel or something. Diggens simply tipped his hat at me and said, “G’day, fella. Looks like you’ve been digging around the dumps. Find anything worthwhile?”  
 
    “Just my wife,” I replied as I nodded back at Elenari.  
 
    He took one look at Elenari and grinned. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t kick her out of bed for farting.”  
 
    We emerged out into the sunshine of mid-morning after spending the night in the tunnels. I was feeling a little more myself when I strode out from under the carved archway that fronted the mine entrance. I couldn’t help but view the dragons who had been chiseled into the beams with more understanding as to why they had been etched there in the first place. 
 
    More respect too. 
 
    I took a deep, refreshing lungful of mountain air when we were over the threshold. The sky had that lovely, insubstantial blue caste to it, like it had been washed with watercolors. Equal parts white and blue. The sun was veiled behind wispy, almost phantasmic clouds. The smell of resinous pines hit my nasal passages like a balm after the dry dusty nothingness of the Subterranean Realms. It was the scent of growth and life and hope. 
 
    “Good to be back, huh?” Elenari said from beside me. 
 
    I looked sideways and saw the red-headed elf warrior standing erect and proud. Her eyes were closed, and she was inhaling deep breaths. I had almost forgotten that she went by a title in her native land. She was the Hunter of the Wyrmwood. Seeing her drinking deeply of the smells of the pine forests, basking in the freshness of the alpine air, with her long red hair whipping about her face, I could well believe it. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Good to be back above ground. Good to have you next to me.” 
 
    We walked down through the army encampment. The dragonmancers strode proudly at the forefront of the ranks of men and women who had survived the battle. It was no plan of mine to make our return into some sort of parade, but the further we marched into Dodge City, the more carnival-like the atmosphere became. Insidious rumor had obviously been doing its work, and it sounded and looked like almost everyone had some idea of what had happened down in the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    I grinned to myself and glanced around for Old Sleazy. I could smell his culinary handiwork on the soft breeze that stirred the air, but of the gnoll himself there was no sign. I would have staked a bucketful of scales on the fact that the business savvy bastard had something to do with the turnout though. The amount of onlookers and well-wishers who were clutching one of his famous vortex donuts or cured and spiced salamander sliders were clue enough that he at least was profiting from this general outpouring of goodwill.  
 
    The whole column of survivors was cheered and applauded as they made their way through the clapboard streets. Whores and gigolos, who are a key part of any large military caravan or gathering, rushed out into the streets to throw their arms around favorite customers. Cups of ale, fresh baked bread, and delicate sweet treats were pushed on the victorious soldiers. Uniformed and armored soldiers hung out of the windows of the occasional two or even three-story structures, waving flags of particular regiments and bellowing their approval of a job well done. 
 
    Not all was sweetness and light, however. Ox-drawn wains rumbled up parallel streets to the one that our tattered and exhausted troopers marched down. These wagon caravans were accompanied by legions of fresh soldiers and other dragonmancers. You didn’t have to be the sharpest knife in the drawer to guess that their job was to head down into the Subterranean Realms and recover the many bodies of the fallen. 
 
    Before we turned the final corner to the tents and quarters of the higher-ranking military officers and the dragonmancers, Penelope and Renji addressed the guard captains who followed close behind us dragonmancers at the front of the procession. They instructed them that the soldiers from the Stand of the Broken Fortress—as it was already being referred to—could be dismissed. They were to go and drink to their compatriots who had paid the ultimate price in the defense of the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    Once the captains had marshaled the rest of the soldiers and spread the word that they could go and enjoy some downtime, me and the rest of the dragonmancers assembled outside General Shiloh’s tent. 
 
    One of the aides stationed outside went inside to summon her, while us seven dragonmancers and Will, who would not listen to my instructions that he should flicker off for a few minutes, waited outside. Diggens Azee had already disappeared, tinny in hand while he muttered about the terrible rates of precious minerals these days.  
 
    For a full minute we stood in silence, awaiting the leader of this branch of the Mystocean Empire’s exploratory army. For my part, I turned my brain down to a simmer and listened to the soft sighing of the wind in the fir trees. It sounded, to my still slightly frazzled brain, like the world breathing. 
 
    Eventually, General Shiloh emerged. Her short auburn hair was mussed and rumpled and gave the impression that she had been running her fingers through it ever since we’d left. There were deep purple bags under her eyes, and she had the glassy, bloodshot stare of someone who had been partaking a little more liberally from the bottle than was probably prudent—which was saying something when you considered the metabolic rate of dragonmancers. In short, she looked like something that had been eaten by a wolf and then shat off a cliff. 
 
    “Well!” she barked, and I was glad to hear the same tough note of command in her voice that there had been when I left. “Here you are.” 
 
    She ran her tired but relentless eyes over me. I returned the stare, trying to hide my own fatigue. Then, General Shiloh’s eyes swept down the line; Tamsin, Penelope, Ashrin, Renji, Jazmyn, Elenari, and Saya, who had been waiting for us when we showed up. 
 
    “You know,” the General said, “it’s too often said that Rank One dragonmancers come to us with the sort of lack of sense that sees them not knowing whether to check their ass or scratch their watch. I’m very pleased to see that you all are not liable to be tarred with that brush.” 
 
    As all good soldiers do, when their commanding officer is waxing philosophical, the seven of us kept our traps shut. 
 
    “You two,” General Shiloh said curtly, switching her attention to Jazmyn and Ashrin, “you look tuckered out.” 
 
    “Had to make use of our Titan slots, General,” Jazmyn said. She touched at where she had taken the cut on her cheek, though the mark had healed and faded the day before thanks to her enhanced healing capabilities. As she did, I saw the Dream Dragon brand: a cloud with a dragon’s wing in front of it. I hadn’t yet learned what exactly such markings did, but I hoped I would eventually get to. 
 
    “Extensively,” Ashrin added. 
 
    The two members of the Twelve looked a little bit how I felt; like one more good night’s sleep would have them back to one hundred percent. 
 
    The General grunted in a way that suggested she too well understood what the word ‘extensively’ meant. 
 
    “All right,” she said, jerking her thumb to the side, “go and get a little R&R.” 
 
    Jazmyn and Ashrin bowed and departed. They disappeared into a circle of gathering soldiers who were being held back by stern words and looks from a ring of captains. It seemed that the victory that me and the other dragonmancers had helped win down in the bowel of Galipolas Mountain was making the regular infantrymen and women risk the wrath of their COs just to get a glimpse of us. 
 
    General Shiloh looked around at the mustering soldiery starting to ring us in. She came to stand right in front of me, with her beefy arms behind her back and her paw-like hands clasped. 
 
    I looked up into her no-nonsense face, and the General shot me a wink that was so fast and fleeting I was only eighty percent sure that I had seen it at all. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in her most officious voice, a voice that perfectly straddled the line between friend and commanding officer-cum-high ruler, “I think I speak for all of us when I give you our thanks. What you and your companion dragonmancers achieved over the past few days is nothing short of miraculous.” 
 
    A slow cheer built and rose like a wave over the command post. It sounded like a jumbo jet revving its engines. 
 
    “That being said,” General Shiloh continued, “if you ever countermand a direct order and go off like that on your own again, risking everything that the Mystocean Empire holds dear, then it will be my duty to make sure that our illustrious Lorekeepers get a hold of you and milk every drop of that revered potent seed of yours from you.” 
 
    It was a clever, well-judged speech. It struck an exemplary balance between the military top-dog who had bosses of her own to answer to, and a fellow soldier who held what another soldier had done in very high regard. The General, in only a couple of sentences, had cemented herself as one of her troops, while making sure that any spies of the Lorekeepers would have nothing derogatory to report back to their masters. 
 
    In response to this congratulatory admonishment, I bowed my head and said, “Thank you for your understanding, General.” 
 
    There was a sudden musical roar from high above us, and everyone’s heads craned abruptly upward, as if they had all been attached to a multi-stringed leash. 
 
    There was a dragon, about twenty-five feet long, five feet wide, and covered in bone-white fur. The giant creature was circling down out of the heavens on wings that glowed gold due to the sun shining through them from behind. The spectacular dragon’s long neck tapered into a pointed face, very much like that of an arctic fox. It had huge paws, rather than the usual reptilian clawed feet, though the tips of impressively lethal-looking claws glittered in the sunlight. A pair of long, ebony teeth protruded from its upper jaw and overlapped its lower lip. 
 
    It was Sonos, the Luck Dragon.  
 
    On his back was none other than the Seer of the Drako Academy, Claire. 
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    Sonos came down to land outside of the massed ring of soldiers so that both he and Claire were obscured from my vision for a few moments. The excited cheering and chattering of the crowd had died at the approach of the Seer. Now, a reverential hushed babbling broke out. The crowd of soldiers parted like the Red Sea, and Claire walked serenely though the midst of adoring, almost worshipful, troops. She smiled at those who met her mismatched blue and red eyes, causing many to blush and bow all the lower. 
 
    “Seer,” many of them murmured as she passed them. 
 
    “Seer.” 
 
    “Seer.” 
 
    Claire seemed completely and utterly unmoved by the acolyte-like respect the soldiers all showed her. It looked like she was used to it, and that any awkwardness that she might ever have felt at being treated so differently had long since passed. 
 
    The Seer strode lightly up to where me and the other five dragonmancers were standing in front of General Shiloh, her long, flawless lace dress trailing behind her. 
 
    I had still been unable to work out exactly where Claire was on the totem pole of the Imperial hierarchy, but seeing how everyone, even General Shiloh, seemed to venerate her, I figured that she was somewhat of a big deal. 
 
    “Seer,” General Shiloh greeted Claire, bowing as low as her square frame permitted. 
 
    “Hello, General Shiloh,” Claire said in her serene, tinkling voice. 
 
    Her silver hair was braided as usual but had been bound at the back of her head for her flight. Her odd-colored almond-shaped eyes regarded all of us, as though x-raying the line of dragonmancers standing in front of her. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, addressing me formally, “you look like you have been in the wars again.” 
 
    I grinned at that. 
 
    “You know, I’m beginning to think that I’ve always got one foot in some scrape or other,” I replied. “You on the other hand, Claire, are looking absolutely amazing.” 
 
    A murmur of astonishment greeted my words. Glancing around, I discovered respectful awe in many of the faces in the crowd of soldiers. I realized, too late, that it probably was not the done thing to tell the Seer that she was looking particularly hot. 
 
    Claire’s laugh rang out, as clear and merry as a wedding bell. 
 
    “You are proving to be quite the source of inspiration for many,” she said to me. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I said with a shrug. “I just do things.” 
 
    “Ah, but it is action that defines us. It is action that fires the imaginations and enthusiasm of our fellows.” 
 
    “If you say so, Claire,” I said, smiling. “I’m just glad that we were able to help at least some of our girls and boys make it home.” 
 
    Claire’s flawless face was furrowed by a frown. “Yes,” she said sadly, “it could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “Would you care for a rundown of what happened?” I asked the Seer. 
 
    A ghost of a smile played around Claire’s mouth. It was almost like I had said something amusing. 
 
    “If you like,” she said. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Well, I guess it all started when we were accosted by some of these damned ratfolk. We were on the search for… Well, you know what. We battled these ratfolk, and then this—“ 
 
    “Wild dragon appeared, yes,” Claire said smoothly. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “And then, while searching their abandoned settlement, we came across a—” 
 
    “Bearmancer?” Claire said. 
 
    I frowned suspiciously at the Seer. “Right. A bearmancer. A bearmancer, who was in possession of these—” 
 
    “Two crystals?” Claire hedged. 
 
    I threw up my hands, laughing in exasperation. “Why am I even bothering to try and tell a goddamn Seer news. No doubt you already knew all of this was going to take place.” 
 
    Claire said nothing, but her red and blue eyes shimmered enigmatically. 
 
    “I see a lot,” she said, when I did not rise to the bait of silence. “But not everything I see is cut in crystal.” 
 
    “Did you see this?” I asked, and I pulled the waifish woman to me and kissed her. 
 
    Distantly, as if heard from the other side of a thin wall, I heard gasps of awe. I figured that it was probably something to do with a mere Rank One dragonmancer having the balls to lay a smooch on the Seer herself. That’s the thing about almost being eaten by a dragon though—it really helps to put your priorities in order. 
 
    “Mike,” Claire said softly, as our lips parted and the world expanded back out to its proper size, “I came here because I wanted to make sure that you and the others were safe.” 
 
    “Very conscientious of you,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yes, but I also came to tell you that it would be better for you if you stayed here for as long as you can.” 
 
    “You don’t think I should head back to the Academy?” I asked. 
 
    Claire shook her perfect head. “Joining the expeditions into the Subterranean Realms will be more beneficial—not just for you, but for the warriors that follow you.” 
 
    “I lead no warriors yet, Claire,” I told her. “Only my coterie. You know that they don’t entrust Rank Ones with command of anyone.” 
 
    Claire rolled her mismatched eyes and put a smooth palm to my stubble-roughened face. 
 
    “You might not lead, Mike Noctis,” she said in a sure voice, “but men and women follow you regardless. You’re a natural leader—the best kind. The kind of leader that doesn’t even know he is leading; that could lead even from the back, so that the soldiers following him believe that they accomplished their aims on their own.” 
 
    I looked at her in unconcealed wonder. “I don’t know if that’s true...” I said, chancing a glance at the faces crowding all around us. “I mean, these guys go through hell for us.” 
 
    Claire beamed. “No, they go through hell with you. And they keep on pushing through whatever hell they find themselves in because you, and your friends, stand beside them.” 
 
    I looked down at my boots. I wasn’t overly comfortable when it came to being heaped with praise. 
 
    “So, no going back to the Drako Academy?” I said. 
 
    “You can visit the Academy,” Claire said, lowering her voice so that only I could hear her words, “but it’s essential that you should be made out to seem integral to the efforts here.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because the Martial Council would give anything to have you strapped to a table while the Lorekeepers use you as a bull among the heifers, now that they know you have the means to rejuvenate your seed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “a working vacation does sound more enjoyable than that.” 
 
    General Shiloh cleared her throat at that point, and Claire politely turned to her. 
 
    “Yes, General?” she said cordially. 
 
    “I was wondering, Seer,” the General said gruffly, “seeing as you are here, whether I could invite you into my tent for refreshments? There is something that has only just come to my attention. A development. I would be greatly pleased to have your view and advice on the matter.” 
 
    “I would be more than delighted,” Claire replied amiably. “I would deem it a favor if you let Dragonmancer Noctis come with us.” 
 
    The look on the General's face told me that this was definitely against protocol, but she did not dare contradict the wish of such a hallowed figure. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, leading the way into the tent and holding the flap open for the Seer. 
 
    There was a dragonmancer already waiting inside the tent when we entered. She was a tall, thin woman with angular features and blue hair that had been shaved into a severe mohawk. Her tanned face was covered in intricate tattoos that might have been runes of some kind. Her hands had long, clever fingers and fluttered constantly at her sides. She was dressed in worn, comfortable-looking traveling leathers. 
 
    “Seer, Dragonmancer Noctis, this is Dragonmancer Scrutor, head of my scouting network,” General Shiloh said, introducing the stranger. 
 
    Head of the General’s scouting network, I pondered. Sounds like the fancy way to say someone is a fucking capable spy. 
 
    The tall woman, Scrutor, nodded to me and bowed to the Seer. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Scrutor is paired with a dragon of most singular abilities,” General Shiloh said, as she rummaged for cups and a fresh jug of Hangman. “Isn’t that right, Scrutor?” 
 
    “Yes, General,” Scrutor said, in a surprisingly high and feminine voice. “Tindruth is a Scry Dragon.” She nodded at the dragon that was lying curled at her feet, watching proceedings out of one fishy eye. The creature was about the size of a Basset Hound and mottled brown and green. It was so unobtrusive that I had not even noticed it in the gloom of the tent until Scrutor had pointed it out.  
 
    Claire nodded at this, though I had no idea what the hell a Scry Dragon was. 
 
    “Scrutor has been on a do-or-die reconnaissance mission of unparalleled danger,” General Shiloh said. “She has pushed further forward, on her lonesome, mark you, than anyone in the Empire has yet gone. She has only recently returned from the frontier.” 
 
    Scrutor’s angular face and intelligent eyes remained impassive as the General explained what she had been up to. 
 
    “Show the Seer and Dragonmancer Noctis what you just showed me, Scrutor,” the General ordered, handing around the cups of potent spirit. 
 
    “Very good, General,” Scrutor said. 
 
    She nudged the dragon at her feet with a boot and clicked her tongue a couple of times at it.  
 
    The Scry Dragon rose slowly until it was sitting back on its haunches like the caricature of a dog begging for a treat. Then, it opened its mouth. A thick, coiling vapor flowed out from between its jaws and formed a solid cube of smoke in front of us. The smoke must have been under the little dragon’s control because it did not dissipate but hung stolidly in the air. 
 
    Scrutor clicked her tongue again. 
 
    A bright orange light blossomed in Tindruth’s throat and, suddenly, I was looking at a castle projected into the smoke. It was very much like watching an old film being projected onto a screen, or a Star Wars-esque hologram. The picture was in muted colors, but I hazarded a guess that it was being projected from the dragon’s own memories.  
 
    “This is something that you and your dragon saw?” I asked, wanting to make sure that my guess was right. 
 
    “Correct,” Scrutor said. “It was the finding of this kobold stronghold that convinced me to return with all haste to our base here and show my findings to the General.” 
 
    “And what exactly is this stronghold?” Claire asked, tilting her head and taking a step toward the projection. 
 
    The fortress looked to be on a scale that made the ruined castle where we had fought the wild dragons and kobolds look like a toy. It was huge and looked unassailable. It might have been designed, for all its obvious size and strength, by a child: a mammoth main keep with a tower set a little way away from each of the four corners, and on top of each one of these towers… 
 
    “Are those…?” I asked. 
 
    “Dragons,” Scrutor said. “Yes. Wild ones. This is a kobold mega-stronghold, the likes of which the Lorekeepers would be able to tell you more about. Each of its towers is a temple for a wild dragon, and the wild dragons are perched on their peaks, as you can see. And these are not just any wild dragons, but Elder Dragons.” 
 
    Scrutor spoke in neat, clipped syllables, never using more words than were strictly necessary. 
 
    “We do not know the exact name of this stronghold,” she continued “but—”  
 
    “It is called the Bronze Citadel,” said a voice, as the tent flapped was ripped aside. 
 
    The General opened her mouth in outrage, at the sight of Hana, the bearmancer standing there. 
 
    A guard burst through the flap a second later and grabbed the bearmancer by the arm. He looked sheepishly at General Shiloh and said, “General, my apologies, she slipped past me and—” 
 
    Claire raised a single small hand, and the guard was silenced as effectively as if someone had pressed a mute button. 
 
    “Speak, Bearmancer,” the Seer said, her eyes locked on the petite woman wrapped in her cloak and shawl, her wrists bound. “Speak. For you clearly have something to say.”  
 
    Hana regarded Claire with an untrusting eye, but said, “That is the Bronze Citadel. It is where you will find more crystals—more Etherstones. Their exact location, however, is a mystery.” 
 
    A soft light pulsated suddenly at my side. Casting my eyes downward, I saw that Will, the wisp, had come into being right next to me. I couldn’t say how I knew, but I was certain that the little will-o’-the-wisp was staring intently at Hana. 
 
    General Shiloh’s eyes flicked from me to Hana to Will to Claire and back again. With an impatient gesture, she banished the guard from the tent. The man gratefully retreated. She grunted a laugh, looked at Claire and said, “You knew about this, Seer?” 
 
    Claire gave an enigmatic little shrug of one shoulder. Then she placed a hand on my shoulder and subjected the General to a long, slow look. 
 
    General Shiloh huffed a half amused, half irked sigh. “Yes. Well. I suppose that’s where you come in, Dragonmancer Noctis. You and your little wisp friend down there.” 
 
    I looked from Will to the General. 
 
    “That’s where I come in to do what?” I asked. 
 
    “The location of the Etherstones,” Claire said quietly, nudging me with an elbow. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Yeah. Cool. Sorry, it’s been a busy couple of days, you know.” 
 
    General Shiloh gave me a poker-faced stare. She looked like she wanted to call me some sort of fresh name, but before she could do so, there was a clamor of trumpets from somewhere in the opposite direction to where the center of Dodge City lay. 
 
    “What in the blazes is that about?” General Shiloh snapped. 
 
    Claire looked totally unperturbed, but as a woman who was renowned for being able to look into the future, that might not have struck anyone as very surprising. 
 
    The tent flap was torn aside yet again, and the same guard that had come in with Hana poked his head inside. He looked flustered. 
 
    “General Shiloh,” he said. “Enemies approach from the southwest!” 
 
    General Shiloh, Scrutor, Claire, Hana, and I hurried outside. Escorted by a squad of soldiers, three of whom were my trusted coterie, we made our way without delay to the southwestern outskirts of the Galipolas Mountain encampment. 
 
    “There, Ma’am!” a watchwoman said. “Over yonder. Atop the hills. You see them?” 
 
    “I see them,” General Shiloh said. 
 
    It was hard not to see these newcomers. 
 
    Three warriors, riding on the backs of three massive bears. Lit by the light of the noon sun that had burned off the wispy clouds, I could see that the bears were all different. As different as one dragon was to another. One was white as your typical polar bear, the second was a deep russet red, and the last bear was covered with fur that lay somewhere between blue and black. 
 
    Hana, standing next to me, said proudly, “They are my kin. If they are here now, they wish none of your Mystocean troops any harm. They must have a grave reason for risking everything to be here.” 
 
    “And how did they enter the Mystocean Empire unseen, and get so close to our encampment without raising the alarm?” General Shiloh asked.  
 
    “The same way I did,” Hana replied in her lilting voice. 
 
    “You still haven’t informed me as to how you did that,” the General grumbled ominously. 
 
    “And I’m afraid, General, that I never will,” the bearmancer said mildly. 
 
    General Shiloh looked like she would have loved to tell the athletic, willow-switch of a woman just what she could make her say, but she swallowed her tongue when she caught Claire’s eye. She gritted her teeth, then gained control of herself. 
 
    “Prepare my tent for a meeting,” General Shiloh snapped to a guard at her elbow. “Food and drink suitable for distinguished guests. We will see what these Vetruscans have to say.” 
 
    Hana walked out to meet the three bearmancers, acting as an unofficial mediator. She was accompanied by half a dozen pikemen wearing full Imperial colors. 
 
    As I watched the three bearmancers escorted slowly toward us, down the hill that they had been standing on, I felt a pressure on either side of me. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re getting away from us that easily, Mike,” Penelope said into my ear. Her polite, studious voice was just as seductive in its own way as Tasmin’s foul mouth was. 
 
    “Yes,” Renji said. “We want our dragonlings, Mike. We want to help the Empire too…” 
 
    The djinn’s breath was cold as mountain air on my face and revived my sleepy senses somewhat. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “you’re going to have to wait, ladies. It sounds like we’re going to have to lay siege to a giant bronze fortress before I can get hold of more Etherstones.” 
 
    Penelope moved her head back so that she could scan my face for a punchline. When she saw no joke or lie in my eyes, she said, “Giant bronze fortress…” 
 
    Renji gazed at me and smiled her silver-toothed smile. Her blue-skinned hand trembled slightly, with anticipation, as she lay it on my chest. 
 
    “It is true then, what they say,” she said in her calm voice. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Veritably, there is no rest for the wicked,” the djinn said. 
 
    I snorted and put my arms around the two women. 
 
    We stared out at the approaching bearmancers, as they made their stately way toward the gathered Imperial troops on the back of their massively muscled beasts. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked,” I mused. “I guess that means there’s no rest for anyone, then.” 
 
    I looked out at the pristine mountain landscape that backed the approach of the three bearmancers. Gorgeous woodlands of fragrant firs, rivers that ran like threads of silver, and broken rocks formations of gray and purple and black. It was a wonderous, savage, and stunning land that lay out there. Mysterious and exciting. Much like the future that lay at my feet. 
 
    What would it hold? 
 
    I’d already met one bearmancer, and I was about to meet three more. What were they like and what were their intentions toward us? Hana seemed to me to be trustworthy, but was she a paragon of her people, of these Vetruscans? 
 
    Their very existence and coming here brought up another interesting point: what other mancers lived out there, out beyond the borders of this strange Empire that I had given my allegiance to? 
 
    I could only wonder at that. 
 
    I shook my head slightly, feeling the press of warmth from the women on either side of me. There were many questions surfacing now. Many thoughts whirling and jostling to be inquired over in my oversaturated and weary mind. 
 
    Three such queries that bubbled to the fore of my brain were; what were the wild dragons, truly? What mysteries did the Subterranean Realms have to offer me and the Mystocean Empire? We had barely scratched the surface there, I reckoned. And how many dragonlings would I father? 
 
    I looked out over the chain of mountains that stretched out and faded to dusky purple out on the horizon. Somewhere out of sight, a couple of birds were nattering away about sex or food or danger in their pretty voices. 
 
    Those questions of mine, that jostled for attention in my head, they could all be answered later. For now, I planned on leaving the politicking to the likes of General Shiloh and Claire. I had my women and my children to attend to, first and foremost.  
 
    I sighed. Breathed the crisp air and enjoyed the feel of the sunlight on my face and the backs of my hands. I meant to make the most of the little things while we were above ground. The gods knew, it sounded like we’d be spending a lot of time down in the echoing halls, cramped passages, and dangerous unexplored frontier that was the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    And, probably, sooner rather than later. 
 
    I turned away from the bearmancers, from the future, and focused on the women at my side and the present that I was in. You had to make a concerted effort to enjoy these moments, to enjoy the present. After all, most of us—the lucky ones—were living the life that we might one day look back on as the good old days. 
 
    It was best to make sure that they weren’t just good days, but fucking great. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, shoving my weariness aside, grinning and taking Renji and Penelope by the hands, “let’s go and find the others and get something to drink.” 
 
    Renji made a sound of assent. “Yes, there are many souls that need remembering today.” 
 
    “But,” said Penelope in the anxious voice of the student who is allowing herself to be talked into skipping class, “hadn’t we better start preparing for… for what comes next? For what we might be called upon to do down in the Subterranean Realms? Shouldn’t we be training or planning or reading maps? Should we really be drinking and cavorting and wasting precious time?” 
 
    “Ah, Pen,” I said, squeezing the Knowledge Sprite’s arm and kissing her lightly on the cheek, “didn’t you hear that time you enjoy wasting can never be considered as wasted time?” 
 
    And, together, we walked toward the future, while it looked back at us with a knowing smile. 
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