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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The countryside streaked by below me. Fields, forest, and the river blurred and smeared. Trees and boulders changed from distinct objects into smudges of color as Noctis tucked his legs more tightly to his scaled flanks to gain even more speed. As the scenery flashed by while I rode the Onyx Dragon, I couldn’t help but let out a long whooping cry of exhilaration. 
 
    Soaring along at eighty miles per hour on dragonback—nothing came close to clearing the mind like that. Except for maybe fighting and fucking. 
 
    My heart rate was jacked, and a grin tugged at the corners of my mouth.  
 
    “Better slow up, bud,” I said to Noctis, slapping the sable dragon affectionately on his thickly muscled neck. “We’re in danger of losing the others.” 
 
    The dragon snorted in a satisfied fashion, sending forth sparks and smoke from his slitted nostrils which were whipped away by the wind. 
 
    “As you wish,” he replied, “but I was barely approaching a comfortable speed.” 
 
    Almost imperceptibly, I felt Noctis’s body relax. His wings, which had been tucked close to his body like those of a falcon, opened out. Our pace slackened, and we dropped smoothly through the air until his clawed feet were brushing the tops of the pine forest.  
 
    I imagined that the black Onyx Dragon must have cut quite the impressive figure as he descended. His cat-like eyes of bright yellow were bisected by a black pupil. His midnight-black scales carried a faint pearlescent sheen.  
 
    Noctis looked about as badass as any dragon you were likely to encounter in the Mystocean Empire and beyond. He radiated calculated lethality and deep cunning in the same way that a tiger did. Even if you had never heard of or seen a dragon before, you’d only need to spare Noctis one glance to know that here was a creature that it would be terminally foolish to try and mess with. 
 
    Not wanting to do my noble and impressive dragon a disservice by looking sloppy in return, I had dressed in full dragonmancer battle regalia for that morning’s excursion. I wore, over my standard crimson pants and sable shirt, a brigandine, which was a lightweight armor for the body. It was constructed from leather with tiny steel plates stitched into it. Elenari, my beautiful red-headed elven wife, had told me that it would stop a casual knife cut or thrust, or an arrow if I was lucky. Over my brigandine I also wore a hauberk, a thigh length mail shirt of incredibly fine mesh finished in a burnished bronze color. 
 
    It was far more flexible than the chainmail worn by the Mystocean Empire’s regular foot soldiers, but far stronger and more resilient to ranged weaponry too. A dragonmancer’s hauberk would stop a crossbow bolt if it wasn’t fired from point blank. It would also drastically reduce the damage done by a longbow arrow, which was the weapon of choice most often deployed by those enemies who wished to take down a dragon or its rider. 
 
    To finish off my ensemble, I wore leather and steel vambraces over both my forearms, mailed gauntlets covered my hands, and greaves and thigh guards protected my legs. 
 
    The only thing I was missing was the spear that Renji had issued to me on one of the first days I had spent at the Drako Academy. The six-foot-long ash spear had an eighteen-inch glaive tip, but it had been modified for dragonmancers by also having a billhook on the rear of the main blade. The resulting head of the weapon looked like the lovechild of a kitchen knife and a giant fishing hook. It could be used for stabbing certainly but was also the perfect instrument to use for pulling enemies from halls or archers out of watchtowers while the dragonmancer was in mid-flight. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of dragon wings snapping open turned my mind away from my gear. I blinked and looked to my right. The grin that was already stretching my face broadened still further.  
 
     What a sight. 
 
    Five other dragonmancers had dropped down to fly beside me; Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, Renji, and Penelope. Each woman was as unique as the dragon she rode upon. Each was as fierce and as determined as any woman I have ever met. I would have trusted any of them with my life, and I actually had done so on numerous occasions. 
 
    Elenari was closest to me, sitting easily atop her mount, Gharmon, the Emerald Dragon. Her dragon was the color of a new leaf – a bright and vivid green that seemed to exude vitality and life. Curiously, it was the same color green as Elenari’s almond shaped eyes. I had never seen any other dragonmancer share the color of their eyes with their dragon. Elenari was unique in this way. Elenari was elven, with milk white skin, flaming red hair that streamed behind her like a sheet of flame, and the pointed ears that were so indicative of her race. Elenari had been the first dragonmancer that I had ever met. She had scooped me off a Los Angeles alleyway and brought me through the portal that divided my old life on Earth and my new life in the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    I doubted whether the phrase ‘what a difference a day makes’ had ever rung truer than it had on that day: the day that my life had changed forever. One minute you’re running after a thief who has just stolen your phone, the next you’re being transported through space and time to another world by some mysterious redhead with the sort of lithe and petite body that would have been at home in the Olympic gymnastics arena. 
 
     Next to Elenari flew the beautiful blonde bombshell that was Saya. With a perfect tan, ashy blonde hair, and ice-chip blue eyes, Saya was the epitome of the American girl next door. Unlike the American girl next door, Saya was not especially sweet and wholesome. In fact, Saya was about as hot-blooded a woman as had ever walked under the sky. She might have looked like she had just stepped off the set of Baywatch, but the toned and well-muscled woman was also quite capable of tearing a man in half with her bare hands—literally, I had seen her do it before. She was flying on the back of her Gargoyle Dragon, Scopula, a low-slung gray beast with a thick tail and a blunt wedge-shaped head. Scopula had little dark eyes that smoldered like coals in her rough-skinned cement gray face. 
 
    On Saya’s right, flying along on her Rooster Dragon, Glizbe, was the Knowledge Sprite, Penelope. Penelope was dressed in her usual all-blue robes, the uniform of those who worked in the Grand Library of the Drako Academy. Everything about the sprite was blue, from her long blue hair to her skin to her all–blue eyes. Penelope had, perhaps, the sharpest mind of any of the assembled dragonmancers. She had an unquenchable thirst for knowledge and, shy as she was, she never left a question unasked if it meant learning something she did not already previously know. 
 
    Glizbe, her dragon, was one of the queerer looking dragons I had come across. She was a sleek snow-white beast, almost more avian than reptile. Her snout looked to be hard as bone, and her top jaw ended in a sort of curved beak. Under her bottom jaw, dangled a feathered wattle. Her wings looked more like the wings of some gigantic insect, than those of a typical dragon. They were similar, in fact, to the wings that Penelope had on her own back, which reminded me of a dragonfly. 
 
    Next to Penelope, flapping along on the back of her honey-colored male Force Dragon, Fyzos, was Tamsin. Tamsin was a hobgoblin. With her crimson skin, bright yellow eyes, and lustrous black hair, she caught the eye in no uncertain terms. She was a ruthless and skilled fighter who excelled with the spear. She was also the mother of Pan, the Tempest Dragon, and the latest dragonling that I had produced. 
 
    Last in the line of the five female dragonmancers was Renji. She was blue skinned like Penelope, but she was not a Knowledge Sprite. She was a djinn and, as all those folk were said to be, she was extremely proficient with numbers and riddles. This made her the perfect quartermaster for the armory back at the Drako Academy. Her hair was bright, gleaming silver and tied back tight to her scalp in braids. She was not quite as Amazonian in stature as Saya, but she was more heavily built than either Penelope, Tamsin, or Elenari. With the silver ring through her septum, which matched her bright silver teeth, the djinn was more than a little imposing. This was ironic in a way as Renji was, with the exception of Penelope, probably the most softly spoken and gentle of dragonmancers. This considerate and kind nature was quite endearing, but it did not extend to the battlefield, of course. 
 
    Renji sat astride her Steel Dragon, Corvar, and waved at me when she caught me looking at her. Her dragon did not have scales like dragons usually did. Instead, its silver hide was as smooth as a seal’s and reminded me of the mercurial body of the terminator out of Terminator 2. I was thankful that the day was slightly overcast as it meant that Corvar’s body was not as painful to gaze upon as it could be when the sunlight struck it just right. The brightness of the Steel Dragon’s hide bamboozled the eye and was something of a defensive measure during combat. 
 
    It had been a little over a fortnight since we had returned from the Subterranean Realms. A little over fourteen days since I had encountered a kobold army and had helped bring down three wild dragons that had penned in legion of the Mystocean Empire’s own forces. It had been a fucking wild ride and had culminated with me having to burst my way out of a dragon, using my magical abilities to explode the unfortunate creature’s head like a watermelon. 
 
     More importantly, it had been two weeks since the bearmancer envoys had arrived from the Vetruscan Kingdom. In all that time, they had been mostly closeted with General Shiloh in her tent. It was anyone’s guess what they had been chatting about, but no doubt it was something political. 
 
    Technically, the bearmancer, Hana, that I had helped capture in the Subterranean Realms, was still our prisoner. I wondered whether negotiating her freedom was what the three bearmancers had come to this outpost for. If they had, then they had made remarkably good time. However, something told me that Hana’s freedom was a secondary matter here. I guessed that, even if we had not encountered Hana, the three mysterious bearmancers still would have appeared to talk with the General. 
 
    Rumors circulated the military encampment. These rumors were mostly concerned with the mysterious appearance of the Overseer. Apparently, the enigmatic woman, whose sole responsibility was the upkeep and defense of the Drako Academy and the training of those soldiers and dragonmancers that inhabited it, had arrived the same night that the bearmancers had arrived. 
 
    None of the scouts on duty that evening had caught sight of her Platinum Dragon, which begged the question: how had she made the journey from the Drako Academy to the camp at the base of Galipolas Mountain? 
 
    Despite the fact that I had kept my head on a swivel and my eyes peeled, I had not seen a single sight of the woman who was probably the second most powerful figure in the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    Having come from Earth it was, perhaps, unsurprising that I was skeptical when it came to politicians or other people in power. If I had learned one thing, it was that they talked a far more impressive game than they played. However, there was something about the Overseer that I inherently trusted, hard to fathom as she was. 
 
     With the occult-looking tattoos that adorned her cinnamon-colored skin and peeked out of her sleeves, neckline, and the hem of her skirt, combined with her indeterminate age and her general beauty, the Overseer was an iceberg of a woman – cool and tranquil, with a mesmerizing grandeur to her that hinted at more beneath the surface. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Mike?” Elenari asked from beside me as we cruised over the treetops. Part of the magic of riding on dragonback meant that our hearing was unaffected by the rushing wind that accompanied flight. I could hear Elenari just fine—at least I would have been able to if I had been paying attention.  
 
    I stirred out of my dreamy state and looked at the red-haired elf. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    Elenari laughed and shook her head. “I asked you what was on your mind?” she said. 
 
    “Oh, not so much,” I said. “Just wondering about whether the soldiers’ gossip around the taverns back at the camp holds any credence.” 
 
    “About the Overseer being in the camp, you mean?” Elenari asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Do you reckon it’s true?” 
 
    Elenari shrugged. “I can’t see why it wouldn’t be,” she said. “Having those three Vetruscans showing up here was a pretty big deal, you know. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least that the Overseer made the trip here in double-time.” 
 
    “But no one actually knows that she is here at all?” I said. “No one has even seen her for definite.” 
 
    Elenari shrugged again, a few strands of loose hair that had escaped her warrior’s tail whipping about her head as we flew. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be soldiers’ gossip if anyone had actually seen anything for definite now, would it?” she said. 
 
    “Fair point,” I said. 
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by Renji. The djinn, clinging to the back of Corvar with her muscular legs, executed a perfect, slow, sideways barrel roll that took her from the far side of our line up and put her next to me. I applauded politely as Renji leveled out and unclenched her legs from around Corvar’s flanks. 
 
    “How are things coming with your new spell slots, Mike?” the djinn asked me, flashing me one of her dazzling metallic smiles. 
 
    After we had come back from our jaunt in the Subterranean Realms, I had unlocked a series of new spells. I figured that being bonded with four dragons—three more than anyone had ever been bonded with before—meant that I would, obviously, have access to a greater range of spells and skills than your average dragonmancer. 
 
    Before we had entered the Subterranean Realms in search of the dragondust and Etherstones, these were my spell slots. 
 
      
 
    Head Slot: Noctis (Aura: BLINK) 
 
    Short range teleportation. Creates semi-translucent helmet complete with totally clear visor. Side-effects of this spell are smoked armor in far peripheral and the slight deadening of hearing. 
 
      
 
    Chest Slot: Noctis (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) 
 
    Manifests and fires a ball of crackling black Chaos Magic. Vanishes whatever part of the body Shadow Sphere hits in a burst of black misty particles. 
 
      
 
    Right Arm Slot: Garth (Offensive Spell: FORCEWAVE) 
 
    Produces a concussive wave around the caster, which can hurl foes from their feet with enough force to kill. Can also cause massive structural damage to the local environment. 
 
      
 
    Weapon Slot A: Noctis (Chaos Spear) 
 
    Conjures a spear with a shaft that seems to be made of smooth, flawless ebony or some other dark wood. The tip is long and sharp, with a leaf-shaped blade. Crackling black, white and silver Chaos Magic will wreath and dance up and down the shaft like a heatwave. This occult spear will go through plate armor like a hot needle through lard.  
 
      
 
    There had been a lot of celebrating after our successful return from the Subterranean Realms – a lot of feasting, drinking, and fornicating. It had taken me a few days to get my head on straight enough to even realize that I had gained sufficient combat experience to open up these new slots. The feeling of elation warmed my blood like whisky. 
 
    Checking through my assorted itineraries on my four crystals, I had found four fresh spell slots opened and awaiting me. 
 
      
 
    Left Arm Slot: Noctis (Defensive / Offensive Spell: ENTROPIC MINE) 
 
    A mine that, when triggered, sucks everything in the nearby vicinity into a vortex and makes it implode. 
 
      
 
    Right Arm Slot: Garth (Offensive Item: REPEATING HAND CROSSBOW) 
 
    A repeating hand crossbow that shoots bolts. 
 
      
 
    Chest Slot: Wayne (Defensive Spell: SMOG FORM) 
 
    Turn into smog for a limited time. Makes the user’s body intangible. 
 
      
 
    Head Slot: Pan (Defensive / Offensive Spell: LIGHTNING SPEED) 
 
    A helmet that allows for short bursts of speed. Each burst uses a significant amount of mana.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As of yet I had only dabbled with a couple of them. 
 
    “I haven’t tested out all four of my new spells,” I admitted. 
 
    Renji raised one quizzical eyebrow at me, as if to ask why the hell not. 
 
    “I’ve used the crossbow spell,” I said. “I can see it coming in very handy in a combat situation. I can summon this deadly little thing with the speed of thought, right, and the weapon is only about the size of a Mac-10 submachine gun—” 
 
    “What’s a Mac-10 submachine gun?” Elenari asked me as Gharmon dodged out of the way of a larger than average fir tree that jutted up out of the forest like a center standing amongst a gaggle of point guards. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s just a weapon that some of the gangs from the city that I’m from back on Earth make use of sometimes. My point is that it’s small. What’s more, it reloads automatically somehow. The bolt just magically appears and the string resets. Would have been damned handy to have at my fingertips when we were fighting the kobolds on that ruined fortress. Would have been perfect for thinning out the herd a little.” 
 
    “What is its effective operating range?” Renji asked. As one of the Drako Academy’s preeminent armorers, quartermasters, and general administrators, it did not surprise me in the least that she should ask such a pertinent question. 
 
    “It’s good up to about twenty-five feet,” I answered. “Although, that would change depending on weather, and whether or not I was firing from dragonback.” 
 
    Renji nodded. 
 
    “And what about the other spells?” Elenari asked me. 
 
    “I’ve experimented a little with the Entropic Mine,” I said, “but with something like that, using the sort of magic that can, basically, crush someone into a gooey mess the size of a peach, I figured it was best to use them far away from anyone who might accidentally set them off.” 
 
    “That’s probably wise,” Elenari said. 
 
    “Nothing like being compressed into a shapeless glob of dog food to ruin your day,” Renji said solemnly. 
 
    I snorted with amusement. “That’s right. So, I headed out into the woods that surround the part of the camp that has been designated a dragonmancer only zone. Summoned a few of the mines up and tossed some rocks and apples at them. They are… really something. I wouldn’t want to step on one of them. Not one bit.” 
 
    While Elenari, Renji, and I had been conversing, Tamsin and Penelope had been chatting to one another too. Our group of five dragons, led by Noctis, had been soaring without hurry over the varied landscape below.  
 
    The forest gave way to scrubby grassland dotted with trees. Off to our left, I could make out the roar of one of the many mountain rivers cutting its way through a gorge. Even from the height we were flying at, I could smell the land below: the fresh scent of good, rich earth, the mineral tang of melt water and rock, and the heady aroma of growing things. It was the smell of a land in perfect harmony. Where everything had its place. A land that was free from the stain of humanity—or any number of the other civilization-building races that made up this world. 
 
    “And the other two spells?” Renji prompted me, making me open the eyes that I had unconsciously closed while I had been taking deep lungfuls of air. 
 
    I took a leaf out of Elenari’s book and shrugged. 
 
    “Just haven’t quite got round to testing them out yet,” I said. “I’ve been enjoying the rest and relaxation after that scrape we had with those three wild dragons. I feel like we earned it, you know.” 
 
    “I’d say we fucking earned it!” Tamsin chimed in. “After taking down three wild dragons, a dragonmancer could probably safely say that they’re entitled to a little time to let their hair down.” 
 
    She caught my eye, and we exchanged knowing smirks. Ever since she had birthed the latest of my dragonlings, Pan, we had spent many steamy nights together. I liked to share the love when it came to my fantastically open-minded female warrior companions. Somehow, Tamsin and I always managed to end up together at the end of the night, whether it was after an evening carousing in town or heading back after one of our dragonback rambles in the countryside surrounding the encampment. 
 
     I licked my lips and looked away from the hobgoblin. It was best that I kept my mind out of the gutter for the present. My traitorous mind, though, couldn’t resist going back to visit the highlight reel. In particular, the afternoon we had spent in that supply tent when Pan had been conceived still stood out in my memory. 
 
    The hiss of her skin under my fingertips, the slickness of our sweat as our bodies pressed against each other. The ragged breathing. The exquisite pain of her nails raking my back and shoulder blades. 
 
     Yeah, that had been a good time all right. 
 
    And, taking a leaf out of Bond’s book, it had all been in the name of queen and country—or, at least, Empress and Empire. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s touch down over there by that lake and give the dragons a breather. They can have a drink and relax, and we can have a picnic, maybe. We don’t have to be back at base for a little while yet.” 
 
    “A picnic?” Tamsin said in a nonplussed voice. “We’re missing a crucial ingredient for that, are we not?” 
 
    “We are a little deficient in the food department, Mike,” Elenari said. 
 
    I shot the girls a grin and pointed at the lake that Noctis had started banking toward. That was the great thing about sharing a mind with another creature: you didn’t have to waste words on instructions. The other party simply knew what you wanted to do as soon as you knew you wanted to do it. That sort of telepathic shared knowledge meant that dragonmancers and their mythical steeds had an advantage over almost any foe they were likely to face. 
 
    “How much do you want to bet that there are some fat-ass fish swimming around in that lake down there?” I asked. 
 
    Saya smiled and called, “Scopula tells me that she can smell them from here. That doesn’t explain how you’re going to catch them though. Unless you’re secreting a rod somewhere on your person.” 
 
    My smile broadened. “I told you that that new crossbow spell of mine was accurate up to twenty-five feet, didn’t I?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, and the five of us were sitting around a crackling campfire. Yet another advantage of being a dragonmancer: you spend less time patting your pockets looking for a lighter or a box of matches. 
 
     The beguiling smell of cooking fish permeated the air. The sizzling crackle of fat dripping into the flames added a wholesome and homely feel to the atmosphere. Both the gargoyle Dragon, Scopula, and I had been right – fish aplenty were gliding through the crystalline waters of the mountain lake. 
 
    The fat trout that had never learned to fear man, being as isolated as they were. They had skins that flashed like rainbows made liquid, and were far larger than any trout that you might expect to find back on Earth. 
 
    “That was some neat work, Pen,” I said to the Knowledge Sprite as I turned one of the green sticks that we had spitted through the gills of the glistening fish.  
 
    Penelope blushed prettily at the praise. She had acted as a sheepdog in a way, flying over the lake and herding the curious trout over to where I stood on a bank. There, I had used my new automatic crossbow spell to nail about half a dozen of the hapless fish as they swam in toward me. It had taken me a couple of attempts to hit the first one. With the way the water refracted and distorted the images of the fish, it took me a little while to get my eye in. 
 
    Elenari, as a wood elf, had walked over to a young sapling not too far away and cut some neat, wide strips of bark from its trunk with one of her daggers. She’d used her dagger to clean and scrape the last of the wood from the inside of these strips of bark and had fashioned some basic, but quite usable, plates from them. I reached for one of the crude platters now, deftly severed the head of a trout, and passed the fish to Penelope. 
 
    “Have you always been able to fly, Pen?” Saya asked as she accepted a fish from me. 
 
    Daintily, Penelope used a stick to flake away the tender flesh from the side of the fish. She picked up a morsel and popped it into her mouth. She made a little noise of approval. 
 
    “Very good, Mike, thank you,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think it was anything I did,” I said, “but you’re very welcome in any case.” 
 
    “Um, yes, Saya,” Penelope said, turning back to address the blonde warrior. “Yes, Knowledge Sprites are born to fly, though it takes us some time to perfect the skill. Just as it takes others a while to learn how to walk.” 
 
    Pen flexed the iridescent dragonfly-like wings protruding through the especially cut slots in her blue Librarian’s robes. 
 
    “Oddly,” she said, “ever since I have embraced the dragonmancer side of my training, and am consequently spending less time inside the Grand Library, I have found myself flying less and less under my own steam. More often I am carried on the back of Glizbe.” 
 
    “So, you enjoy getting out to stretch your wings, then?” Tamsin asked. Her sharp, white teeth crunched through her trout’s skin, flesh, and bone with no apparent effort. She wiped the grease from her mouth with the back of her hand. I couldn’t think of any woman I had ever seen who was so stunningly savage looking. 
 
    Penelope grinned and nodded. “Oh yes. There are a few things in this world that can trump flying. Soaring through the clouds on the back of one of our fantastic beasts is phenomenal in its own way, of course. The sense of exhilaration I remember feeling when I was a young sprite though… Well, if I had had a particularly hard day, I would go for a fly. Afterwards, I would feel so alive, so full of vitality. I’d feel as if I could breathe life into dust, if that makes sense.”  
 
     The other four of us paused to consider this comment from the usually reticent Librarian. I was fairly certain that all of us were reliving that first time, whenever it might have been, when we had first climbed onto the back of a dragon and taken to the air and become, in that instance, the apex predators in this marvelous world we inhabited. 
 
    “It was your wings that got me thinking about something just now, Pen,” I said suddenly. “As you were helping to drive those trout in.” 
 
    “What was that?” the Knowledge Sprite asked me. 
 
    “Even with my ability to access more spell slots,” I said, “I still don’t have access to my Titan or Wing slot—even with Noctis.” 
 
    Penelope’s smooth blue brow crinkled up in thought. She loved a problem, loved a theoretical problem to unravel. 
 
    “Does that seem strange to you?” I prompted her after a while. “That after all we have been through, and despite me being able to access the powers of four separate dragons, I still haven’t gained access to any Titan or Wing slot spells or abilities.” 
 
     Penelope’s all-blue eyes gazed out over the lake. There was a swish and a ripple as a resident trout stirred just below the surface of the water. The Knowledge Sprite looked up at me, then said, “I'm not sure whether it's any cause for you to be concerned, Mike.” 
 
    “You don’t?” Elenari asked, passing over another fish for Renji to eat. 
 
    Penelope shook her head. “No, I don’t. In all the excitement of our recent adventures, we have forgotten that the attaining of Titan abilities takes most dragonmancers years to accomplish. The vast majority actually go their whole careers without attaining Titan spells or propensities.” She popped another morsel of fish into her mouth and chewed. When she had swallowed, she said, “It is a phenomenal drain on a dragonmancer’s mana reserves. Only the most powerful, dedicated, and iron-willed of our kind can do it.” 
 
    “Dragonmancers like Ashrin and Jazmyn?” I said. 
 
    Penelope nodded. 
 
    “Those chicks are so fucking badass,” Tamsin said, holding out a fist to Saya so that she could bump it with her own. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” the ashy blonde beauty said, reaching for another one for the sizzling fish that hung over our campfire. “They’re the kind of dragonmancers that all other dragonmancers aspire to be like. If we are the blade that is affixed to the head of the spear that is the Mystocean Empire’s armed forces, then riders like Ashrin and Jazmyn—members of the Empress’ Twelve—are the godsdamned tip.” 
 
    Saya was right in her analogy. Jazmyn and Ashrin were probably the two most capable dragonmancers that I had yet met here. 
 
    Both were part of Empress Cyrene’s elite Twelve. These select dozen warriors had been invited to undergo a second Transfusion Ceremony and bore the Empress’s Dream Dragon brand. 
 
    This brand was used by the Empress to communicate directly with her Twelve, enabling her to pass on orders and hear reports in real time, no matter where in the world that any of the Twelve might be. It was the call and responsibility of Ashrin, Jazmyn, and their ten fellow members of the Twelve to hunt down rogue dragonmancers and deal with them in as final a way as possible. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, returning to the point, “the access to the Titan slot requires a lot more experience, perhaps, than I have so far, right?” 
 
    “In a nutshell,” Renji said thickly, through a mouthful of trout. 
 
    “I can accept that,” I said, although privately I was determined to break whatever record might currently stand and become the youngest or newest dragonmancer to gain access to the Titan slot. “But what about the Wings slot? I don’t think I have even seen anyone utilize that ability before.” 
 
    Saya tossed the picked clean skeleton of her fish out into the lake. With her enhanced dragonmancer’s strength, she managed to heft the light collection of bones far further than she would ordinarily have been able to do.  
 
    “It’s not very surprising, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “No? Why’s that?” I asked, flaking off a wedge of trout and putting it into my mouth. The meat was absolutely delicious – melt in the mouth moist and with a lovely clean flavor that came from the pristine water and whatever it was that they fed on. 
 
    “Because,” Saya said, “more often than not, it’s far more effective to simply use your dragon to fly rather than to give yourself wings.” 
 
    ”I see what you’re saying,” I said. “Most of the time, if flight is required, it pays to be sitting on a creature that has a battering ram for a tail at one end and a flamethrower at the other.” 
 
    Elenari smiled and flicked a trout’s head at me. “You sure know how to lay out the layman’s terms, don’t you, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    With reflexes that went beyond the normal, I plucked the flying fish head out of the air with my thumb and forefinger. With a casual flick, I sent it flying out over the lake. It splashed down not far from where Saya’s fish bones had. 
 
    A sporadic flapping and splashing from just under the surface sent silver spray into the air as the surviving trout chowed down on their former brethren. It was a poignant reminder that, although the wilds might be beautiful, they were still the wilds. 
 
    “You know that I’m a simple man, you hot elven goddess you!” I said. “I like to have things laid out in my head as simply as possible. It gives me clarity. It means that there is less chance that I’ll misunderstand something and unintentionally throw a wrench into the works.” 
 
    Elenari smiled and shook her head. She turned to Saya. “Can you believe this man?” 
 
    Saya chuckled. “You are many things, Mike, but stupid or a layman is not one of them.” 
 
    “I talked with Ashrin and Jazmyn the other night about the Wing slot,” I said. “They confirmed that the Titan Slot is meant to be harder to attain, but the Wing Slot is rarer to witness.” 
 
    “Did they say anything else?” asked Tamsin. She was leaning forward with interest, her elbows resting on her knees. 
 
    “Basically, they just reiterated what Penelope just told us,” I said. “They told me that just because I haven’t seen it does not mean, obviously, that the slot or skill does not exist.” 
 
    “They didn’t go into any more detail about what the Wing slot actually enables you to do?” Renji asked in her slow, thoughtful voice.  
 
    Something in the djinn's tone made me think that, perhaps, she already knew the answer to that question. She was a savvy woman and had been in the Drako Academy for longer than any of the rest of us. 
 
    “I can tell you that it enables one to fly, it’s as simple as that,” said Penelope. “It channels your dragon’s mana so that you sprout physical wings out of your back.” 
 
     This is what I loved about this world that I had been thrown into. People came out with these outrageous sentences, sentences that would have seen them locked up in a padded cell back on Earth sentences, but here were simple statements of fact. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said, “they just make wings pop out of the back of your torso. Nothing to write home about, really.” 
 
     Penelope gave me that special blank look that geniuses reserved for those who are, perhaps, a little less intelligent than them.  
 
    “As rare as the Wing slot might be,” Renji said, “I can imagine a few scenarios in which it might prove advantageous.” 
 
    “Recon work?” I suggested. 
 
    “Quite so,” said Renji. 
 
    “Stealth work,” Saya said, picking at her teeth with a small knife. 
 
    “Infiltration missions,” I followed up. 
 
    “And such an ability could prove highly useful for impromptu escapes,” Penelope added. 
 
    Tamsin nodded sagely. “Yeah, it would be nice to know that if you had to throw yourself off a castle wall or something, to escape a pack of ravening kobolds say, you wouldn't be resigning yourself to a short freefall and a very long future spent as a stain on the flagstones below.” 
 
    We all laughed at that. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see the benefits in that,” I said.  
 
    That incomparable silence that can only be found in the very remotest, the most desolate, most beautifully pristine spots in the world fell after our laughter died. The sound of our mirth was replaced by the sound of quietude, which is not so much a lack of sound as a collection of specific noises that only emphasized how remote and alone the five of us were out here. 
 
     There was the soft rushing breath of the wind moving through the long dry grass. The occasional soft splash of a fish moving in the lake. The high, clear call of some hunting bird riding the thermals high above us. 
 
     And then, there came a sound entirely alien to that landscape. It was a low, droning noise, like something akin to a giant bumblebee. 
 
    Or two giant bumblebees. 
 
     I was the first to look up, but only by a second or two. The four other women raised their heads and began scanning the sky. The dragons, who had been at the far end of the lake drinking and sunning themselves, also turned their attention upward.  
 
    “And what the hell do you suppose that is?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    The familiar spiking tingle of adrenaline diffused its way through my bloodstream, heightening my already heightened senses and causing my heart to pick up its pace. My nostrils dilated so that I could suck in more of their oxygen-rich air, along with any scents that might tell me who, or what, was approaching. Likewise, my pupils dilated too, scanning the low clouds for possible danger. 
 
    There were only a few people who knew that we were out here. All of them were high-ranking Mystocean Empire military figures. 
 
    “Can anyone see anything?” Tamsin hissed through her pointed predator’s teeth. Her eyes were gazing unblinkingly up into the sky, heedless of the occasional fingers of bright sunlight that filtered through the clouds. 
 
    “Not yet,” Renji said calmly. 
 
    “There!” I said. I raised my arm to point at two approaching specks that had just risen into view. 
 
    After what we had just been discussing, I had to laugh.  
 
    “Talk about freakin’ timing, eh?” Tamsin said. Her yellow eyes did not leave the two specks as they approached us. “That is Ashrin and Jazmyn unless my eyes are mistaken.” 
 
    I snorted at that turn of phrase. The eyes of dragonmancers were never mistaken. 
 
    “It certainly appears to be,” said Elenari, shading her emerald eyes with a pale hand. 
 
    “It is,” I said. 
 
    Ashrin and Jazmyn, two of the most decorated and infamously ruthless and proficient dragonmancers to be found anywhere in the Mystocean Empire, zipped over the rugged mountain country toward us. 
 
    Even at a distance, the flash and sparkle of their wings was plain to see. They were not the kind of wings that I might have expected dragonmancers to sprout. There was very little reptilian about them. Instead, they more closely resembled the wings of a bird. 
 
    “I thought they would have had dragonwings,” I said.  
 
    “Why?” Penelope asked me. “Magic can be just as powerful as flesh sometimes, and comes with none of its weaknesses. Using a dragon’s mana to craft wings actually makes a lot more sense when you come to think about it. It is a lot harder for an enemy to shoot you out of the sky if your wings are made from magic, rather than blood and bone.” 
 
    The droning sounds grew louder as Ashrin and Jazmyn drew nearer. They were skimming at a fair rate of knots. Not as fast as a dragon could fly—not even close—but still quick enough to make them damned hard targets to hit with a bow and arrow. 
 
    Clearly, having your own wings gave you more dexterity and movement in the air, if not as much speed as I might have liked. Jazmyn and Ashrin sped in low, the toes of their boots brushing the clumps of tussock and sending clouds of midges exploding into the air. 
 
    As they drew nearer, I realized that their mana-powered wings corresponded with the colors of their respective dragons. Ashrin’s wings had a faint poisonous green sheen to them, while Jazmyn’s shimmered with a clear blue tint.  
 
     Braking suddenly, the two women stopped dead in mid-air, still some fifteen feet above the earth, and then dropped nimbly to the ground. They landed like a pair of hunting cats, without any sign of a stumble or weariness.  
 
    The two women looked somewhat alike. Both walked with the cocksure self-assertiveness of those who were accustomed to being the biggest badasses in any room they walked into. 
 
    The moment that these two members of the Twelve had touched back down onto terra firma, their wings had dissolved back into the ether, their dragons no doubt having been restored to their crystal homes. 
 
    Jazmyn, the more outspoken of the pair, strode forward and slapped me on the shoulder as I got to my feet. 
 
    “How fare you, Mike Noctis?” she said. “You been stayin’ out of trouble?” 
 
    “Trying to,” I said. 
 
    Jazmyn threw back her head and laughed. Her ash-colored hair was cut short, and she wore the black burnished armor of the qualified dragonmancer. The bright red sash around her waist added a splash of color, reminding me of the markings of a black widow spider.  
 
    “Fat fucking chance of that!” she said good-naturedly and slapped me on the arm once more. 
 
    Ashrin stepped forward, shooting her companion a glance that said there was a time and place for grab-assing and tomfoolery and this was not it. Ashrin had feline features, sensuous and cunning. She also had cat-like ears poking through her spiky black hair. 
 
    “Ashrin,” I said, “thanks for demonstrating your Wing slot. We were just talking about that.” 
 
    Ashrin looked around the group of five and nodded curtly to each woman in turn. 
 
    “What can I do for you, ladies?” I asked. “I assume that you didn’t come out here just to pay us a visit and share a little fish with us?” 
 
    Ashrin shook her head. Her expression was unreadable. 
 
    “You’re required to head back to the Galipolas encampment,” was all she said. 
 
    “Back to the Galipolas camp?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    I made a show of peering up at the sky, even though the sun was not visible. “It’s not even past our curfew yet.” 
 
    Ashrin was clearly in no mood for jesting. 
 
    “Mount up,” she said, “and get back there as soon as you can. That’s an order from General Shiloh herself.” 
 
    I frowned slightly. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Honestly, Mike, we can’t tell you,” Jazmyn butted in. “We were out on patrol—we’ve been running with some of the Storm Riders as of late and making sure that the kobolds or ratfolk haven’t been popping out anywhere in the surrounding lands. A message got passed along to us, instructing us to find you and tell you to get your ass back to the encampment ASAP.” 
 
    “You're not coming with us?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah, we have to continue on with what we were doing,” Jazmyn said. “We might see you back there shortly though, after we’re done with our little bit of reconnaissance.” 
 
    Jazmyn tipped me a wink and summoned her supernatural wings back into existence once more. Ashrin did the same. Together, the two infamous warriors leapt up twenty feet into the air, making use of their dragon-augmented muscles, and quickly headed off westward. 
 
    “Hm,” Tamsin said, with her characteristic dryness, “that wasn’t at all ominous, was it?” 
 
    “What do you think they need us for back at the camp?” Penelope asked. Her azure-on-sapphire eyes were filled with a slight trepidation. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, Pen,” I said. 
 
    “Probably a bit better I’d say,” said Elenari teasingly. 
 
    “Ouch,” I said, laughing. 
 
    I turned back to the Knowledge Sprite. “I’m not sure what it’s about, but we shouldn’t worry too much about it being an attack or anything like that.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Penelope asked. 
 
    I called out to Noctis through our telepathic link, but the Onyx Dragon had quite literally read my mind and was already loping over from where he had been lying lakeside. The other dragons, whether because they were being summoned by my fellow riders or simply following Noctis’s lead, were following behind the sable dragon. 
 
    “How can I be sure?” I asked. “I can’t be. Not one hundred percent. But, it’s safe to say that if our outpost was being attacked, two of our most experienced and proficient fighters would not be being used as carrier pigeons to summon us to the fray.” 
 
    I looked around at the four women. The easygoing looks that had suffused their faces for the majority of the morning had been replaced. Now, they had their fighting faces on. Their eyes were killing eyes—soldiers’ eyes. From the set of their jaws, these were four women who would go above and beyond to protect any man and women who fought beside them. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Enough talk. Let’s ride.” 
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    When we landed back at the encampment, we found the place had not been razed to the ground as Penelope might have feared.  
 
    Still standing were the buildings clustered at the knees of Galipolas Mountain like chicks huddling around a hen. The air was devoid of the smoke and cinders and fire that would have accompanied a rout by wild dragons. No bodies littered the streets, neither of ratfolk, kobolds or, thankfully, our own soldiers. As scant regard as the ratfolk and the kobolds had for the lives of their own twisted folk, I doubted any raid they mounted would have been devoid of casualties. 
 
    Our coterie met us near our tents. These were a dragonmancer’s choice pick of three leading fighters from amongst the regular troopers and acted as their personal bodyguards, 
 
    I was as pleased to see my lads as I ever was. My coterie and I had formed an unorthodox relationship. Where dragonmancers and their personal bodyguards were usually divided by a strictly observed hierarchy, my three stalwart men and I shared a far less stuffy bond. 
 
    “Lads, it’s good to see you!” I said as Noctis disappeared back into the black crystal hanging from a golden chain around my neck. “Have you motherfuckers been keeping your heads down during the week that I’ve been letting my eyes have a rest from seeing you.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Dragonmancer sir,” Bjorn growled, stepping forward and clasping hands with me. “We’ve been behaving oh so nicely in our well-deserved rest and recuperation period, haven’t we lads? We’ve been, um, knitting and talking about… books and… stuff.” 
 
    He dropped me a stage wink of such lasciviousness that it wouldn’t have been missed by the most innocent of nuns. Not even if she was suffering with cataracts. 
 
    I looked the seven-foot tall half-Jotunn over. Gleaming red eyes. Near-white skin crisscrossed with pink and red scars. Pale blonde warrior’s tail and beard. Numerous tattoos crawling over the shaved sides of his scalp.  
 
    Bjorn looked like a bear fresh out of prison and strategically shaved. 
 
    As far as marauding tank soldiers went, Bjorn was in a league of his own. 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I said. “It’s good that you haven’t been neglecting your... book... studies.” 
 
    “What? Studies? Books? Bjorn?” said Rupert Dyer, our squad’s apothecary and all-round genius. “Oh c-c-come, sir, I really must protest at that brazen lying! The closest that this man ever gets to a book is the newspaper that he wipes his—” 
 
    A sharp and judiciously administered elbow from Gabby cut Rupert off before he could put his foot all the way into his mouth. 
 
    I clapped Rupert on the shoulder. “Good to see you too, Mr. Dyer.” Then I gave Gabby a genial nod. 
 
    Gabby rolled his eyes and presented me with a commiserating look. The man was the most enigmatic of my three unlikely coterie members. He was a mute and very little was known about his past. One thing that we did know, however, was that he was a hit with the ladies. This always puzzled Bjorn because he could never figure out just how a man with no tongue could provide adequate entertainment for a female companion. 
 
     I had tried on numerous occasions to convince Bjorn that it was precisely because Gabby couldn't talk that he was so popular with the opposite sex. In the eyes of many women, a good listener was worth his weight in gold. Bjorn had yet to respond with anything other than a dubious snort. 
 
    “Did you miss me, boys?” I asked my men. “I know how you three fret when you’re devoid of your fearless leader.” 
 
    Gabby rolled his eyes once more and gave me a pitying look. It always amazed me how much the mute archer could convey through a simple look through his hawk-yellow eyes. 
 
    Bjorn simply guffawed, as if I had said something incredibly stupid. 
 
    “Well, I missed you, sir,” Rupert said with frank honesty. “I do enjoy carousing from tavern to tavern with these two, b-b-but even when Gabby doesn’t have his tongue stuck down some random barmaid’s throat, he doesn’t say much, and Bjorn well…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bjorn said, in a mock wounded voice. “I’ll have you know that I’ve been trying to raise my game with the whores of this shithole ever since news started circulating that the Overseer was here. Many of them now regard me, I reckon, as a man who’s up-to-date with international affairs.” 
 
    Rupert waved a hand. “Pfft, you think that international affairs means buggering a girl from out of town.” 
 
    Bjorn reddened a shade and growled something, but then Gabby made a few gestures in the air with his hands and grunted a handful of syllables. The two friends turned to face him. 
 
    “What was that?” Rupert asked the mute. 
 
    “I think he was trying to tell Bjorn something, Rupert,” I said, barely managing to keep a straight face. This sort of banter was why I believed that my coterie, unlike any of the others, held a secret something. 
 
    “What was he trying t-t-to tell him, Dragonmancer?” Rupert asked, turning on a bit of extra respect as Saya walked past him. 
 
    “I think,” I said in a studious voice, “Gabby said that, just because you sometimes look like a jackass and sound like a jackass, you shouldn’t be fooled. Because you really are a jackass.” 
 
    Bjorn snorted and punched me neighborly on the arm. It was only my dragonmancer strength that stopped me staggering a dozen paces to the side.  
 
    As the boys and I were trading these brainless insults, which so often count as wit and repartee amongst males ranging from eight to eighty, there came a rattling jangle. Old Sleazy rolled up with his hand barrow grill. 
 
    “Oi oi, look what the saber-toothed cat dragged in, eh?” the green-skinned gnoll said, his hideously thin and lanky mustache fluttering about his mouth like a couple of white sea snakes. 
 
    “Old Sleazy,” I said. “I’d like to say it’s good to see you, but—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to lie to me?” Old Sleazy cut in. “Come on, Dragonmancer, you’re going to have to do better than that. Think outside the square a little, eh? Is your lack of originality due to you being tired? You look a little tired, boyo.” 
 
    “Ah, Old Sleazy, I might look tired now, but when I wake up tomorrow, I’ll be fresh as a daisy, whereas you will still look like an avocado that’s been run over by a cart,” I replied sweetly. 
 
    The gnoll nodded his round head appreciatively. He was dressed, as always, in a chef’s toque and apron with ‘Sex, Drugs & Sausage Rolls’ stitched across it. 
 
    “That’s a better effort, dragonmancer,” he said. “Skewer of pickled marsh shrew anyone?” 
 
    There was a chorus of affirmative noises from all those gathered around the cart. 
 
    “On the house?” Bjorn asked, jerking his hand back from the loaded tray at the last second. 
 
    “For you, big fella, of course there’s no monetary charge,” Old Sleazy said in a syrupy voice. 
 
    Bjorn dived in and began stuffing pickled shrew into his mouth.. 
 
    “But I might require paying in the future. Maybe in the form of some friendly little favor. But we shall see, aye,” Old Sleazy finished. 
 
    Bjorn’s face fell, and I chuckled. Old Sleazy, with his mannerisms, connections, and the respect he garnered from all and sundry, always reminded me of some Dickensian Don Vito Corleone.   
 
    “How did news of our arrival reach your shell-like ear so quickly?” I asked, licking grease off my fingers. The shrew was damned good, as was expected when it came to Old Sleazy’s barbecue. 
 
    “You know me, Mike,” said the self-proclaimed and generally acknowledged culinary genius, “I’ve always got my ear pressed to the ground. Gold ain’t always the best currency. Gossip and rumor hold their value almost as well.” 
 
    “Speaking of rumors and gossip,” I said. “What have you heard about the Overseer? Is it true, is she here? And what about the bearmancers?” 
 
    Old Sleazy’s eyes glittered, but before he could answer, another gnoll arrived on the scene. 
 
    It was Diggens Azee. Attired in his usual broad-brimmed hat of faded leather, pair of stout crocodile skin boots, and a matching canvas safari suit, he looked like Steve Irwin’s prospecting cousin. Prospecting, it turned out, was just what he had been doing. And behind him was Will, the will-o’-the-wisp, trailing the gnoll like a stray pup. 
 
    “G’day, Mike,” he said, before I was able to greet him properly. “Best be getting your arse over to General Shiloh’s tent. She’s hollering all over for you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” the dust-covered gnoll said. 
 
    “Diggens, are you going to let me market those damned six-packs of tinned beer that you’ve been making in that shed of yours yet, or what?” Old Sleazy asked, with an avaricious gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Yeah right, mate,” Diggens said. “I’ll tell you what I always tell you: you’re bloody dreaming. Now Mike, I’d be off sharpish if I was you. I think the Overseer is in there with the General. If that’s true, then it’s going to be bloody important.” 
 
    I wolfed down the last of my skewer. 
 
    “It’s about time,” I said. “I was wondering when the brass was going to fill me in on whatever is, and has been, happening. I’ll see you all later.” 
 
    And with that, I stalked off toward General Shiloh’s command tent.
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    I pushed back the heavy canvas flap of General Shiloh’s tent. Immediately, the rumors about the Overseer’s presence at the encampment were confirmed. The Overseer was waiting inside the tent with the bear-like general of the Mystocean Army. 
 
    Whereas General Shiloh looked vaguely ruffled and irritable this morning, the Overseer appeared just as serene and in control as she usually did. 
 
    The Overseer was dressed in a simple flowing gown of sapphire silk, with a shawl of silver-gray fur cast casually around her shapely shoulders. The cinnamon-colored skin of her face, unblemished by age or by sun, was mostly obscured by a deep traveling hood, covering her cascade of tight black curls. On her hands she wore a collection of silver rings, a few of which had stones set into, though most were of plain silver or platinum and carved with crude runes.  
 
    She was just as inscrutable now as she had been when I first met her. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking, which was usually the case with minds that ran so deep and so broad. 
 
    General Shiloh, on the other hand, was a woman who wore her emotions plastered all over her honest and hard-working face. As a leading figure in the Mystocean Empire’s armed forces, it went without saying that the General did not suffer fools lightly. She had clawed her way up the ranks to this top spot through a combination of guile, ruthlessness, tactical intelligence, and straight out combat skill.  
 
    The General was standing behind her desk now, her arms crossed over her barrel chest. It was fitting that she should be the leading military officer meeting with the Vetruscan bearmancers—whatever it was the meetings might have been about. There was something of the bear about the strong-looking woman. She had her forearms bared so that the short fur that covered them was on display. The fur was the same chestnut color as her hair, albeit without the flecks of gray scattered through her close-cut military style hairdo. At one temple, General Shiloh had one thick streak of white hair. 
 
    “Ah, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she growled when I had walked past the two guards outside and pushed my way into the tent. “It’s about damned time.” 
 
    I almost replied with a cheerfully acidic, “It’s nice to see you too, General”, but managed to lasso the words back at the last moment. General Shiloh’s keen gray eyes glinted dangerously in the light of the many fairy-filled lamps that hung about her quarters. I got the distinct impression that she was not in the mood for any of my horsing around today. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Overseer said, inclining her beautiful head with all the grace of a bluebell bowing under a slight breeze. 
 
    “Overseer,” I said, “it’s a genuine pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    The Overseer smiled. “Such a dichotomous character you are, Mike Noctis. The battle reports and soldier’s gossip that I hear paint a picture of a decisive and quite merciless man. They paint it in myriad shades of blood. And yet, when we talk, I find you extremely well-mannered and amiable.” 
 
    I shook my head, not quite sure how to respond. “Just because I’m happy to deal with my enemies on the battlefield in an unfaltering and lethal way doesn’t mean that I have to stalk around the encampment, playing the role of brooding badass, you know?” 
 
    General Shiloh looked like she was on the verge of reprimanding me for my casual language with the most powerful and important woman in the hierarchy of the Drako Academy.  
 
    The Overseer, however, raised a hand, and the General closed her mouth with an audible snap. 
 
    “Very true,” said the mysterious head of the Drako Academy. 
 
    I glanced over at the General. She was champing at the bit. Clearly, she had something she wished to get off her chest in double time. 
 
    “As much as I enjoy our chats, Overseer,” I said, “I assume you brought me here for a reason?” 
 
    General Shiloh made an appreciative noise in her throat. 
 
    “Good man, dragonmancer,” she said, “cutting to the chase like that. I applaud your keenness.” 
 
    “Just want to know what’s going on, General,” I said. “Just keen on knowing what the next step in the exploration of the Subterranean Realms is going to be.” 
 
    “You mean, you want to know what we plan to do about the Bronze Citadel?” General Shiloh said shrewdly. 
 
    The Bronze Citadel was a kobold mega-stronghold, the likes of which only the shady Lorekeepers knew much about. We had received a little intel from the head of General Shiloh’s scouting network, but that wasn’t much beyond a description. 
 
    The Bronze Citadel was a huge and unassailable looking bastion, with a mammoth main keep. A tower was set a little way away from each of the four corners of this central edifice, and on top of each one of these towers, wild dragons perched. What made things even worse was that each of these four towers was, apparently, a temple for a wild dragon. The final cherry on this dogshit sundae was that these wild dragons were not just any wild dragons. 
 
    They were Elder Dragons. 
 
    The three of us had enjoyed a heavy silence and exchanged significant looks.  
 
    I broke the silence. “More than a few conversations between the dragonmancers and their coteries have revolved around this Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    Dressed in the all-sable battle gear of the fully qualified dragonmancer, with a silver dragon claw on each of her brawny shoulders, General Shiloh had a supremely commanding presence. At my words, though, a flicker of discomfort shadowed her face. She picked briefly at a roughly stitched cut running down one arm of her well-worn uniform. 
 
    “That is not actually why you have been brought before us today, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, turning her gray eyes up to regard me. 
 
    “No, General?” I said. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    The Overseer pushed back her traveling hood to reveal her face in all its ageless perfection.  
 
    Her features, flawless as they were, were usually impossible to interpret, but on this occasion, she appeared slightly awkward about what she was going to say next. 
 
    “It was really I who wished to see you, Mike, not so much the General here,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “You don’t have to beat around the bush with me, Overseer,” I said, the disquiet that I couldn’t quite put my finger on growing a little more. 
 
    “Very well,” the exotic leader of the Drako Academy said in an even voice. It was the voice of the born diplomat; neither hot nor cold, neither kind nor stern. 
 
    She gestured to one of the two seats that sat opposite General Shiloh’s chair on the other side of the desk. Taking her meaning, I sat. The Overseer followed suit, and the General too sat down. The Overseer crossed her slender legs, and I glimpsed the curious tattoos that snaked up out of her suede, ankle-high moccasins and up her calves.  
 
    The Overseer’s clear green eyes watched me steadily. “You thought that I—that we—wanted to see you about the Bronze Citadel, or else the conferences between ourselves and the envoys from the Vetruscan Kingdom.” 
 
    It was not a question. It was a statement. The woman could read my thoughts as easily as if they were transcribed across my forehead. I did not answer. 
 
    “The actual reason that I desired to talk to you, Mike, was to find out how you were faring here. Are you well?” 
 
     I blinked. “Ah, yeah,” I said, momentarily taken aback. “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “You are a father to three dragonlings now,” the Overseer said, her steady green eyes staying fixed on mine. “That carries a lot of weight, a lot of responsibility.” 
 
    “I have the heart for it,” I said unthinkingly. 
 
    A falcon-fast smile flashed across the Overseer’s face, setting it to glowing. That perfunctory glimpse of true delight set her flesh aflame, bringing out even more radiant beauty within, like a miner’s pick breaking into a subterranean watercourse. 
 
    “Oh, I know you have the heart for it,” the Overseer said. “The heart of a father, of any parent, is a showpiece of nature. It has always struck me as a curious thing that the role of any father worth the name is to, first and foremost, try and mold and shape his offspring into beings better than he is. Being their friend should always come in a close second place in the list of priorities.” 
 
    It was eloquently put. 
 
    “Do you have children, Overseer?” I blurted, before my brain could close my mouth. 
 
    General Shiloh’s eyes flashed, but the Overseer simply ignored the question, sidestepping it as neatly as she might have avoided a dropped kebab in the street. 
 
    “Yes, the heart of a parent is a masterpiece of a thing, beyond any magic that I have ever encountered,” she mused, her clear emerald eyes still fastened on mine. I was under no apprehension that she was a better reader of personalities, and more in tune with peoples’ reactions, than Dale Carnegie could have ever hoped to have been. 
 
    “You have fought to protect and save the lives of your offspring more than once already,” the Overseer continued. “However, I have something to ask you now that might test you in a wholly different way.” 
 
    I thought I could vaguely see what the Overseer was driving at now. I took a stab. 
 
    “You’re talking about wanting to know whether I am prepared to give them to another person, to a prospect or warrior of your choosing, so that they might become a dragonmancer, aren’t you?” 
 
    The Overseer inclined her head. “It was part of the bargain that we struck with one another, do you recall?” she said evenly. 
 
    “I recall,” I said. 
 
    “Not that bargains need necessarily come into this,” General Shiloh said in her commanding voice. “The Overseer is making a request of you, Dragonmancer.” 
 
    The Overseer did not look at the General. She continued to hold my gaze, and I interpreted this as a sign of respect. This, I realized, was a test of sorts.  
 
    “Yeah, I recall the deal that we made, Overseer,” I said. “You let me face the danger of the Subterranean Realms. All so I could be part of the crew that went in search of the Etherstones—the stones that were required to save Wayne.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” the Overseer said mildly. “And that bargain was struck because the combined will of the Martial Council desired those stones to save dragons that would, one day, be used to strengthen the waning might of the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    I nodded but did not trust myself to reply just yet. I wasn’t really what you might call over the moon about this—Wayne, Pan, and Garth were the fruit of my loins, my kids—but I had been expecting this to happen. 
 
    “And who decided that today is that day, if I may respectfully ask, Overseer?” I said, being careful not to catch General Shiloh’s irate gaze. 
 
    “It was the joint decision, the resolution, of the Martial Council,” the Overseer replied. 
 
    I scanned the woman’s clear complexion. I did not think that she would be the sort to brazenly lie, but was she choosing her words with more care than she might have done? It was impossible to tell. 
 
    “With the utmost respect for you,” I said, wanting to make it clear without actually speaking the words that my respect for the men and women that made up the Martial Council could have been easily decanted into a thimble, “the dragonlings might not be quite experienced yet, not quite ready.” 
 
    The Overseer spread her hands. “If so, then it is unfortunate. However, the choice has been voted upon and made.” 
 
    “By those who haven’t even laid eyes on two of the three dragonlings that the decision impacts,” I said, with only a slight tremor in my voice betraying my rising anger.     
 
    “Well, it is said that one person alone can be capable of performing some extremely unintelligent deeds,” the Overseer replied gravely, “but for true stupidity, you really can’t get past an assembly.” 
 
    I grunted with amusement at the accuracy of her words. I wasn’t a political man, never had been, but even I knew enough of what those folks on Capitol Hill got up to, to see the truth in the Overseer’s statement. 
 
    “Which of your dragonlings is the strongest at the present time?” the Overseer asked me. 
 
    “All of them are strong,” I said before I sighed. “But Garth has been in his adult form for the longest time. He’s had the most battle experience.” 
 
    The Overseer pursed her lips, considering. “And would Garth, do you think, be amenable to being paired off with another who is not you?” 
 
    The thought of that brought up a soft, vague revulsion in the pit of my stomach. I imagined fathers of daughters felt a similar way when they first discover their daughters are dabbling in the dating pool. There was something distasteful about my progeny, Garth, being bonded to another potential dragonmancer. 
 
    “I'd have to ask him,” I said. “He’s not mine to command. At least, only in the way that a father can boss his son around.” 
 
    At the mention of his name, Garth’s presence had blossomed in my mind like a pale pink miasma creeping under a door. It was the telepathic equivalent of someone listening at a door, but not wanting to intrude on the conversation of the elders. He could hear well enough that the conversation was about him, but that did not mean that his ten-cent’s worth was required just yet. 
 
    Saying that though, Garth had never been one to stand on ceremony. Like any other child or teenager, he had a personality all of his own. A personality, moreover, that he was finding it harder and harder to repress, even when the situation called for him to keep his thoughts and his words to himself. 
 
    “I’m not bothered by it, Dad,” said the Pearl Dragon’s sharp, eager voice, echoing through the private passages of my mind.   
 
    “You don’t care?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Garth replied. “I’m a dragon and you’re my kin and that won’t ever change. No matter if I’m bonded to another, you and I share something that dragon and rider haven’t shared for ages—at least that is what Noctis has told me.” 
 
    Garth, as did Pan and Wayne, hero-worshipped Noctis to some degree. The older dragon continued to regard the three younger dragons with that inimitable aloofness that is so unique to dragons as a race. Still, he was softening somewhat and beginning to teach my dragonlings the lore that would have taken many years to discover on their own. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re not going to mind going through the Transfusion Ceremony with someone else?” I pressed. Part of me hoped that the Pearl Dragon would stand his ground and decide to stick with me. 
 
    Garth seemed to have picked up on this unspoken wish of mine. His tone was slightly softer when he replied to me. 
 
    “It is what dragons were born for, what they were created for, Dad,” he said. “A rider would be nothing without their dragon.” 
 
    “And a dragon far less without their rider,” I said. 
 
    “Well…” Garth said cheekily. 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure,” I said. “I have faith in your abilities. You’ve proved them many times already.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Garth told me earnestly. 
 
    Our conversation had taken all of a few seconds, but the Overseer seemed to comprehend what was going on. She regarded me thoughtfully, her head cocked to one side as if she too was able to hear, as if she too was listening. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “He says that he is interested,” I said gruffly. 
 
    “Excellent,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “I’m not going to speculate on how his mother, Saya Scopula, is going to take this,” I said in an aside to General Shiloh. 
 
    The General raised a bushy eyebrow at me. It looked like she knew precisely how Saya would react.  
 
    I might have noticed something sooner, if I hadn’t entered the tent thinking only that I was about to be given some sort of briefing. As it was, it was only now that I twigged that someone else was within earshot. There was someone else waiting outside the tent. Waiting outside the more surreptitious side flap that I guessed served General Shiloh as a crude emergency exit. 
 
     My head snapped around. My dragon enhanced senses quested out.  
 
    I caught a whiff of pine needles, cold steel, and blood that had not been entirely cleaned from a blade. Holding my own breath, I could make out the steady breathing of the other person outside the room. The breath came softly through their nose, I think, because there was a soft whistling sound I could just make out on the edge of my dragon augmented hearing.     
 
    “That’s speedy work. Who have we got outside door number one, then?” I asked the General and the Overseer. “What with all the excitement of being brought in here, the presence of our mysterious eavesdropper eluded me. I apologize for my lack of preparedness, General Shiloh.” 
 
    Just who the hell was this mysterious eavesdropper? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    General Shiloh barked an order, and the small tent flap off to one side was pushed open. The stranger was preceded by a strong resinous scent, of which the smells of pine needles had been a mere precursor. 
 
    My immediate impression of this newcomer was that she spent most of her time ranging through the woods and wild places of the Mystocean Empire. She was a dwarf, that much was evident to anyone with eyes, and was built in the dwarven fashion, that is to say: short. 
 
    She was squat and well-muscled, but not unattractive. She had a kind face and very watchful eyes, eyes that radiated patience; the eyes of a hunter. They were gray eyes. Eyes as gray as granite, as gray as the sea. The dwarf’s full-lipped mouth was curled up in one corner in a sardonic little grin, which gave the woman an amiable look that I found hard not to like. 
 
    All in all, I found myself liking the newcomer, despite the fact that it was she who I presumed would be bonded to Garth. There was something inherently trustworthy about her, something strong and real.  
 
    The dwarf ran a hand through a mop of unruly ginger hair and eyed me brazenly. Under her armored breastplate, which looked like it must have weighed all of eighty pounds, she appeared to be packing quite a rack. 
 
    “Well met, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said to me in an accent that was at once gruff and laced with an undeniable intelligence. “And no, I don’t mind you staring.” 
 
    General Shiloh grunted a laugh at this. 
 
    The dwarf made a crude claw with one index finger and held it over her heart, saluting General Shiloh. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Ma’am,” she said to the black clad figure. “And it is a singular honor to meet you, Overseer,” she added, bowing low.  
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis this is Jaghilda, a dwarf from the tail end of the Dragon Rest Ranges,” the Overseer said. 
 
    I held out a hand. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    The dwarf, Jaghilda, held out a hand and took mine in a grip of steel. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” she said. 
 
    I nodded, turning my attention back to the Overseer. 
 
    “So, Overseer,” I said, “how exactly do we go about this? I assumed that for the Transfusion Ceremony we would need Tanila and Dasyr present to work their particular brand of magic? So I guess it’ll be a bit of a wait.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Noctis,” General Shiloh snapped. 
 
    I closed my mouth. The slight anger I had felt at this whole ambush, although I knew it wasn’t really an ambush, had caused me to get a little out of line and forget myself. The Transfusion Ceremony was the most closely guarded secret in all of the Mystocean Empire. It was the very way that prospective dragonmancers were linked with the dragons that they were paired to be bonded with. 
 
    “My apologies,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The Overseer, of course, had retained her composure. She cleared her throat ever so slightly and said, “The Transfusion Ceremony is something that will indeed take place, but first Jaghilda here will need to bond with your dragon.” 
 
    And then, I remembered. 
 
    “The crystal,” I said. “She has to touch Garth’s crystal.” 
 
     I recalled then how I had been required to touch the Onyx Crystal that now hung around my neck. It had been on the very first day that I had met Elenari. 
 
    That had been about five seconds after she had disemboweled the thief who had recently stolen my phone. Naturally, I had been a little frazzled, and it might not be so surprising that my memory of the event was a little bit disjointed. 
 
    However, Elenari’s doubts had been quickly and easily dealt with. She had pulled from a pocket the black onyx crystal in which Noctis had been, unbeknownst to me, residing in. A single touch had been all that was needed to convince her that I was, indeed, the very man that she had been sent to seek.   
 
    “That’s right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Overseer said to me gently. “Jaghilda needs to simply touch the crystal that Garth bides in to find out whether she is suited to being bonded with him. It is a mere formality at this point.” 
 
    “A formality? How?” I asked. 
 
    “A lot of research goes into hunting out the bloodlines that are suitable and due to be bonded to a dragon, Noctis,” General Shiloh said to me. “The Lorekeepers are very much aware of which race is due to be bonded to the next dragon, which races do not yet have representatives amongst the dragonmancers, and where such candidates reside. Hell, that’s the very reason that the Lorekeepers exist! And why they are so exalted.” 
 
    “If it’s such a foregone conclusion, then why bother with touching the crystal at all?” I asked. 
 
    “Because the Lorekeepers are not infallible,” the Overseer said. “Like anything, their prognostications and calculations can fall to nothing.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the thing about nothing, huh?” I said. “It’s the same as something: it can happen anywhere and at any time.” 
 
    “Quite,” said the Overseer. “Now, if you would be kind enough to bring forth the crystal…” 
 
    I did as I was bidden. Sometimes you just have to. 
 
    I pulled out the rose quartz crystal in which the essence of Garth resided. It was a good thing that the dragon wasn't going to be required to show his face in all its physical splendor. Knowing Garth, he probably would have appeared in a form roughly the size of an African elephant and knocked everything flying, uprooting the tent and sending General Shiloh into the sort of fury that could only be described as incandescent. 
 
    The crystal was warm in my hand, burning with the potent lifeforce within it. I held it out at arm’s length. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt much like how old Bilbo Baggins looked in The Lord of the Rings, when Gandalf had asked him to cough up the ring. Garth’s crystal, like Noctis’s, was enmeshed within a fine golden cage hanging on a chain around my neck. It dangled from my fingers, swaying slightly. 
 
    Then, with a swift deftness that still did not seem like a snatch, the Overseer leaned easily forward and procured the crystal from my hand. I felt a frisson of anger shoot through my limbs, out from my heart, all the way to the tips of my fingers. A glance from the Overseer’s kindly face, though, calmed me. It was a look that told me, without a single word, that I could trust her. 
 
    The Overseer turned from me and presented the dangling pink crystal out toward the dwarf who stood waiting with bated breath. 
 
    “All I have to do is reach out and touch it, is that right?” the dwarf asked. 
 
    There was a large double headed war axe slung over her shoulder. Even though she had Satan’s meat cleaver sitting on her back, Jaghilda looked nervous. I didn’t blame her. Magic, after all, was magic. It was nothing if not unpredictable. Nothing if not fucking dangerous. She might very well have been an excellent hunter and a skilled warrior and woodswoman in her own right, but she was about to experience magic.   
 
    “That's correct,” said the Overseer. “All you have to do is reach out and touch the crystal and we will know. There will be a modicum more certainty in your future than there was only a few seconds ago.” 
 
    Steeling herself with a deep breath or two, Jaghilda reached out and placed a finger to the slowly revolving little block of rose quartz. There was a pregnant pause and then… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “As I said before,” I said, after three seconds had dragged by, “nothing can happen just as easily as something.” 
 
    I doubted that the Overseer ever went as far as looking nonplussed, but there was a definite hint of consternation in the corners of her eyes. She looked as if, for the first time in a long time, she had witnessed a result that she had not anticipated in the slightest. 
 
    “Overseer?” General Shiloh asked. 
 
    Jaghilda was looking from the Overseer to the General to me with a look of complete bewilderment on her face. 
 
    “Was that supposed to happen?” she asked. 
 
    “Supposed?” the Overseer said. “Maybe. Was it expected to happen? No, I should not think so, in all honesty.” 
 
    There was a definite air of perturbation in the tent now. It had sprung up between the Overseer and the General in the same way that a squall would spring up between two advancing stormfronts, like the subtle volcanic pressure that starts building when tectonic plates rub together. 
 
    “But - but - but…” Jaghilda stuttered, looking around the room. “Surely, I should have felt… something.” 
 
    “I should blazing well say that you should have,” General Shiloh griped. 
 
    “If you’d be so kind as to excuse us, Jaghilda,” the Overseer said politely to the dwarf. “We will send word to you if things become resolved. In the meantime, I think it would be prudent for you to speak of this to as few others as possible. What has happened here, in this tent, is not something that is likely to please the Martial Council.” 
 
    “And anyone knowing of such things would do well not to mention their knowledge of such things,” General Shiloh said, with not a little hint of warning in her tone. 
 
    Jaghilda ran her hand once more through her mop of ginger hair. With a tight bow that seemed to cause her difficulty, she departed back through the tent flap. 
 
    “I did not speak incorrectly when I said that the rest of the Martial Council aren’t going to like this,” the Overseer said. 
 
    General Shiloh snorted. “Excuse my Vetruscan, Overseer, but who gives a flying shit what those lot think about it? It is how the Empress Cyrene is likely to take the news that most troubles me.” 
 
    The General made a move toward the jug that stood on a shelf nearby, the jug which I knew to contain an alcohol known as Hangman’s. The potent liquor was nicknamed Hangman’s because it only took one drop and the drinker was as good as dead. Before her fingers brushed the handle of the jug, she dropped her hand. Clearly, she was of the mind that clearer heads were needed to nut out this problem. 
 
    “Does it really matter if Garth didn’t hit it off with Jaghilda?” I asked. “Can’t we find another potential dragonmancer to touch the crystal?” 
 
    General Shiloh didn’t answer, but the Overseer returned to her chair with a slight sigh and handed me back the rose quartz pendant. 
 
    “That dwarf, young Jaghilda, was a candidate that the Lorekeepers were unanimously sure would be able to bond with a dragon,” she said. “That she has fallen at the first hurdle, at the touching of the crystal, is not something that I have witnessed in all my time at the Drako Academy.” 
 
    “A long time,” General Shiloh muttered, her chin sunk moodily on her chest. 
 
    “Indeed,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “It doesn’t bode well?” I asked, only half ironically. I had always found that expression slightly over the top. 
 
    “No, it does not bode well at all, Dragonmancer,” General Shiloh snapped, “and I’ll thank you for reining in your smartassery.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So… What do you want to do?” I asked. 
 
    The Overseer motioned to the chair opposite her, and I took it once more. 
 
    “The Lorekeepers will indubitably have a second candidate that they will send for in short order,” General Shiloh rumbled thoughtfully, running her calloused fingers through her hair. “They will not want it to be generally known that they failed in this. It will be a stain on an almost perfect record. Something that men and women like that cannot abide.” 
 
    The Overseer inclined her head in grave agreement.  
 
    “I have always found it wise to have a contingency plan, no matter how unlikely it is that the original scheme or ploy should fail,” she said. “Expecting surety in a scheme’s success is a dangerous thing. It smells of wishful thinking: the most dangerous trap that any master tactician can lay for themselves. Allowing yourself to wish for something can too easily turn that wish into hope—” 
 
    “And that hope into expectation?” I butted in. 
 
    The Overseer gave me another one of those stun-grenade smiles of hers. “That’s right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “That’s exactly right.” 
 
    “You have a backup plan, is what you’re saying, Overseer?” General Shiloh said, sticking her travel-stained boots up on her desk. 
 
    “Yes, General, I do,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “And, why really, do we need a backup plan?” 
 
    “Because ever since your existence and your, ahem, skillset shall we call it, surfaced, the hope of the Martial Council and, subsequently, of the Empress Cyrene, is that you would return the Mystocean Empire to its former glory. By making dragons. What to do with your gift takes up much of the conferences of the Martial Council, Dragonmancer Noctis. Your reluctance at following the orders of the Council, and the otherworldly way you conduct yourself, has not endeared you to those who preside on the Martial Council.” 
 
    A small smile of satisfaction curled my lips. “The ego is a hell of a thing. Amazing how some people can get as much sustenance from feeding it as most do feeding themselves with bread and meat.” 
 
    The Overseer did not say anything, but General Shiloh shifted her feet. “Careful, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “So, this backup plan then?” I said. “It’s to appease the Martial Council as much as anything?” 
 
    “To appease them, yes,” the Overseer said, “but also to give you some breathing room from their attention.” 
 
    “And why, if you don’t mind me asking,” I said, shooting a quick look at General Shiloh to make sure that I wasn’t about to be the recipient of a very frank and forthright telling off right in the earhole, “would you take my side over theirs?” 
 
    “I am not taking sides,” the Overseer said equably. “The only side that I am on is that of the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “And, as such,” the Overseer continued, “I believe that you have much to give us and much to help us with, Mike Noctis. We need you, and I will not let anyone obstruct the Drako Academy’s ability to do what is best for this land.” 
 
    General Shiloh slapped a large hand down on her desk, setting her quill and ink pot to rattling. 
 
    “Well said,” she enthused. 
 
    “Now,” the Overseer said, sitting up and leaning in to me, “as you are probably unaware, the Bearmancers of the Vetruscan Kingdom have since returned to their homeworld. They took with them the prisoner of war that you brought back with you from the Subterranean Realms.” 
 
    “Hana? You let her go?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    The Overseer waved her hands. “They may not have been of the Empire,” she said, “but those four were not our enemies.” 
 
    General Shiloh made a slightly disagreeable noise at that. I, on the other hand, was inclined to believe the Overseer. Hana had not struck me as someone had wished us ill, even though she obviously viewed the Transfusion Ceremony as some sort of abomination. 
 
    “Then, why were they here at all?” I asked. “The soldiers’ gossip made it sound like they had appeared to barter for the life of Hana. I never thought they would have had time to know that one of their bearmancers had been taken, let alone make the journey here.” 
 
    “You were right,” General Shiloh cut in at that point. The tough-looking dragonmancer was filling a short stubby pipe with a dried herb as she spoke. “They wished to make an alliance with the Mystocean Empire’s dragonmancers and combat the Shadow Nations in the Subterranean Realms. Or so they said.” 
 
    “You don’t believe them?” I asked. 
 
    General Shiloh lit her pipe with a match struck on her boot heel. Her head was wreathed in blue smoke that smelled faintly of blackcurrants, but she said nothing. 
 
    “They came bearing other news,” the Overseer said, averting my attention back to her. “It was not, perhaps, news in the traditional sense, but a piece of information that they wished to use in their negotiations with us.” 
 
    “And this nugget of information,” I said, “was something that they hoped would convince you—the Empress, I mean—to fall in with them with their war against the Shadow Nations?”   
 
    The Overseer nodded. 
 
    General Shiloh took a deep pull on her pipe. When she spoke, each word was etched with fragrant smoke. 
 
    “They mentioned that there exists a certain fabled mana-boosting relic in their homeland, in Vetrusca,” she said. “Hidden somewhere in the labyrinthine hills, gorges, and caverns that make up much of the land.” 
 
    “A relic?” I queried, leaning forward and planting my elbows on my knees.  
 
    “A deeply magical device that can literally break open a person’s mana reserves and make them, practically, bottomless,” the General said. 
 
    I looked over at the Overseer to see what she thought of all this but, naturally, her face gave nothing away. 
 
    “I assure you what I say is what the Vetruscans believe, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said, impatience in her voice. “I was at the blasted meetings after all. This device can allow a mancer to use the same dragon in multiple slots…” 
 
    “That, of course, wouldn’t exactly be the same as your dragonlings being given to regular folk to make them into dragonmancers, Mike Noctis,” the Overseer said, “but it would make you far more powerful.” 
 
    “The General is right,” the Overseer said. “You would become far more powerful, in a far shorter space of time than is usual for a dragonmancer.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” I said, trying not to let the elation show too much on my face. 
 
    “There will be advantages to this, of course, but making you more powerful isn’t exactly what the Empress, or the Lorekeepers want,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “They do not want you on the frontlines, Dragonmancer,” General Shiloh growled. “They have never wanted that. The Lorekeepers are furious enough as it is. Shitting kittens is an expression that comes to mind, if you’ll excuse me, Overseer.” 
 
    “The General is right,” the Overseer said. “The Lorekeepers wish you to be kept safe, behind lock and behind key and behind ward, if that is what is required to ensure the future of the Empire.” 
 
    I felt my expression grow wooden. 
 
    “I think you have a fair idea of the kind of person that I am, Overseer,” I said. “With all due respect, you’re well aware that you’ll have to chain me up if you don’t want me on the frontlines. This is my home now, and I have a family here, so I’m going to fight for them with everything that I have.” 
 
    The Overseer gave me a level look. While she made gruff noises of protest at me talking to the Overseer in such a way, I could tell that the General approved of my mentality. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing that you want me to head out to retrieve this said item, this mystical what-have-you?” I asked. “It’s a stealth mission of some kind, is it?” 
 
    The General snorted. 
 
    “Not quite, Dragonmancer,” she said. “The Vetruscan Bearmancers will give up the general location of this relic.” 
 
    I blinked, deflating a little at the thought of this mission slipping through my fingers. “They’re just going to give it to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Try not to look so damned disappointed,” the General said sarcastically. “I was going to say that they will give us the general location on one condition: they want to know the secrets of the Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    I looked at the Overseer. 
 
    I wasn’t about to hide the fact that I was extremely surprised about this turn of events. True, I had only had any sort of meaningful discussion with Hana, the bearmancer that we had captured in the abandoned ratfolk township in the Subterranean Realms, but I thought I had gleaned more than a little insight into the mentality of those people as a whole, regarding the Transfusion Ceremony. 
 
    It was Hana’s point of view, and one that she did not feel compelled to sugarcoat in any way, that the whole process of dragons and their riders mingling their blood so that both became stronger and more in harmony with one another was an anathema to her. And her people as a whole, from what I deduced from her words. 
 
    Hana did not strike me as the sort of person who wouldn’t know the truth if it slapped her upside the face. On the contrary, my initial judgement of the pretty, wild bearmancer was that she might be loyally reticent, but when she did feel compelled to speak, she spoke only the gospel. If she did speak the truth, and was not just some fervent zealot that opposed the ceremony as an individual, then it made me wonder. What could have changed within the Vetruscan Kingdom to make them want to revise their view on the Transfusion Ceremony? 
 
    It was another head-scratcher. It only added to the feeling that I was getting that shit was about to get crazier than a cockroach that had just been sprayed with a healthy dose of Raid.  
 
    “And you said yes?” I asked her. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she said crisply. “But, knowing the need that the Mystocean Empire has for that thaumaturgical relic, I argued the point. I told them that we will provide the Transfusion Ceremony to three select bearmancers. In exchange for the rough location of the relic and permission to find it in Vetrusca.” 
 
    My heart leaped in my chest. “And they accepted, the Vetruscans?” 
 
    “You bet your ass—I mean, yes, Dragonmancer Noctis, they did,” said the General, her teeth clamped around her pipe stem. 
 
    “Tanila and Dasyr will enter the Vetruscan Kingdom and perform the Transfusion Ceremony,” the Overseer told me. “They will need to be guarded heavily, as befits such powerful and valued mancers. The Vetruscans have never betrayed us, but…” 
 
    “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst, is that it?” I said. 
 
    The Overseer nodded and clasped her hands in her lap. 
 
    “And you and the Lorekeepers are happy for me to go on this little expedition onto Vetruscan soil?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    “It was those negotiations that have been taking up so much of our time over the last couple of damned weeks,” The General said. 
 
    “You are the only one who can find the relic, Mike,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “I don’t know how that can be,” I said honestly. “Especially if the Vetruscans themselves don’t know where it is.” 
 
    “The Vetruscans don’t know where it is precisely, but they know that it can be found using the same method of locating the Etherstones, as they reverberate with the same magical frequency,” the Overseer said. 
 
    “And seeing as you found the Etherstones…” General Shiloh said. 
 
    I had to admit that I had never really learned how to locate those crystals that were so vital in producing dragons. If I was honest with myself, I had stumbled across them. Actually, it had been— 
 
    “Will!” I said aloud. 
 
    The General, who was midway through tapping out her spent pipe on her boot heel, looked up and said, “Will what?” 
 
    I realized in a flash that I couldn’t possibly say that it had been Will, the ghostly little will-o’-the-wisp, who had located the Etherstones. If I divulged to the Overseer and General Shiloh how I had been led to the crystals then, then I’d suddenly be out-of-action and superfluous to requirements. Not only that, but I would also be put on a fucking Lorekeeper’s operating table to be dissected, fiddled with, and milked. 
 
    Not an idea that I was particularly keen on. 
 
    “Will… will I be able to take anyone with me?” I asked, recovering from my misspoken word. “That’s what I meant to ask. Who will I be able to take?” 
 
    I caught the Overseer’s eye and looked quickly away. I was fairly certain that she had the Dumbledore-like skill to be able to read a person’s heart as well as their mind. I only hoped that the Overseer would be partial to letting those with strong hearts forge their own path. 
 
    “You may bring any man, woman, or entity that you think will be able to aid you,” the Overseer said with a knowing narrowing of her eyes. “The expeditions into the Subterranean Realms will be put on hold until after you return.” 
 
    “What about the Bronze Citadel?” I asked. I was excited to see off on another adventure, but I couldn’t shake the looming menace of that massive Subterranean stronghold from my mind. 
 
    “While you’re away, scouting parties will continue to examine what they can of the Bronze Citadel, do not fear on that score, Dragonmancer,” the Overseer said. 
 
    She exchanged looks with General Shiloh, and then got to her feet. It was, as I took it, a motion of dismissal. 
 
    As we made our way to the exit of the General’s capacious tent, the Overseer slipped something into my palm. Looking down, I saw that it was a deep amber Etherstone. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked as General Shiloh bowed the Overseer out and we stepped into the pre-storm gloom that had descended upon the Galipolas Mountain camp. 
 
    “A little help,” she said. 
 
    “Help?” I replied, stowing the crystal in a pocket. “How did you get hold of this?” 
 
    “There are more women and men, beasts and spirits at work within the Empire than you, Mike Noctis,” the Overseer said simply. “You are merely one cog in the mighty machine that is the Mystocean Empire—though, admittedly perhaps, one of the more important ones.” 
 
    And with those final words, the Overseer pulled up her hood and moved away. Her Overwatch guards, who I had noticed standing unobtrusively in the few shadows and cover that surrounded General Shiloh’s tent when I had arrived for the meeting, flanked her on all sides as she made her out of the circle of command tents. 
 
    I was left standing outside General Shiloh’s tent, feeling the warm press of the Etherstone in my pocket. 
 
    “Penelope or Renji?” I muttered to myself as I made my way back toward the dragonmancers quarters that I shared with the others. “Pen has been waiting far longer…” 
 
    I felt that good old familiar smile pull at the corners of my mouth. It was the smile that heralded unknown danger and adventure. 
 
    First though, I had another baby dragon to make.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I marched back through the top part of the camp, the cleaner and tidier end where the tents, armories, and sleeping quarters of the more senior officers were located. This area, where most of the important decisions were made by General Shiloh and her staff, was far more well-kept and orderly than the town proper. It was also located on top of a hill, a slight hill but a hill nonetheless, that looked down on the growing assortment of mudbrick and wooden buildings that made up the main body of the encampment. 
 
     Even in the short space of time that I’d been here, the camp had flourished and expanded. It now covered what must have been a full acre at the base of Galipolas Mountain, spreading like some western-style fungus around the ornately carved entrance to the mine that led into the Subterranean Realms.  
 
    As I strolled my way through the more generously spaced tents of the command sector of the army, I looked out at the township below; at the thin streams of smoke rising from the myriad chimneys like a collection of skinny pencil shadings. There was more than a little of the wild west here, more than a little of the great frontier. It was an exciting place to be. There was danger, yes, but there was also an indisputable sense of standing on the edge of something new, something exciting and adventurous. 
 
    I smiled fiercely to myself. I was thinking of the unknown adventure yet to come, and the thought of Penelope waiting for me up ahead. The thrill and elation of new horizons yet to be crested and old appetites yet to be sated. 
 
    Pausing briefly in the lee of a stack of crates containing fresh longbow arrows and some magic-based grenadoes, I pulled the little sack of dragondust from my pocket. If I was going to knock up Penelope, my manjam needed to be at full potency. Failing to impregnate Penelope on the first try would have only meant that we’d have to try again—but I felt that every hour mattered these days. 
 
    I poured a generous measure of the glittering pearly white dust into my mouth. I took a hearty pinch up my left nostril and felt the unbridled vitality and clarity of mind and purpose flood through my every sinew and cell. 
 
    “Godsdamn,” I said, staring up at the sullen gray sky, “but it’s a beautiful fucking day!”  
 
     As befitted our rank, the dragonmancers had been allotted tent space on the hill alongside all the other high-ranking officers. We shared spacious and luxurious tents, more pavilions than tents really. When we were not out running exercises, sparring, or flying, the dragonmancers could be found around the tents, relaxing or studying. 
 
    It was amazing how much more pressing studying the history of the Mystocean Empire and its conflicts with the Shadow Nations had suddenly become, now that we were up to our eyeballs in ratfolk, wild dragons, and kobolds. 
 
    Whereas before we had journeyed to Galipolas Mountain, these enemies had merely been words on a page, foes with names but no faces, but now we knew them. We had gone sword to sword with them, smelled the reek of their blood and shit as we had cut them down by the score. 
 
    But all that fell to the back of my mind. I had more pressing matters to deal with today. 
 
    I found Penelope huddled down by one of the campfires in a fur blanket and sipping from a mug of something steaming. The beautiful and whip-smart Knowledge Sprite, with her exotic blue skin and shy eyes, was poring over a scroll. There was something very sexy about the concentration and dedication that she applied to her task. A faint frown creased the space between her shapely eyebrows, and every now and again, her lips moved as she silently sounded out a word in her head. 
 
    I crouched down next to her and observed her for a little while. She was so caught up in what she was reading, that it was only after I coughed gently that she looked up at all. 
 
    “Mike,” she said, the frown fading to be replaced by a shy smile, “what are you up to?” 
 
    “I just got back from a little chat with the General,” I said. Lowering my voice so that only she and I could hear, I added, “And the Overseer.” 
 
    Penelope’s eyes widened. 
 
    “So, the soldiers’ gossip was true,” she said. 
 
    “For once,” I quipped. 
 
    “What did they want to talk to you about?” the Knowledge Sprite asked me. 
 
    I motioned at the scroll in her hands. “Care to take a study break with me? Come for a walk in the woods.” 
 
    Penelope looked up at the cloudy sky and snuffed the air. “But it might rain.” 
 
    “That’s why I suggested the forest,” I said, nodding the direction of the tangle of fir trees that backed the dragonmancer part of the camp and descended down to the open grasslands beyond. “There’ll be less chance of anyone overhearing us or following us in there, and we’ll be sheltered from any ugly weather that blows in.” 
 
    Penelope tucked the scroll carefully into her blankets and rolled them up with the fastidiousness of a housemaid. 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed excitedly, “lead the way!” 
 
    We exited the encampment and went into the trees behind the dragonmancers designated area. As soon as we were under the eaves of the smaller outer trees, the intoxicating and relaxing scent of fallen and bruised pine needles rose up to greet us. 
 
    “Mmmm, I love that smell, don’t you?” Penelope said as we meandered like water, taking the path of least resistance. “It smells of pure sentience and creation, don’t you think?” 
 
    I breathed deeply and smiled. “It does, yeah. I don’t think you can beat a forest for shutting out the problems that might face you in the outside world. You can hear the wind huffing and puffing up there in the upper boughs, but it can’t touch us down here. It’s like slipping into some secret world full of secret sounds.” 
 
    The two of us stopped and listened to the clandestine movements of little, unseen creatures, the snap and rustle of dead branches falling occasionally, and the never-ending soft sigh of the wind moving through the thickly needled branches overhead. 
 
    “So,” Penelope said, after a moment, breaking the spell of peace.  
 
    “So…?” I asked, momentarily forgetting what it was that had even brought Pen and I here. “Oh, shit, right, yeah, the Overseer. Okay, here’s what happened…” 
 
    I then relayed the condensed version of what had gone down in General Shiloh’s tent while we continued moving deeper into the belt of fragrant and sleepy woodland. When I reached the part of my account the dwarf, Jaghilda, would see if she was suitable to bond with Garth, a distant, deep roll of thunder rocked the sky from the south. 
 
    “Sounds like the gods are tussling upstairs again,” Penelope said, shooting me a mousy smile. I had a feeling that she might have been quoting something back to me that I had once said. 
 
    “Sounds like it might escalate into one hell of a brawl, huh?” I said back. 
 
    “So, what happened next, then?” Pen asked me. “Did this Jaghilda and Garth take to one another in the initial touching of the crystal? It is rare that the Lorekeepers would put forward a candidate that was not practically a shoo-in for an Etherstone.” 
 
    I grinned. I should have known that Penelope would have been the one to touch the nub of my story with a needle. 
 
    “That’s just it,” I said. “There was no reaction whatsoever. Zip. Nothing. I could tell that it took the Overseer aback.”  
 
    Penelope halted and leaned against the rough bole of one of the wood’s giants. We were in the very center of the belt now, so far as I could judge. Even with my dragon-boosted hearing, I could make out no sounds from the direction of the Galipolas Mountain camp. 
 
    Penelope, as General Shiloh had done, looked mildly discomfited at this news. 
 
    “Like I said,” she muttered, looking me in the eye, “that is a rare outcome. What was the upshot of this?” 
 
    I told her, leaning against the tree trunk opposite hers, how the Overseer had devised her other plan. I told her how this new plan involved myself and a selection of my companions heading into the Vetruscan Kingdom to hunt for the relic that the Vetruscans had put forward as their half of the bargain. 
 
    “A relic?” Penelope asked, her face suddenly shining with scholarly intrigue. “What kind of relic?” 
 
    “The Overseer said it was a thaumaturgical device,” I said, recalling the term. 
 
    Penelope nodded. “Very old magic. Ancient. The oldest,” she muttered. “Did they incline to tell you what it would do?” 
 
    “It sounded to me like it was the key to this back-up plan that the Overseer had cooked up,” I said. 
 
    “The plan that is, essentially, about making an individual dragonmancer far more powerful than any single dragonmancer has ever become—potentially in the history of the Mystocean Empire?” Pen asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “From what I gathered, it’s a magical apparatus doohickey that opens up the mana reserves of the one that it’s used on. Opens them up wide, so that they are, as the Overseer said, without end and bottomless. Or something like that. Have you ever heard of anything like that? You haven’t come across any artifact of that sort mentioned in any of the books, scrolls, or folded paper planes in the Grand Library?” 
 
    Penelope shook her head. “No,” she said, “and something like that, if it were a thing that was publicly known, would be woven about with myths and legends and tales and… and—” 
 
    “And all sorts of other bullshit that would make it hard to find, right?” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Penelope agreed. “Tittle-tattle, whispers, and scuttlebutt would make locating a powerfully magical object like that all but impossible. It would have every treasure hunter and historian, every villain and hero of any note, flocking there like—” 
 
    “Drunks to one of Old Sleazy’s all-night barbecues,” I said, not being able to resist. 
 
    “Precisely,” Pen agreed with me seriously. 
 
    I continued with the retelling, although there was not really much else to say after that.    
 
    “How it is all going to pan out is beyond me,” I said, after I had finished with my recount and took a seat on a moss-covered fallen trunk half buried in the soft, redolent forest floor. 
 
    Penelope came and sat close beside me. Her eyes looked forward, into the plantation of ruler-straight trunks that made up our surroundings. They looked like they were gazing through the holt of firs, out toward the hazy future, trying to discern what might happen there. 
 
    “Well, as the griffin said when it had its tail chopped off, it won’t be long now,” the Knowledge Sprite said. 
 
    I gave a soft snort of amusement at that. It was not often that the Knowledge Sprite came out with lines like that. 
 
    “That’s a good one, “ I said, nudging her gently with an elbow. “I’ll have to use that one myself.” 
 
    Pen turned to me and flashed me a pearly white smile. “I read it,” she admitted, “in that scroll I was perusing when you came across me at the campfire. Professor Fidget’s Guide to Ice-breaking for the Acutely Intelligent.” 
 
    I laughed and put an arm around her. “I have to say that you delivered it with a guileless naturalness.” 
 
    We sat there in companionable silence for a little while longer, while over our heads, past the pinnacles of the forest giants surrounding us, the sky grew a little darker and the thunder came a little more frequently. 
 
    The way that Penelope seemed completely ignorant to the raw sexuality at her fingertips reminded me of the Overseer’s parting gift. 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the amber Etherstone. It was warm in my hand and almost seemed to vibrate with the life-force held within it. 
 
    What kind of dragon will this stone produce? I wondered. 
 
    The Overseer had told me nothing before she had left. 
 
    I shrugged internally. Hell, what was life without a few surprises? 
 
    “She—the Overseer—gave me this before she went on her mystical way,” I said, with a small grin. “An Etherstone.” 
 
    “I know what it is!” Penelope said in a hushed voice. “What kind of dragon will it bring forth when it is paired with a dragonling? Did the Overseer say?” 
 
    I shook my head and slipped the warm amber stone into Penelope’s hand. 
 
    “I guess you and I will just have to wait and see, won’t we?” I said. 
 
    “We?” Penelope asked, looking puzzled, as she held the Etherstone tight in her fist. Then light dawned across her face. She blushed that special shade of royal blue that told me she had been profoundly moved. A splendent smile spread across her face, crinkling up her button nose. 
 
    “You mean…?” she asked in a voice gone suddenly a little husky with the flaring of the desire in her all-blue eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “I mean…” 
 
    Without warning, Penelope kissed me full on the lips. Through my half-closed eyelids, I could see the dull light of the moody sky interwoven over the top of the branches of the fir trees. The swaying branches looked like cracks against the woolen background behind. The sound of the slowly gathering wind moving through the heavy, feathery branches was like the constant breathing of the Pacific Ocean. 
 
    Our tongues explored each other’s mouths; the pioneers of the bodies of two pioneers about to head off into the relative unknown of the Vetruscan Kingdom. Penelope’s lips were warm and eager, her kisses hungry, her breath already coming in little snatched gasps from between her teeth and blue lips. 
 
    After what might have been merely seconds or minutes, we broke apart. The two of us were, unsurprisingly, a little breathless. Penelope regarded me through her long lashes, her hands twisting bashfully together in her lap, as if her lust was something she should be ashamed of. 
 
    I didn’t think there was anything to be ashamed of. Not at all. If anything, the fact that she was so intensely turned on lit my own libido like a flame to a line of gunpowder leading directly to my membrum virile, as the classicists might have called it. 
 
    We kissed again. 
 
    “You’re an exceptionally smart cookie, Pen,” I said as we broke apart, still sitting next to one another on the enormous fallen log, our foreheads resting against one another. “Any idea whether the Vetruscans will double-cross us?” 
 
    “Hmm, well after briefly analyzing the little that you have told me, I believe I can offer a cautious slant on things,” Pen said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I murmured, kissing the corner of her blue mouth. 
 
    “Mmhmm, I think so,” the discerning Knowledge Sprite said.” It seems to me, on initial cogitation, that the Vetruscans must believe that this mysterious item or apparatus exists, otherwise they would not have offered its vague location to the Overseer. They must have an extremely good reason to put three of their bearmancers through the Transfusion Ceremony. Such a move flies in the face of the disdain their people feel for the ceremony.” 
 
    Penelope’s hand slid down my chest until it rested lightly on my lap. Tentatively, she squeezed my inner thigh. “They either want you to find this item so that they can have the Transfusion Ceremony conducted,” she said softly into my ear as I muzzled at her neck, “or they are willing to give this powerful item up in order to get Tanila and Dasyr within striking range. If they kill those two mancers, then our sacred and most closely guarded knowledge of the Transfusion Ceremony dies with them.” 
 
    I started a little, my mind popping out of the pleasant rut. It was an angle that I hadn’t had time to think of myself yet. 
 
    Before I could consider it for more than a second, Pen’s hand moved across to my crotch and began to rub with a seductive gentleness that made my breath catch in my throat. 
 
    I took the Knowledge Sprite by the shoulders and turned her so that I could kiss her more fully. Shop talk was all very well and good, but the dragondust was wrapped around my brain and was urging me to discard all other worries until I had dealt with the pressing need to get my rocks off. 
 
    Penelope and I got up from where we sat on the mighty fallen fir tree and stood on the carpet of dry and sweet-smelling fir needles. With a casual thrust that made my blood pound all the harder in my ears, Penelope slipped out of her habitual blue Librarian robes. She was left standing stark naked, like some gorgeous Na’vi that had been transported from Pandora. 
 
    Outside of the wood, the weather was picking up, the storm starting to flex its muscles. The very tops of the massive fir trees were bending and swaying as a chill breeze blew down off the mountains. Fragrant needles rained down like green snow, like confetti in a parade. 
 
    Down here, sheltered from the growing wrath of the tempest, the air was still warm and calm. While I could hear the sound of the storm growing above us, I only had eyes for Penelope. 
 
    She was a beautiful sight, the contours of her gleaming blue body drawing my gaze.  
 
    She had taken a couple of steps back from me to disrobe, but I moved toward the Knowledge Sprite now. My hands slipped down her shoulders and cupped her firm breasts. My thumbs played around her rapidly stiffening dark blue nipples. 
 
    “First thing’s first though, right?” I murmured, lowering my head to nibble at her elfin ears while my hands moved to her back, my fingers tracing her fairy-like wings. “It’s our duty to bolster the Mystocean Empire’s dragon population first, hm?” 
 
    “Is it all business with you, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Penelope breathed. 
 
    “Not all business,” I said wryly. “I try to have a good time too...” 
 
    Penelope let out a little groan as my hands moved across her skin, kneading gently at the muscles of her neck and back in a soft and subtle massage. 
 
    I continued to kiss and lick at her breasts with my head bent, before moving carefully down her spine, my fingers working in circles around her wing joints. When I reached the top of her ass, I massaged her hips and then, with the very tips of my fingers, ran my hands around to the front of her thighs.  
 
    “What clever hands you have, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Librarian whispered, her own hands rubbing gently but firmly at the front of my breeches. She took a little step forward, all the better to press her tits against my chest. Under Penelope’s busy hands, my rod was now standing fully at attention.  
 
    The Knowledge Sprite groaned, and her hand rubbed more vigorously at the front of my pants.  
 
    I continued, “It’s important to strike that work-life balance, isn’t it?” 
 
    Pen gave a breathy moan that managed to be somehow nerdy, timid, and horny all at the same time. 
 
    I slipped out of my shirt, while the respected and gifted Drako Academy Librarian unbuttoned my breeches. The naked sprite ran her fingers possessively over my muscled chest as I divested myself of all my Etherstones and dropped them, not without care, onto my shirt. 
 
    Then, I picked the naked Knowledge Sprite up and placed her on top of the moss-covered trunk we had been sitting on only a moment before. It was quite an electrifying sight – having the timid and polite, lithe, and quite petite sprite sitting atop the cushioned trunk, her legs spread and her hands out behind her to steady herself. For someone who comported herself with such respectability, having her sex on full display, and her blue-on-blue eyes burning with unadulterated want, was more than enough to turn me to concrete from the waist down and the knees up. 
 
    “Taste me,” Penelope said to me. There was a faint begging note in her voice. 
 
    Her legs opened wide in front of me, and I could see how wet she was, how ready. Stepping forward, not bothering yet to step out of my own breeches, I bowed my head to worship at the holiest of holies. The trunk was at the perfect height for me, when I dropped to my knees, to give the Knowledge Sprite head. The floor was soft and yielding under my knees, although I doubt that I would have noticed if I had needed to kneel in a carpet of broken bottles. 
 
    I ran my tongue up and down the slit of Pen’s sex. Her juices were sweet as Cleopatra’s wine on my tongue, and I lapped them up with an undisguised gusto that drove Penelope wild.  
 
    Pen moaned and writhed, her fingers twisted through my long brown hair, as I went down on her and diligently steered her toward the first big O. As I heard her breath quicken and felt her stomach and thigh muscles clench, I slipped two fingers inside her and moved them in a come-hither motion. 
 
    Within five minutes, Pen’s back arched, and she cried out, her voice echoing through the deserted woodland, bouncing from tree to tree until her ecstatic yells were swallowed by the forest. 
 
    “Ooooh, gods, Mike, how did you... That was so fucking... Just, please, get up and fuck me!” she said, in a sort of garbled whisper. 
 
    “That’s a little bossy coming from a Librarian, isn’t it?” I teased, looking up from where I’d been playing the role of ravenous zombie with her lady parts. 
 
    “Maybe,” Pen said and pulled me up irresistibly by hair so that I stood between her still quivering thighs, “but we’re not in the damned Grand Library, are we?” 
 
    She practically tore off my breeches without actually ripping them. Her eyes widened at the sight of my cock.  
 
    “I forgot how enormous it is!” she said, her eyes transfixed on my twitching manroot. “Are all your world’s men endowed so?”  
 
    “Ah, I haven’t seen every one of my fellow man’s peckers,” I said with a slight laugh, “but I guess I’m probably a little above average.” I winked. “That dragondust probably doesn’t hurt either!”  
 
    Suddenly, taking on the part of Librarian, Pen put a finger to her lips and shushed me. 
 
    “Quiet, Dragonmancer Noctis!” she said with a mock severity laced liberally with wanton lust. “Back to your studies!”   
 
    Then, Pen wrapped her legs around me and pulled me toward her, all trace of the shy and diffident Knowledge Sprite gone now. Clearly she had thrown her inhibitions to the wind like a bucket of ash. Her blue on blue eyes—always intense and piercing—were full of a need and hunger that I had not seen in them before. Her light blue lips were parted, and her teeth shone like jewels. 
 
    I could see how badly she wanted me to stick my rock-hard johnson into her, so I teased her for a few seconds by rubbing the tip of my dick up and down her slippery slit until both she and I could bear it no longer. 
 
    Penelope cried out as I thrust mercilessly into her, and I gasped at the unbelievably tight and pleasurable sensation. Penelope was one of those women who, despite living in what was, essentially, a garrison, you knew had never really dabbled with her male counterparts before. She was inexperienced but eager; a combination that I found singularly hot and exciting. My one-eyed rattlesnake didn’t know whether it was coming or going as I moved in and out of her cock-clenching pussy. 
 
    We fucked like that, Pen on her back on the mossy fallen tree trunk with her legs pointing to heaven and me standing between them, grasping them by the ankles, like a couple of animals. 
 
    The storm blew harder and harder up above the thrashing treetops, whipping the tips of the fir trees this way and that. Unconsciously, I found myself mirroring their rhythm as I fucked the Knowledge Sprite. 
 
    After some time, my pace slackened a little. At once, Penelope, with her chest heaving, said to me, “I -I want to ride you, Mike. Swap with me now. Please.” 
 
    Her nipples, the dark blue of the deep ocean, pointed at me in a vaguely accusatory manner. 
 
    “You’re the boss, your Librarianship,” I said with a grin, my heart thumping in my chest. 
 
    We changed positions, me now sitting on the top of the mossy log. As we exchanged places, Penelope pushed me down onto the fallen trunk and threw herself on top of me. The feeling of her sweaty, sticky body against my own tingling skin drove me wild with lust. I spanked her ass, and she let out a little panting laugh, then I pulled her face down and kissed her deeply while she grabbed my cock and guided it into her wet and eager box. 
 
    With a growl of longing, I thrust up to meet her. Penelope cried out in delight. I clamped a hand around her mouth so that I could watch her face while we fucked. Penelope took a couple of my fingers into her mouth and started sucking on them while simultaneously using them as a gag. She ground herself against me, the combination of our sweat and a little rain and Penelope’s own juices squelching as we bucked and writhed together. 
 
    “That’s it,” the Knowledge Sprite groaned. “That’s right. Screw me like the naughty little Librarian I am, Mike! Screw me, damn you!” 
 
    I tried, in my day-to-day, to be a people pleaser, so I pounded up into the Librarian so that our thighs slapped together. In response, Penelope cried out with fresh squeals of delight, so it seemed that my ministrations, as far as she was concerned, did the trick all right. I leaned forward, took one of her nipples in my mouth, and flicked my tongue across it. 
 
    At one point, I thrust up so hard that I almost bucked Pen right off me, and she fell sideways onto the trunk with a startled, breathless laugh. 
 
    “Is that a not-so-artful hint that you don’t want me on top anymore, Dragonmancer?” Pen asked. 
 
    “I’ll have you any way I can get you,” I said with perfect truth as I looked at her with my pulse thudding like a jackhammer in my ears. 
 
    “From behind then,” she said with a Librarian authority that would have made Madam Pince proud. 
 
    She knelt up on the fallen tree trunk, so that her pert little breasts were hanging in the air. Her blue ass, smooth and toned and tight, was stuck out toward me. Her pussy gaped with a blood-fizzing wetness. 
 
    I didn’t need to be asked twice. I nudged Penelope’s legs apart as wide as they would go with my knee, grabbed her by her phenomenal ass, and plunged my cock into her. Then I started thrusting away at her with complete abandon, unable to control myself.  
 
    We fucked like this for what seemed a glorious age. Hell, it might have been twenty minutes for all I knew, or it might’ve been twenty seconds. I grabbed her by her iridescent wings at one point, like you might grab a woman’s hair, and Pen let loose a wail of rhapsody. Everything faded away as the two of us became totally enmeshed in the here and in the now. 
 
    Pen rubbed feverishly at her clit, groaning and leaning her head back against my chest at times. My wandering hands moved forward and upward and took one of her breasts in each hand. Gently, I pinched her nipples and felt them respond under my fingers. 
 
    The slap of flesh on flesh, the rasp of our breathing, and the squelching, sucking noise as I plowed into her was all that broke the special still silence of the woods. 
 
    Then, without warning, Penelope let out another distinctive cry, and her back arched. She thrust her ass toward me, and her legs quivered as she came for the second time. 
 
    “Who’s a greedy girl then, huh?” I growled, slowing my pace and pulling out so that the tip of my cock just rubbed at the entrance to Pen’s quivering pussy. 
 
    “I’m-I’m-I’m sorry,” Penelope said in a shaky voice. “It just came upon me… Hit me like a… like a magic carpet in the small of the back!”  
 
    I pulled out fully, and Penelope turned around so that she sat back on the tree trunk once more with her legs angled tiredly out to the side. 
 
    “We’re not done yet, Dragonmancer Glizbe,” I said in a soft, wanton voice. “We still haven’t achieved our end.” I flashed her a promiscuous, teasing smile. “At least some of us haven’t.” 
 
    Penelope’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “From what I have read on the matter, that is yet another perk of being the female of the species,” she said. “We are not lumbered with the whole ‘one and done’ problem you gentlemen are.” 
 
    Her legs spread once more, and she rubbed at herself. Her small blue hand moved up to her mouth, and she tasted herself on her fingers. 
 
    “Now,” she said, in a voice that was as far removed from her usual respectful librarian’s tone as it was possible to be—the oral equivalent of a lamb pulling off a balaclava to reveal a lion underneath. “Now, come here, and put a dragonling in me!” 
 
    Her wish was my command.   
 
    Penelope’s howls and moans of pleasure mingled with the roar of the wind. The occasional lucky raindrop made it through the thick canopy of branches and fell onto our burning skin, losing itself in the thin film of sweat that covered us. 
 
    It was the kind of sex that was all reckless abandon—selfish and dirty, single-minded and fantastic—and a rough competition on who could get the other off the quickest. On that score, it was going to have to go to the video referee, because the two of us came at the exact same moment. Pen’s ankles were practically touching her ears, her hands clutching so hard to the bark and moss of the trunk that it was disintegrating in her fingers. Her legs were as wide apart as possible and she clutched her ankles, while both my hands had migrated north so that I could paw and squeeze at her gorgeous tits. 
 
    “Oh gods, that’s it, yes!” Pen screamed as she reached up with one hand and squeezed at my pecs.  
 
    An electric-like charge punched through me, as if twenty-thousands volts passed through my spine, turning it to a column of liquid, flaming bone. I rammed my cock into Pen’s gaping box, plunging it into her like a sword into a revered enemy, into the most well-designed, closely fitting scabbard ever crafted. My seed blasted into her as my knees buckled under the strain and intensity of my orgasm. 
 
    Every muscle was etched in Penelope’s stomach and legs as she came. Her mouth was contorted in a snarl of rapture. 
 
    Fighting against the instinct to close my eyes and lose myself in the glorious moment, I kept my lids open a crack and saw the tell-tale glow of my potent dragondust-boosted superjizz bloom in Penelope’s naval. 
 
    It was the sign that the seed was sown, the dragonling was within. I grinned, and my smile was mirrored by Penelope as she watched through her lashes as her stomach flared with supernatural light.   
 
    We collapsed together, me falling backward onto the soft pine needles as the rain began to hiss through the branches above us. Outside our woodland haven, things were getting wet, even wetter than what had occurred down on the forest floor. 
 
    Penelope sighed and fell back with a boneless, light-headed contentment. Her sigh turned into a short little shriek of shock as she tumbled off the mossy log and onto the floor of the forest. 
 
    “Are you all right down there?” I called, my voice a little hoarse from all the moaning and groaning, as well as the hilarity threatening to overwhelm me. “Talk about a climax!” 
 
    Pen’s flushed face and tangled blue hair popped up over the top of the log. She was smiling, thankfully having seen the funny side of the bizarre ending. 
 
    “Nothing damaged but my pride.” she said. She winced and added, “And my ass, a little.” 
 
    I pulled her up and over the log and examined her beautiful backside. 
 
    “Thankfully, still in one piece,” I said, giving her perfect asscheek a playful squeeze. 
 
    Penelope touched her hands to her belly—in the same way, I noted that Saya, Elenari, and Tamsin all had. It seemed to be an instinctive thing, a maternal reflex almost. 
 
    “You think that the dragonling has taken root?” the Knowledge Sprite asked me as I pulled on my breeches and handed over her Librarian’s robe. 
 
    “From what we both saw and from what I felt, I’d be inclined to say yes,” I said. 
 
    Penelope looked at me and beamed. She was still beaming when her tousled head popped back out of the neckhole of her robes and she began to straighten them. When she was done, she regarded me solemnly. “Thank you, Mike.” 
 
    The subservient, honored way in which she spoke the words made me squirm uncomfortably on the inside.  
 
    “Pen,” I said, “there was no favor or anything in this. I wasn’t bestowing some honor on you. I don’t want you to feel like that. I chose you because you are strong and kind and dangerous, and because you have a sharp mind that is always busier than a one-armed monkey with two cocks.” 
 
    Penelope laughed and loosened up a little. 
 
    “You’re the one doing me a favor, Pen,” I said. “So, thank you. You’re going to make a hell of a mother of dragons.” 
 
    I pulled on my shirt and looked up at the storm blowing a gale above us. More rain was finding its way down to the forest floor now, hinting at a proper downpour. The thunder boomed, and the wind roared like the ghosts of a thousand dragons. 
 
    Inauspicious weather just before heading off on a journey into the unknown. 
 
    “You said that it sounded like the gods were fighting up there,” I said, squinting up at the rain, “but I think it sounds more like the demons are beating their wives.” 
 
    Penelope looked up and said something that was lost in a sudden undulating wave of thunder. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “I said that it’s a good thing that dragonmancers have never been the particularly superstitious kind,” the Librarian said. Her face contradicted her words in some way.  
 
    “But Knowledge Sprites are…?” I asked. 
 
    “Knowledge Sprites spend a lot of their time with their noses bent over the musty leaves of books,” Penelope hedged. “You’re not superstitious at all?” 
 
    I shook my head. There was no bluster in my answer, no bullshit. You see a lot on the streets of Los Angeles. Those streets can be some of the meanest, most cynical, cleverest teachers that a man will ever know, if he lets them. 
 
    “Nah,” I said, “not in the least. I’ve always reckoned that you can make anything you don’t understand mean anything, you know? It’s been that way since the dawn of time. And because we don’t know things, we often fear them.” 
 
    “And that fear, in some way, breeds superstition, you think?” Penelope asked me, pulling her robe more tightly around her. 
 
    I checked that I had all my Etherstones on me and fastened my sword belt. “Yeah, I guess. Fear and ignorance mixed make up all of our superstitions, probably. They have a lot to do with cruelty too.” 
 
    “An interesting idea,” Penelope said, linking her arm through mine. “Has anyone ever told you, Mike Noctis, that you’re not just a handsome face.”   
 
    “It’s been said,” I replied.  
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Penelope and I returned to the encampment, through the woods, as all around us the world became a darker and more ominous place. Storm clouds bulled in from over the mountains, gargantuan thunderheads stuffed to bursting with rain and malice. 
 
    When we emerged from the shelter of the woods, the camp was a hub of activity. Women and men, soldiers and civilians, were busy securing all the tents. They were hammering down tent pegs with heavy hammers, checking ropes, lashing down tarps, and ensuring that any crates stacked more than two high were not wobbling and in danger of blowing over. 
 
    As we had observed under the eaves of the forest, the rain was already starting to fall. Great fat drops plopped from the heavens, kicking up little puffs of dust where they landed on the roads and pathways. 
 
    We moved quickly through the early dusk until we reached the cluster of tents belonging to the dragonmancers and the senior officers. Will, the will-o’-the-wisp was floating outside my tent, and I absentmindedly went to pat him like a dog before I realized he was about as substantial as a shadow, even if he did glow like a silver paper lantern. 
 
    Will seemed to relish the attention, bobbing around happily. I smiled down at the funny little wispy guy. Then, I ripped open the tent flap to the accommodation that I shared with the other female dragonmancers and ushered Pen inside before following her. 
 
    Elenari, Saya, Renji, and Tamsin were already waiting inside, lounging around on the fur-covered pallet beds. 
 
    “There you two are,” Saya said briskly, “I was beginning to worry that this storm was going to catch you before you got back. I thought you might have been blown away.” 
 
    I exchanged a brief glance with Penelope. “Well, in a manner of speaking I did get blown away.” 
 
    Elenari smiled to herself, and Renji chuckled. 
 
    “Up to no good, hm?” the blue-skinned djinn asked. 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said, “Penelope and I were doing what needed to be done. Weren’t we, Pen?” 
 
    Subconsciously, and before she could stop herself, the Knowledge Sprite placed her hands to her stomach in that special way that told everyone precisely what had just gone down. 
 
    As a chorus of congratulations and words of delight swept through the room, Tamsin cocked a sharp black eyebrow at me. 
 
    “You two made another dragonling, but where did you get the Etherstone from?” the hobgoblin asked. 
 
    “The Overseer,” I said. “It was her that was waiting to have a meeting with me and General Shiloh. She gave it to me after I left.” 
 
    I began to launch into an explanation of what had happened in the General’s tent, but before I could get into the meat of it, Renji held up a hand. 
 
    “General Shiloh has already been to see us,” the djinn said in her calm, slow voice. “We know what has gone on. She said that the information was classified but, seeing as you would doubtless tell us all when you returned, she had decided to brief us personally.” 
 
    I nodded my head understandingly. That was a plus, that all my fellow dragonmancers now knew the situation and were up to speed. It would save me some time repeating what I had already told Penelope. 
 
    “She also filled us in,” Elenari said as she checked the sharpness of one of her emerald-pommeled daggers, “because she said that we were going to go with you.” 
 
    “Damn right,” I said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. We’re about to jump from the frying pan into the fire, so far as I can see. This might be a diplomatic mission, but we’ll be traversing a land that no Mystocean soldier has traveled in for many years. I wouldn’t take anyone along that I didn’t trust with my very life, and I hope you guys feel like you can do the same with me.” 
 
    “Admirable words, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh’s voice said from outside of the tent flap. “And ones that almost encapsulate the very spirit of the Mystocean Empire’s armed forces.” 
 
    The candles and lamps guttered as the tent opened, and the heavyset, bear-like General stepped through. She was speckled with damp from the growing rain, and her chestnut hair was mussed. 
 
    Whether it was because General Shiloh was, well, a general, or because all of us felt the growing sense that we were in not-fucking-around time, all the dragonmancers got to their feet and pulled the claw salute—index finger crooked in a crude talon against the heart. 
 
    The tent, which accommodated six dragonmancers with ease, suddenly felt a lot smaller now that General Shiloh had joined us. It wasn’t simply because of the General’s physique either. The woman bore an almost tangible air of authority and command, like a physical aura. 
 
    “Yes,” General Shiloh continued, “those are the sorts of good, clean, simple sentiments that I like to hear from a soldier. It takes me back to when I was in your boots.” 
 
    She looked thoughtfully up at one of the lamps hanging from the low ceiling of the canvas tent. Watched as it rocked gently in the rising breeze that was building outside. She looked very much like a woman taking a pleasant stroll down the lanes of past glories and recollections. 
 
    The General grunted, and her shrew eyes dropped back down from the light and moved steadily across the faces of those gathered in front of her. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” she said. “This might be a diplomatic mission primarily, but at the end of the day, what you have to remember is what all warriors must keep at the forefront of their minds: fight for the warrior next to you and allow them to fight for you. Survive, ladies and gentlemen. Survival is paramount. Everything else is just gravy.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. Her broad chest strained under her sable dragonmancer robes with the claw-shaped pauldrons. 
 
    “You know where you’re going: the Vetruscan Kingdom. You know why: to deliver Dasyr and Tanila safely to the Queen of Vetrusca so that they may perform the Transfusion Ceremony on three bearmancers of her choosing. In return, she will give you the rough location to a very powerful thaumaturgical relic that had been lost for centuries.” 
 
    “General,” Renji said, “is it not possible that, on having her three bearmancers empowered via the Transfusion Ceremony, that the Queen might not…” 
 
    “Clean house,” Tamsin said, smiling a grim smile and running her thumb across her throat. 
 
    General Shiloh considered this for a few long seconds. 
 
    “Queen Frami is, from what I’ve heard, is a mancer of honor,” she said. “If she says that she says she is willing to give over the rough location of this relic, then I am inclined to believe her. However, she would not have struck this bargain if she truly believed Mike Noctis would be able to sniff it out. I think she is gambling that we hold more store in our treasure hunting abilities than we actually possess.” 
 
    “In that case,” Renji said, “if we do get hold of this relic, what is to stop the Queen of Vetrusca from reneging on our bargain and trying to steal it back?” 
 
    “Nothing, Dragonmancer Corvar,” General Shiloh said, with a bitter twist of the mouth which, under a flattering light, might have passed for a wry smile. “Only her word. But the word of a queen holds power. It is not some light thing that can be whipped away by the wind. It carries weight. Personally, I do not think that she will betray us. The Vetruscans hold a lot of gravity to their honor. It is not something that is casually cast aside.” 
 
    “Once we have this item that we’re going to be seeking, General,” Elenari asked, “what then? Do we return to Galipolas?” 
 
    “Ideally, yes,” the General said. “Dasyr and Tanila are under strict instructions from the Empress Cyrene to return here as soon as they can. They are extremely capable mancers in their own right, and once they have upheld their end of the bargain, the threat to them should be minimal.” 
 
    The General spread her hands then. “However, once—if, I should say—you manage to find this relic, who knows what will happen. This plan, your plan, should remain fluid. There is always, in military operations as in life, the possibility that things turn, at the drop of a hat, into a complete clusterfuck. Bear that in mind.”               
 
    Silence pervaded the tent then. It seemed as if all had been said that needed to be said. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “in that case, seeing as we all know what we’re doing, I guess we should get suited and booted and get the hell out of here as soon as we can.” 
 
    General Shiloh gave me an approving look and nodded. 
 
    “That’s right. Get yourselves sorted and prepare to leave as soon as it is full dark. I fear that the weather is going to be rough, but that will actually aid you. I have had five rucksacks packed with bedrolls, waterskins, and provisions for you already. They are just outside under a waxed cover. Get them when you move out.” 
 
    “Five bags?” Saya said. “But there are six of us, General.” 
 
    “Penelope is staying here,” I said, speaking the words before I had even given them any thought. “She carries the next dragonling. We can’t risk her. I guess that’s where your head was at, General?” 
 
    The General nodded. 
 
    Penelope appeared as if she might have liked to object to be left behind, but I shot her a look, and she closed her mouth. She was, as everyone knew, extremely well-endowed in the brain department. Staying behind until she birthed the new dragon made complete sense. 
 
    General Shiloh looked around at the five of us that would be making the journey. Her gray eyes shone with a barely concealed anticipation. Clearly, she ached to come with us, if only her position allowed it. 
 
    “Good luck, all of you,” she said. “Tanila and Dasyr will be waiting for you just outside the encampment, on the only road that leads north toward the Vetruscan Kingdom. As some of you may or may not know, there is only one way to get into the Vetruscan Kingdom: through the Acquiescent Breach. It is the only pass in the great, unclimbable, natural wall that divides the Mystocean Empire from that of the Vetruscan Kingdom and has acted as a divider between our two lands for eons passed.” 
 
    “Surely, we’ll be seen going through this Acquiescent Breach then, General Shiloh,” I pointed out. “Any ruler with half a brain would have scouts or watchers posted around there to mark the comings and goings.” 
 
    “Quite right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said. “That is why Scrutor will be showing you to her secret passageway. It is a route known only to a very few on our side. So far as we are aware, the Vetruscans are unaware of it. That should puzzle Queen Frami a little, and make her realize that she is not dealing with greenhorns.” 
 
    Scrutor was the Head of General Shiloh’s shady scouting network. A very tall, very thin woman with angular features and blue hair shaved into a severe mohawk. Her tanned face was covered in intricate tattoos that might have been runes of some kind. Her hands were like those of a concert pianist, and her long, clever fingers fluttered constantly at her sides. Last time I had seen her, she had been dressed in worn, comfortable traveling leathers. All in all, she gave the impression of someone who had spent more nights sleeping under the stars and more days walking at the mercy of the weather than most of us had had hot meals. 
 
    As the others began gathering their weapons and personal effects, General Shiloh pulled me over to one side. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, her voice gruff and earnest, “I’m trusting your judgement here. I’m trusting that the Overseer’s faith in you has not been misplaced. You’re a damned capable dragonmancer, no two ways about it, but you can be reckless too.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest but the General held up a warning finger and cut me off. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a modicum of the death-or-glory attitude, but this mission…” General Shiloh licked her lips. She looked like she could use a drink of Hangman’s. “This mission is going to require tact. You might be forced to use a big-ass stick by journey's end, but you might also be required to use a bit of carrot to win the heart of Queen Frami too. Use your head. Follow your nose. Listen to your gut. Instincts more than instructions will serve you best on this assignment.” 
 
    I nodded and in a flat, even voice said, “You can count on me, General Shiloh. You can count on us to get the job done.” 
 
    “See to it,” said the General. 
 
    She turned to leave, pulled back the flap of the tent, and went to walk out into the building storm. Then, she paused. 
 
    “And for the sake of all the gods,” she added, raising her voice over the howling of the wind, “make sure that no ill befalls Tanila and Dasyr. Jazmyn and Ashrin are currently occupied with matters concerning the Empress and her Twelve, so you’ll be responsible for ensuring the Lorekeepers’ safety. I’m not sure if you’ve ever been flayed alive, but to say that the Empress would be displeased if anything were to happen to them would be a gross understatement.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, General,” I said. 
 
    The General nodded. 
 
    Then something else occurred to me. 
 
    “General,” I asked quickly and in a slightly lower voice, “I don’t want you to think that I don’t back myself and my abilities, or those of the others, but why are Ashrin and Jazmyn not coming with us?” 
 
    The General’s eyes narrowed slightly. She ran her tongue over her teeth. She looked as if she was weighing up whether it would be more or less trouble to tell me the truth. 
 
    Finally, she said, “They have business elsewhere. More pressing business even than this. Orders that come straight from the Empress, so that even I am only hazily aware. Do you understand?” 
 
    They’re doing something for the Twelve, my brain supplied. 
 
    “Is there… Is there a rogue dragonm—” I began, but the General cut me off with a blazing look and stern gesture. 
 
    “Enough,” she snapped. “You’ve got enough on your plate as it is. Concentrate on finishing what you’ve been given before you start asking for more. Understood?” 
 
    My mind was awhirl with the ramifications of what Ashrin, Jazmyn and the rest of the elite Twelve being out on a job might mean. 
 
    “Yes, General Shiloh,” I said vaguely. 
 
    “Good,” the General said, and was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now, I wasn’t really a dude who was brought up in the sort of socio-economic bracket where horse riding was really an option, nor had I been much of a scholar back on Earth. I had, however, read a few books, a few of the classics. As Bilbo Baggins once sadly observed: adventures could not be all pony-rides in May sunshine. And so, it proved to be on the next part of my own personal adventure, working as a bodyguard, diplomatic ambassador, and treasure hunter for the Mystocean Empire.  
 
    The rain was near torrential when Elenari, Saya, Tamsin, Renji, and I set off from our camp. We did not need Scrutor, the tall and angular leader of General Shiloh’s scouts, to show us the way to the correct edge of the encampment. 
 
    It might not have been the most auspicious start for a journey but, really, we couldn’t have asked for a better one. Setting off in the dead of night, with no moon or stars and the rain coming down like hammer handles and pitchforks meant that no one was going to mark our leaving, not unless they were a mancer of some kind. 
 
    We found Tanila and Dasyr right where General Shiloh had indicated we would. They were waiting patiently, not too far from the edge of the Galipolas Mountain camp, taking advantage of the scant cover afforded them by a spreading elm tree. 
 
    Dressed in identical robes of deep crimson with shadowy cowls, Tanila and Dasyr looked alike in the same way that all humans probably looked alike to them. I wasn’t sure what race they were, and I had never found a polite time to ask. 
 
    Tanila had the striped ears of a white tiger protruding through the shock of white hair that covered her head. Faint lines marked the skin on her face, although whether they were stripes of pigmentation or light tattoos, I couldn’t be sure. Although much of her face was hidden by her hood, her bright blue eyes gleamed like a couple of bioluminescent cat’s eyes. Her white and black-striped tiger’s tail whipped the rainy air in lazy lashes, and her black-clawed fingers gripped a traveling satchel under her arm. 
 
    Dasyr was similarly attired and equipped with an almost identical robe and leather satchel. The tiger ears protruding through her hair were striped in red, as well as black and white, as was her tail. From out of the depths of her cowl, her golden eyes watched us as we approached and came to stand in front of the two Transfusion Ceremony specialists. 
 
    For a few long moments, no one said anything. Both parties merely regarded one another while the rain pattered and was whipped about us by the wind. 
 
    “Dasyr, Tanila,” I said to break the ice. “It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    Tanila and Dasyr bowed their heads in greeting. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this cave-dwelling spirit that you bring with you, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Tanila said in her solemn voice. She gestured at Will, the wisp who was zipping around everyone’s ankles in much the same way an excitable puppy might when it had been invited out for a walk. 
 
    “Will is going to be accompanying us,” I said. “He’s proved himself helpful in past expeditions. I thought he might have the opportunity to do so again on this one.” 
 
    Dasyr crouched down and scrutinized the wisp, the only one of our company not affected by the lashing rain and the persistent wind. Will, for his part, seemed to glow a little less brightly under the Lorekeeper’s unwavering gaze and bobbed off to hide behind Tamsin’s leg. 
 
    “Where the hell is Scrutor?” Saya asked, in her typical brash way. I always caught myself marveling at the way that Saya had the looks of a glamor model and the manners of a sailor on shore leave. “I don’t much fancy being out in this fucking pestilential weather, but if we do, then I’d rather be moving.” 
 
    “And move we shall, Dragonmancer Scopula,” came the incongruously high and girlish voice of the Head of Scouts. 
 
    Scrutor had appeared without a single sound from around the other side of the elm tree. It was a neat trick. We’d approached from an angle that would have made hiding behind the bole of a tree impossible. Where the leader of General’s Shiloh’s scouts could have popped out from beat me. 
 
    “Scrutor,” I said, “the General tells us that you’re going to be the woman to guide us to your secret gap in the wall that divides us from Vetrusca.” 
 
    Scrutor’s usual leather traveling clothes were hidden by a voluminous cloak, but her hood was down despite the increasing foulness of the weather. 
 
    “That’s correct, Mike Noctis,” she said. Her ever-twitching hands flexed at her sides, as if they itched to get at a dagger or an arrow, or to set a noose. “Follow me and we’ll get you inside the Vetruscan Kingdom without any Vetruscan having the slightest clue that you slipped through.” 
 
    “How far from the Acquiescent Breach is this sneaky passage of yours, Scrutor?” Elenari asked. 
 
    Scrutor grinned. Her face was bedewed with rain, as was her short blue mohawk. She looked like she was in her element, out in the rising storm. 
 
    “It’s far enough for you not to have to worry about bumping into anyone who might have a bug up their ass about you being out there,” she said confidently. 
 
    “Shall we get this show on the road, then?” I asked. 
 
    Lightning lit the sky over us, illuminating the group of eight—nine if you included Will--like a flare for all of one second. In that second, I saw that we must look like a sinister and unfavorable bunch: cloaked and bundled, eight figures standing outside in the pouring rain while thunder grumbled and lightning cracked the cloudy dome of the sky. 
 
    “Yes,” Scrutor said, raising the hood on her cloak so that her face disappeared, “let us get on. The weather, I think, is only going to get worse before it gets better.” 
 
    “I freaking hate that saying,” Saya grumbled as we started our march and headed straight off the road into the untamed country that headed northward. 
 
    “Me too,” Tamsin chuckled as she fell in behind me. “Of course it’s going to get worse before it gets better, otherwise how would we be able to look back at something and say something like, ‘well, that seems to be the worst of it.’?” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I said, “I imagine we have a nice, long march to look forward to this evening, so how about we hold off on the philosophizing for, say, the first five hours?” 
 
    “Or what?” Tamsin said in my ear. “You’ll spank us?” 
 
    My smile was lost in the dark and the storm. 
 
    “No,” I said, “if you keep misbehaving, I won’t.” 
 
    Tamsin laughed and, looking back, I saw her teeth flash white in another stroke of lightning. 
 
    “If there was one threat that was guaranteed to secure our silence…” she said.  
 
    Scrutor led the way into the wild country, her telltale height obscured by the fact that she was hunched down against the rain. Tanila and Dasyr followed close on the head scout’s tail, seemingly unencumbered by the robes they wore. The rest of us followed in a line, swapping positions as we talked quietly amongst one another. Always though, Elenari, Hunter of Wyrmwood, paced lightly along at the back in the place of rearguard. All of us were shrouded in cloaks and hoods that disguised our identities, as well as the fact that we were decked out in full fighting attire.  
 
    We marched with indefatigable perseverance of dragonmancers all through the night, while the storm hollered and wailed around us. The wind battered at us, sending rain spraying this way and that, so that it stung our faces like powdered glass. At times, gales tore up older, more fragile trees. 
 
    At one point, a tree exploded off to our right in a burst of molten sparks as it was struck by a lightning bolt. It was not a forest giant, but it was still a tree, and had more than enough bulk to turn a car into aluminum foil if it had landed on it. 
 
    It toppled over, pushed by the wind, right into our path. Fortunately, I happened to be looking right at that particular tree at the time that the lightning hit it, so I was able to react first. 
 
    The tree came down, descending like a bark-covered finger of the gods. Without stopping to ponder whether what I was about to attempt to do could possibly work, my arms were over my head and my knees braced. I caught the falling tree, as big around the trunk as a trashcan, before it could do any harm to anyone. Then, with a heave, I tossed it over onto the side of the rough track that we had been following. 
 
    “Nice catch, Mike!” Saya called from in front of me. 
 
    I had been tempted to use my Forcewave spell to really get some distance on the tree, but we had all agreed to refrain from using magic unless it was absolutely necessary. We couldn’t be sure that there were no spies observing us out here, even if the weather was as bad as it was. 
 
    “Everyone okay back there?” Scrutor cried over the gusting wind. “You okay, Mike?” 
 
    I gave the scout the thumbs-up. 
 
    We pressed on. 
 
    The country was all but invisible in the raging storm. I would not have been at all surprised to find that we had been traveling in circles for half the night, so little could I make out, even with my dragon-enhanced senses. 
 
    How the hell Scrutor knew where to go I had no idea, but the lanky scout pressed on unerringly. She might have paused once or twice to check she was heading in the correct direction, but those stops were only for a few minutes and were just long enough for me to fish out a piece of venison jerky from my pocket and stuff it into my mouth. 
 
    “Is it wet enough out here for you, Mike?” Scrutor asked during a scheduled stop. We had dispensed with all the Dragonmancer so-and-so as part of our cover, although I couldn’t imagine what sort of spy would be able to hear anything over the roar of the storm. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s coming down pretty nicely now, isn’t it?” I said. 
 
    It was somewhat of an understatement. Not long before, Elenari, being at the back of the group, had been compelled to make a mad dash along a ridge as the line of hills became so inundated with rainwater that they collapsed into a landslide.  
 
    “Yeah,” Scrutor said, happily and pointlessly wiping the water off her face with the back of her arm, “it’s a real turd-floater out here tonight! Haven’t seen it tipping it down like this for a long time!” 
 
    “A turd-floater?” I asked. “What the fuck is a turd-floater?” 
 
    Scrutor snorted and water sprayed off the end of her angular nose and into the night. 
 
    “You haven’t spent too much time in military camps, have you?” she said over the rolling don of another thunderclap. 
 
    “Not too much time, no,” I said. 
 
    “You’d know what a turd-floater was if you had,” Scrutor said. “You’d definitely know it if your latrine pits had been dug by the kind of assholes that usually get assigned that kind of duty.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “I see. That’s why you spend so much time out here on your own, is it?” 
 
    Scrutor caught the teasing glint in my eye and grinned back. “That’s right,” she said. “You’ve got to be pretty damned unlucky to wake up next to shit if you’re caught in a rainstorm out here. It’s just one of the many reasons I enjoy my time out here in the wilds. Tell me, what’s with the wisp?” 
 
    “With Will?” I yelled over another sky-cracking roll of thunder. 
 
    General Shiloh’s top spy and tracker nodded, wiping more water off her face and pointing one long finger at the somewhat muted will-o’-the-wisp. 
 
    I considered telling the woman the truth, then thought better of it. May as well play this one close to the chest. 
 
    “He’s a good morale booster,” I said. “There’s something about him. Like having a dog along.” 
 
    Scrutor considered this. “That may be true,” she said after a moment, “but it’s also like walking about with a bloody lit torch out in the wild. Keep that in mind. Although anyone watching might consider him a wild one. Wisps like that can occasionally be seen out in the grasslands that you’ll be heading into. I’ve seen a couple there myself.” 
 
    “Only a couple?” I asked. “This year?” 
 
    Scrutor laughed. Like her voice, her laughter was deceptively feminine. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “In about twenty years.” 
 
    We carried on through the whole of the night and into the gray dawn. 
 
    With the rising of the sun, the rain finally began to ease, almost as if the coming of the sun was a signal for it to start relenting. 
 
    The saturnine clouds that roofed the world were dyed in blood and fire when the sun rose and lit our surroundings. Not that it made a blind bit of difference to me, really. I had no real notion as to which way the Vetruscan Kingdom lay—hell we could have spent the night walking in circles and the Galipolas camp could have been over the closest rise for all I knew. 
 
    But at least I could work out directions. With the coming of the sun, east was easy enough to figure out. After that, all I needed was the commonsense of a five-year-old to figure out which way north was. 
 
    I didn’t need to determine where north was by using the sun, though. North was marked out clearly by a huge overhanging wall of black rock—basalt I guessed it to be. It stretched as far as I could see off east and west. It was about seventy feet tall and devoid of anything that might have even come close to a handhold. Natural it looked, and yet, conversely, not of this world. It might have been constructed, if only the skill for such a construction and the labor needed to complete it existed anywhere in the world. 
 
    “It’s something isn’t it?” Scrutor said, not missing the puzzled awe plastered across my face and the faces of the others. “Normally, when the weather is behaving itself, you get to ease into it. The wall juts out and begins from the last mountain in the chain of which Galipolas is a mere part. It runs all the way from there across the continent to the mammoth cliffs that drop down into Seething Bay. A distance of some seven-hundred miles as the drake flies.” 
 
    “And it really is completely impenetrable?” I asked, trying to keep the skepticism out of my voice and failing. “Apart from the one opening at Acquiescent Breach?” 
 
    “And the little wormhole that I discovered,” Scrutor said proudly. “I can see, even in this crumby waterlogged light, that you do not believe me.” 
 
    “It just seems so impossible,” I said honestly. “That a geographical formation should run for that long with only a single aperture in it…” 
 
    Scrutor squeezed the hem of her traveling cloak. Clear, cold rainwater streamed out of it. 
 
    “Funny how often we use the word ‘impossible’ in the place of ‘improbable’,” she said. “I might spend ninety-percent of my time with only the leaves and the grass and the sky for company, so excuse my somewhat rustic opinion, but if we saw how often the Mystocean Empire’s progress was detoured or halted because of our misbelief that the words ‘impossible’ and ‘improbable’ are synonyms, I reckon we might be quite astounded.” 
 
    I looked along the line of the natural wall stretching away into the unseeable distance. It was a fair point: it didn’t matter how highly improbable something might be, at the end of the day, it was still possible.  
 
    Tamsin reached out and tapped the rock wall, which was acting as a shelter for us against the drizzle that had replaced the rain. 
 
    “So, I guess we just follow this until we reach your sweet spot, is that right, Scrutor?” the hobgoblin asked. 
 
    Scrutor nodded. “We will rest for a little while now and then head along the wall. We’ll make a cold camp just before the official gateway and lie low and sleep until night falls once more and we can safely move past it. My entrance is not more than two hour’s march past the official border crossing.” 
 
    Tanila and Dasyr immediately cast themselves down and began pulling out jerky, jackalope buns, and the other foodstuffs that made up our traveling provisions. Clearly, quiet as they might be, the two Lorekeepers were seasoned campaigners and knew how to take best advantage of a few minutes’ reprieve while on the march. 
 
    I peered up at the slowly clearing sky. The clouds still threatened rain, but the torrential downpour had stopped for now and it was no longer quite so apocalyptic as it had been.               
 
    The wall stood on my right. Southwards, to my left, stretched vast plains of emerald grass which darkened out toward the horizon and hinted at massive swathes of ancient, gloomy woodland. Behind me, to the east, the mountains could still clearly be seen, of course. A good while ahead of us, though I could not see it, was Seething Bay. 
 
    I took a deep, long lungful of the moist and misty air. Rich with the smell of minerals and water and rich sod it was. Heavy with the tang of exploits and antics yet to come. 
 
    Something hit me on the shoulder—a piece of jerky thrown by Saya. 
 
    “Come, Mike, sit down and take a load off while you can,” the ashy-blonde warrior woman told me, patting a delightfully appealing piece of wet earth next to her. “You might not feel like you need it, but your body will be glad of the rest.” 
 
    “She’s right, human,” Tamsin said. “The first rule while out on campaign is, as you know—” 
 
    “Sleep when you can,” both Elenari and myself intoned. It was something that the preceptors had drilled into us ever since we began our studies at the Drako Academy. 
 
    “It’s a rule for a reason, Mike,” Scrutor said. “Rest is as essential as mana and food. We’ll be moving as soon as it is dark enough, and with this weather, that might be earlier than usual.” 
 
    “You don’t enjoy sleep?” Tanila asked me in that slightly dreamily somber voice that the two tiger-looking dragonmancers used. 
 
    “Oh no, don’t get me wrong, I love sleep,” I said. “When I’m awake is when the world has the tendency to go to hell in a handbasket.” I grinned around at my female companions. “But you have to admit, it sure can be fun when that happens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We could have been over the wall in a matter of seconds on our dragons, obviously. But being said, according to Scrutor, that tactic would have been like letting off a bunch of magical fireworks—the diplomatic equivalent of pulling a giant middle finger at Queen Frami and all her people. 
 
    “All of us, both sides, know that the Mystocean Empire’s dragons could make a mockery of this wall,” Scrutor said to me when I pointed this out to her, “but us being considerate enough not to take advantage of this one obvious strongpoint is one of the few things that holds this delicate peace we share with the Vetruscans together.” 
 
    “You mean that all that is stopping a border war is the Empress Cyrene pandering to Queen Frami’s pride?” I asked. 
 
    The head of the Mystocean spy network smiled thinly. “It sounds a little cynical and silly when you say it like that,” she said. 
 
    “Sounds like fucking politics,” I muttered, shaking my head. 
 
    Scrutor’s secret entrance to the Vetruscan Kingdom was little more than a crack in the stone border wall. This crack opened into a pitch-dark fissure that everyone had to feel their way through with their one spare hand, their other being needed to clutch their pack tight to their chest. 
 
    As the brawniest and biggest of the company, I had the most difficulty but, eventually, I made it through along with everyone else. 
 
    “Here I leave you,” Scrutor said simply. 
 
    “Couldn’t you take us the rest of the way?” Tanila asked. “Your skill at finding a path has been well proven.” 
 
    Scrutor ran a hand over her short blue mohawk, sending up a spray of water droplets. 
 
    “I could,” she said, “but those were not my orders. My orders stop here. Don’t worry, though. It’s an easy amble from here to the capital of Vetrusca, Hrímdale. You carry on dead straight from here for one day until you reach a mere—a crystal pool like a miniature lake. From there you carry on dead north, following the stream that flows into the mere up toward the hills. You will come to a deserted village a day after the mere; an old sheep farming village I believe it was, although it is no longer used. There, the stream bisects. Continue following the rightmost stream, and within another day, you will see the walls of Hrímdale ahead of you.” 
 
    Elenari tapped the side of her head. “I have the information stored, Scrutor. Thank you. As one accustomed to navigating in the depths of the Wyrmwood, I am confident I will be able to find the way.” 
 
    Scrutor bowed her head. “All right then. Continue on your way, and may the luck of the gods, or whatever sadistic superintendents they have hired, go with you.” 
 
    Before we could say another word, she slipped back through the secret opening like an eel returning to its lair beneath a bank. 
 
    “And enjoy the Wilderlands!” the scout’s voice echoed eerily from out of the almost invisible gash in the rockface. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, gazing out at the seemingly endless expanse of hard, wild country in front of us, “let’s get moving. The sooner we’re through these Wilderlands, the better.” 
 
    We shouldered our packs and moved out, heading north into the sea of straw-colored tussock grass, uneven and windswept shelf-like cliffs, and sharp, protruding rock formations.                
 
    Scrutor was as good as her word. We found the mere, a blade of fresh, clear water thrusting into the side of a slope, directly north of where we had crossed the border. It took us a little longer than the single day that the scout had told us it would, though. 
 
    I worried about this at first, but then reasoned that Scrutor might have been traveling alone when she snuck into Vetrusca to conduct her spying assignments. Due to there being seven of us, and the day being brighter and less rainy than it had been the day before, I made a point of plotting our course and running from cover to cover. 
 
    The countryside was bleak and desolate, but beautiful in its way. It was the sort of empty, barren landscape that must breed hardy folk if they wanted to scrape a life from it. The scrubby grassland was filled with long, low ridges of rock that run through it like ribs just showing through the skin of a desiccated corpse. 
 
    “It’s not so devoid of life, you know, when you look closely, when you stop and breathe the air for a while,” Elenari said to me when we had found the mere and stopped to fill our waterskins with its water. “I’ve seen plenty of rabbits flitting about, though less as the day has progressed.” 
 
    Tamsin, who was washing the back of her neck and her hands in the mere, said, “I saw them too, Elenari. And did you notice the scat a few miles back? Some animals very much like large deer must graze out here.” 
 
    “Where there are herbivores there are most likely carnivores hunting them too, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Such is the way of the world,” Tanila said. She was leaning against a large, round bolder and scanning the land to the east of us. Her tiger ears twitched this way and that as she sought for any audible sign that we were being followed. 
 
    “Where prey roams, so will predators be,” Dasyr said. She crouched down by the pool’s edge and lapped at the water with a big pink tongue. 
 
    The day had almost come to a close, so I decided that we would stay the night at the side of the mere and set out at first light the next day. The others agreed, and we passed a slightly drier night by the side of the still pool. The wind sighed ceaselessly through the grass. At some point, the incessant sound lulled me into a pleasant sleep, wrapped in a blanket and wedged between Elenari and Saya, and I dreamed of the sea. 
 
    The following day we made good time, as our guide was the stream that flowed into the mere. With our dragonmancer speed and tireless tread, by midday we came to within sight of the abandoned village that Scrutor had mentioned. 
 
    “Anyone see anything?” I asked as we surveyed the derelict cottages and the overgrown market square from our vantage point. 
 
    Tamsin pushed aside a branch of the wild rosemary bush that we were lying prone in. “Nothing. Nothing moving that I can see.” 
 
    The chattering stream ran right through the former sheep farmer’s village and disappeared out of sight. The village itself was built on two sides of a narrow, shallow bowl, which acted as a natural windbreak. A main thoroughfare wound between the sod-roofed cottages, with a well in the middle of an empty market square. A few broken-down carts had been left behind by whatever villagers had moved on from this place. The shutterless windows of the cottages stared like the empty eye sockets of stone skulls. 
 
    We were going to have to either skirt the forsaken hamlet and pick up the stream on the other side or cut right through the center of it.                
 
    “Going through will save us time and keep us out of sight of the surrounding land,” Tanila said from where she lay on my left. 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” I said, “but it also leaves us standing with our dicks in our hands—sorry, I mean, leaves us open as sitting ducks if anyone wants to attack us.” 
 
    I ran my eyes over the surrounding hills. There was no sign of any enemies. 
 
    “You are right, of course, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Tanila said softly, “but Queen Frami herself has sent for us. She would not allow us to be harmed on her land. It would be detrimental to her own cause.” 
 
    “Yes, but she doesn't know we’re on her land yet, does she?” Saya said. “And it’s going to be a bit hard for us to explain that we’re here on a mission of diplomacy if arrows start dropping through the tops of our heads.” 
 
    I held up a hand. 
 
    “Are we all in agreement that it looks clear?” I asked. 
 
    There was a murmur of general agreement. 
 
    “Lorekeepers,” I said, rolling onto my side to look at Dasyr and Tanila, “what do you want to do? Seeing as you’re the key components to the first part of this expedition, I think it only fair that you make the call.” 
 
     “We will go through the village,” Dasyr said. “It’s best that we make as much speed as possible and get to Hrímdale soon. The risk, minimal as we deem it, is worth it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “through the village it is. Everyone keep your weapons to hand, ears pricked, and eyes sharp.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking through the edge of the village and into the main street was like walking onto the set of a medieval movie somehow. It was all so perfectly familiar. The genuine article, but empty. It was hard to describe. I was half waiting for someone to yell action and the scene to start - bustling village women carrying baskets under their arms, chickens pecking in the dirt, children running around and getting in the way, and men gossiping on the periphery over a tankard of ale. 
 
    But there was none of that. All was calm. All was tranquil. 
 
    “None of the buildings look like they have been touched since whoever lived here left,” Saya observed. 
 
    “I suppose there are few out here to touch it. To loot,” Renji said. The djinn’s hand was resting on an axe that she had tucked into her sword belt. “The Vetruscan Kingdom is a hard and wide land, if you listen to the reports of the few Mystoceans who have visited it. The folk who call it home often live far apart from one another in isolated communities.” 
 
    “Just seems weird that no one would scavenge this good stone, or the doors, or anything like that,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there would be anywhere near for them to lug it,” Renji replied. 
 
    I looked at Will, who was floating along just behind me. He had turned down his brightness, I thought, or else made himself look smaller in some way. If a will-o’-the-wisp was capable of showing nerves, then he was doing it. 
 
    We walked up through the middle of town slowly, heading toward the well at the center of what must have once been a busy marketplace, judging it by its generous size. There were a couple of pens and a race constructed of a hardwood that had aged to be about as giving as iron, which I assumed had been for when sheep had been shepherded out of the hills to be bought and sold here. 
 
    Senses were on high alert. 
 
    I approached the well. It was a simple construction, the exact type of well you might imagine if someone asked you to draw one: built of stone with a basic windlass pulley system and a little roof over the top. 
 
    I leaned forward to peer down the black hole. 
 
    And that’s when the first arrow smacked into the rustic wooden tiles of the well’s roof, precisely where my head had been about half a second before. 
 
    I rolled sideways and heard a sharp click as another arrow punched into the stone side of the well. 
 
    I caught a flash of pale light out of the corner of my eye and saw Will whisk away out of sight. I wasn’t worried in the least about him. Any entity that you could pass a hand through was unlikely to be bothered with taking a random arrow. 
 
    “The hills, the hills!” I heard Dasyr cry out, in a voice that was at once fierce and controlled. “From both sides! Here they come!” 
 
    I ducked behind the cover of the well wall. If the enemy were coming down both sides of the shallow bowl that flanked the village, then that meant that I should have cover from both sides. 
 
    I should have cover... 
 
    I chanced a quick glance out from my hiding place, ignoring another arrow that thudded into the ground about seven inches from my right foot. 
 
    There were men and women all along the ridgeline. Some were knelt in the attitude of bowmen, while others streamed hurriedly down the hillsides. The exposed metal of weapons and armor glinted dully in the light of the sullen sky. 
 
    It was no surprise that we hadn’t sensed their presence. They might have been equipped with armor, but they looked like a pretty wild group nonetheless. They were spattered with mud, so filthy that the skin colors of the individual raiders could not be guessed. Their hair and beards were overgrown, straggly and matted, as though they had been out in the rain for months, let alone a couple of days like us. They looked like they were coated in half the countryside. 
 
    I spotted a handful of dour-faced dwarves coming slowly down the slopes on their short legs. There were a couple of big figures who looked more than half trollish to me, as well as some nimble-footed female warriors that might have been elves. 
 
    Another arrow thunked into the ground on my other side. I studied it, noting that the fletching was made of soft gray feathers, the shaft of a light, almost white wood; a pretty killing tool. 
 
    “Conventional weapons only!” I roared. 
 
    Another couple of arrows flashed over, twittering like partridges breaking from the cover of a bush in their speed. Musical death. They were followed by a few more. 
 
    “Magical weapons are okay too!” I amended. “Keep it subtle! Nothing too overt!” 
 
    I hadn’t seen where the others had scattered to, but I assumed they had taken up cover in the cottages lining the square. 
 
    There was little to be gained from hunkering down on my ass by that well, so I sprang to my feet and made a dash for the building closest to me. Dragonmancers can move like a cheetah with a lump of ginger up its butt when they need to, and I made use of that skill then. Arrows thudded into the road at my heels, kicking up mud and stones. 
 
    The patter of running feet and the jangling of chainmail came from around the corner of the hovel that I was running toward. I readied myself. Reminded myself that I was a dragonmancer—a walking personification of a bad day for anyone who crossed me. I rounded the corner with my teeth bared. 
 
    There were four of them. In the lead was a light-footed dark elf, hair streaming behind her like a war pennant. She sprinted up the street, which was empty except for a cart with a broken axle, with a mace in her hand and a snarl twisting her lips. Behind her came a trio of dwarves, jogging along and moving in an easy unison that spoke of three warriors who had fought much together.  
 
    The dark elf saw me as soon as I cleared the corner and let out a piercing war cry that sent a shiver through me. She put on a burst of speed, leapt up onto the cart, and then launched herself at me. 
 
    Without stopping, functioning on adrenaline-fueled instinct, I conjured my repeating hand crossbow with a thought. 
 
    I pulled the trigger three times. The first bolt caught the dark elf in the shoulder, spinning her in midair. The second and third crunched through the breastplate she wore and punched through the back in twin gouts of bright blood. 
 
    I ducked as the limp form of the dark elf fell past me and, before the body had come to land with a very conclusive thud in the road behind me, I had lashed out with a foot and kicked the front of the busted wagon parked forlorn in the roadway. 
 
    The strength of my kick propelled the cart backward. Its back wheels on their broken axle came off the ground and its seized front wheels left twin ruts in the soft dirt of the road. It smashed into two of the dwarves and lifted them off their feet, before pulverizing them against the wall of another cottage down the street. Stone crumbled and part of the earth roof collapsed onto the wrecked cart and the two dead enemies. 
 
    The third dwarf managed to avoid the cart-turned-missile by a beard hair. He spun as the wagon careened past him, flattening his brethren, and drew a throwing axe from his leather jerkin. With a lovely bit of wrist work, he sent it blurring toward my face as I began sprinting toward him. 
 
    I caught it in mid-air as easily as if it had been a paper airplane thrown by a child. 
 
    The dwarf’s eyes widened under the rim of his heavy helm. To his credit, he didn’t panic. Instead, he drew a pair of shortswords from scabbards at his sides and stepped out to engage me. 
 
    I slapped the first sword out of his hand as it whistled toward my torso and sent it cartwheeling away. The second sword I caught in the crook of my elbow. I flexed my arm, the blade caught between my bicep and forearm, and the sword bent out of shape. 
 
    The dwarf grunted something in a foreign language and reached for a knife at his belt. I hit him so hard with the back of my hand that his helmet swiveled one-hundred and eighty degrees on his head, and he was flung across the street. In an explosion of wet wood and the sound of cracking bone, he went through the shuttered window of a hovel and disappeared. 
 
    I turned and sprinted left down another side street. I had caught the flash of movement, the sound of running and fighting. Now that we were in a scrap, I found myself searching for Dasyr and Tanila. I was sure that the two dragonmancers would be able to hold their own, but I still wanted to be there should anything untoward happen. 
 
    Thinking I may as well get a better view of things, I leapt ten feet up onto the thatched roof of a building next to me and ran nimbly over the top of it. Arrows whistled around me, and I was obligated to swat one from the air a couple of inches from my face. 
 
    Looking to my left as I ran, I saw that there was an archer on an adjacent roof armed with a nasty crankhandle crossbow. He had just placed the weapon to his shoulder, resting it on a low stone chimney, and was drawing a bead on someone down in the street. 
 
    My own repeating crossbow popped into my hand, and I let loose with a small barrage of quarrels. The stone chimney was pockmarked with bolts, fragments of masonry sent flying. It was enough to put the bowman off his aim, and he recoiled under the onslaught. 
 
    I reached the edge of the roof I was running across and sprang into the air. The gap between me and the archer was big—too big, I realized at the last minute. 
 
    Hoping that no one was paying too much attention to me, I conjured the Chaos Spear and hurled it at the bowman at the same time as he was leveling his crossbow again. 
 
    It was a fortunate accident that an enemy faerie, four feet tall and armed with a vicious serrated sword, chose to buzz up into the air with his whirring iridescent wings to intercept me. The Chaos Spear took him through his armored chest and sent him flying backward in a spray of black blood, the spear sticking clean though his back. Both spear and faerie exploded through the stone chimney that I had been initially aiming at and skewered the bowman behind it. Stone and bodies clattered down into the street below. 
 
    I landed heavily in a crouch, spraying mud and water in all directions. Ahead of me, Tamsin was fighting about eight enemies at once. She had picked up a spear from some fallen foe and was wielding it with devastating effect, whipping it about her so fast that it looked like the wooden shaft of the weapon was bending as it hissed through the air. 
 
    “Who the fuck are these assholes?” I muttered to myself as Tamsin eviscerated an enemy warrior and sent his guts spilling out into the mud like shining purple and pink ropes. 
 
    My initial guess was that they were desperadoes, but the more I saw of their fighting technique, the less sure I was about that guess. 
 
    Then, as I was deciding who to kill next, one of the two trolls that I had seen ducked out of a barn and made for Tamsin. It had a splintered beam clutched in one three-fingered hand. 
 
    “Tamsin—” I started to say. 
 
    The head of the troll, who had been about to impale the distracted hobgoblin through her back, burst like a green goo-filled watermelon as Renji descended out of nowhere with a double-handed warhammer held in her fists. Shards of bloody bone flew in all directions. The twelve-foot creature teetered like a redwood that had just been sliced into by a lumberjack and then crashed over, obliterating a market stall and turning it into little more than firewood. 
 
    Leaving Tamsin and Renji to their work, I ran back toward the main square, cutting through a few buildings and smashing through a mud brick wall at one point to expedite the process. 
 
    The ambush had dissolved into full-on medieval urban warfare now. My companions were all under attack but more than holding their own. 
 
    Dasyr and Elenari fought back-to-back against a dozen or so of the enemy. Elenari’s daggers were a blur as she cut and stabbed at her attackers, while Dasyr used her claws efficiently to blind and hamstring any opponent who came in too close. 
 
    I caught sight of Tanila dodging inside a cottage, followed by three women armed with swords. A moment later, and much to my satisfaction, one of Tanila’s adversaries burst through one of the walls in a shower of dust, missing an arm. A moment later and another’s head punched up through the turf roof of the hovel—and rolled down it into the street. 
 
    I didn’t see what happened to the third unfortunately, because a muscle-bound minotaur decked out in full plate armor of blued steel and holding a double-headed battle-axe stepped out of a street and gave me the hairy eyeball. 
 
    The very hairy eyeball. 
 
    There’s no point pausing to swap pithy insults, not in real life. 
 
    I tackled the minotaur around the middle, and the two of us tumbled over and through a low stone wall. The minotaur landed as lithely as a five-hundred-pound cat on the other side. He came at me with a hook kick that would have left a mortal man’s femur resembling powdered sugar. I blocked the kick by raising my shin and countered with a knee strike to the minotaur’s chest. My opponent kept his feet, but breath and snot sprayed out of his nostrils. He stumbled back on his hooves and crunched into the wall behind. 
 
    “Die, fucker!” I growled and threw a blistering punch at my enemy. 
 
    The minotaur whipped its head around and deflected my overzealous punch with a well-timed horn. My fist plowed through the wall, crashing through the solid rock blocks like a jackhammer. 
 
    The minotaur whipped its head the other way, and I had to step back to avoid its razor-tipped horns as they hissed past my face. The battle-axe came up toward my stomach, and I blocked it with my palm, the blade smacking into the naked flesh of my hand. 
 
    A bead of blood welled up from where the blow, a blow that should have gone through my hand and my body and out of the other side, landed. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Ow,” I said.  
 
    I moved with the unstoppable fury of a tornado, stepping backward, pirouetting, and letting loose a roundhouse kick that caught my opponent right in the face. Blood sprayed outward as my beefy foe’s snout burst apart in a shower of teeth and crimson saliva. 
 
    The minotaur struck out with an uppercut to my ribs, but I allowed the punch to land, absorbing the brunt of the blow with my abdominals. I stepped in and hit him with a palm strike, hard in the forearm. His radius snapped in two, as neatly as a dry stick. The minotaur bellowed thickly through his ruined face, while I plunged my hooked finger up into his unarmored armpit. My enemy gave a horrible gurgle of surprise and spasmed backward as I pressed my finger into his muscly chest cavity and punctured his heart. With a last breathy sigh through his mangled face, the minotaur slid down the wall behind him. 
 
    Hell, I’d never been one to think that clean gentlemanly fighting was the way to go. Back on Earth, outside of the octagon, I was a firm believer in fighting dirty to get yourself out of a fix. The dirtier the better, if it meant that you were the one to walk away from a street altercation. Low blows, cheap shots, and kicking someone when they were down, they were all part of a winner’s repertoire. 
 
    Still, that was the first time that I had killed someone with my finger before. 
 
    I took a steadying breath and wiped my warm, bloody finger on my shirt. As I did so, I noticed a couple of things about the armor that the minotaur wore. The first was that it was good, really good. It had fit the minotaur warrior like a glove. Not the sort of gear you’d expect some wandering bandit to be wearing. Secondly, there was a sigil etched into the breastplate, right in the middle. 
 
    I squinted, looked around to make sure that I wasn’t about to get stabbed in the ass, and then knelt down. 
 
    It was a simple crest of sorts; a roaring bear’s head with twin crossed axes underneath and what I guessed to be a crown over the top, though this last detail was hard to make out because it had been rudely and amateurishly scratched out. 
 
    I had been so caught up with just fighting these strangers that it hadn’t even crossed my mind to check them for clues as to who they were. If this guy had been sporting someone’s mark though, if he had been representing a higher authority, then I was sure that Renji or Dasyr or Tanila would be able to pinpoint this sigil and identify its owner. 
 
    Well, I thought as I rose to my feet once more, there seems little point worrying about any of that just yet. First thing’s first: survive this fray. Once that’s done, we can start scratching our heads and begin playing Guess Who. 
 
    I jogged down into the main square, into a world that had turned to carnage. The bodies of the attackers were cast haphazardly around, all in various states of disfigurement or dismemberment. 
 
    An elf had been broken clean in half, her spine sticking out of the bloody stump of her torso like a little white tail. That had Saya written all over it. 
 
    A circle of corpses looked like they had all been brained with a large, blood-covered paving stone that was lying nearby. A werewolf, wearing chainmail and with a cruel dagger clutched in its paw, had been neutralized quite effectively by someone slicing the top of its head off as neatly as a soft-boiled egg. 
 
    Blood and viscera were splashed everywhere. Arrows and crossbow quarrels stuck in door jambs and windowsills, marking where our company had been moving and taking cover. 
 
    I went without any real plan into the main square and helped out where I was needed. I fought hand to hand against the desperate, furious ambushers. As I slew the wild warriors, I noticed that many of them had the same sigils etched into their leather and steel armor: the bear’s head, the crossed axes, and the scratched-out crown. 
 
    Every one of my allies was comporting themselves with commendable ferocity. And I saw now just what difference lay between regular soldiers, skilled as they might be, and those warriors whose blood was mixed with that of dragons. 
 
    Tanila and Dasyr were standing together now in the middle of the square. As I threw a half-dead dark elf from me, Dasyr let loose with a roar of such primal fury that it must have turned the backbones of any nearby enemies to jelly. 
 
    Both tiger-looking dragonmancers had their claws out and their ears laid flat back against their heads. Their robes whirled around them as they ripped the flesh from the bones of their hapless foes, crumpling armor like tin with a single punch. 
 
    I jumped up and through the roof of an abandoned chandler’s shop, to burst out in a shower of wet thatch right in the face of a stunned archer, when I caught sight of a figure standing at the top of one of the rises that led down in the village. 
 
    The archer, who had been understandably taken aback by my sudden, loosed the arrow he had nocked to his string. I blocked the flying projectile by getting my vambrace in the way and it spun off to the right. I kicked out and booted the archer hard in the guts, doubling him over and making him spew a sticky line of blood down his front. I grabbed an arrow from the quiver on his back and stabbed it down through the base of his skull. The archer dropped through the hole in the roof I had made and landed in a very dead heap on the dusty boards below. 
 
    “Now, who the fuck goes there?” I whispered, squinting against the murky, stormy light to try and make out anything about the stationary figure on the slope. 
 
    Thanks to my dragon-augmented eyesight, I was able to see that the figure was actually a warrior sitting astride a large bear. 
 
    “A bearmancer?” I breathed. “But what the hell are they doing overseeing an attack on us?” 
 
    I let out a long, slow breath through my nostrils. If he had still been alive, I was sure that the minotaur that I had faced earlier would have been proud of that snort. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered myself, “there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    I set off at a dead run across the rooftops, leaping from hovel to hovel like they were steppingstones in a stream. I vaulted off the edge of the last house, arms and legs pumping in the air, before landing in the open grassland beyond. 
 
    “You!” I bellowed up at the stationary warrior sitting atop the bear. “I have questions! Don’t worry, though, they are easy questions with easy answers!” 
 
    Then, I was running. 
 
    The bearmancer’s mount lumbered around to face me as I sprinted up the slope. The rider gazed down at me through an elaborate covered helmet, through which eyes gleamed like bitter stars. The grace with which the rider sat atop the bear, the tilt of the head, and the set of the shoulders, told me that ‘it’ was a ‘she’. Not to mention that I had learned there were no male bearmancers. 
 
    As I got closer, I noticed that the bear was strange looking. Quite how it was strange, except for being about twice as big as the biggest grizzly, I couldn’t put my finger on at first. 
 
    The rider drew a curved sword from a scabbard that hung at her waist. She raised it high and to her right, ready to bring it sweeping down on me—should her bear not manage to tear me apart when I got within mauling distance. 
 
    I realized then that she probably thought she was dealing with some overconfident foot soldier with a death wish. Sure, there had been the leaping over rooftops thing, but there were many strange races in this world. I was sure more than a few of them could easily outperform the average human. 
 
    I hoped that this was the case. I hoped that this female bearmancer was about to underestimate me. 
 
    As I got within about twenty feet of the bear, it reared suddenly on its hind legs with a howling roar that would have had Chuck Norris questioning what he was doing. Then I realized what had struck me as odd about the beast. It was not furry. Its flanks were smooth, as smooth as… 
 
    “Stone,” I said, and threw myself forward under the raking claws that were suddenly slashing toward my throat. 
 
    It’s a tricky thing to roll forward up a hill, but I managed it. The wind of the bear’s massive paw ruffled my long brown hair as its blow just missed me. I could imagine how the rider was probably hefting her sword. Could practically hear the creak of leather, the clink of chainmail, the elastic stretching of muscles as she prepared her downward cut at me. 
 
    I conjured the stunning harpoon in my left hand. Propelled by a combination of mana and will, it thunked heavily into the belly of the stone bear. I had used this particular bit of dragon magic only once before and was still a little unsure how to ratchet up the force of the stunning charge. 
 
    As it was, I decided to err on the side of caution and let the great stone bear beast have as much as I could give it. 
 
    The mana flowed through the supernatural chain that connected the rose-colored barbed point of the harpoon to me. The bear, caught by surprise, shrieked suddenly and went rigid. The rider was thrown from her perch on the beast’s back. 
 
    With a great heave, I wrenched on the pale pink chain and toppled the electrified bear over onto its side. The rider landed hard on her back, her breath driven out of her in a great whoosh. The bear vanished with as little fuss as Noctis might when recalled to his crystal, and I knew that the connection between the mancer and her steed had been momentarily interrupted. 
 
    Not wanting to waste a second. I pounced on the downed bearmancer. 
 
    The woman, even taken by surprise, turned out to be a damned worthy opponent. She was as fast and sly as a fox, and as vicious as a cornered wolf. We grappled with one another, trading the odd blow and kick as we rolled awkwardly along the hillside. 
 
    The woman’s breath came hissing through the mouth hole of her covered helm, sharp and desperate and angry. She tried to knee me in the meat and potatoes, but I read her like a book and blocked the attempt with my thigh. 
 
    I needed answers from this woman, for it was as clear as the nose on my face that she had to have been behind this little raid. She was wearing a burnished steel breastplate on which was etched the disfigured sigil that I had noticed the other soldiers wearing. 
 
    The warrior woman growled something at me in a throaty language and fastened her fingers around my throat. She was well trained, that much was evident, because her clawing digits found the carotid artery in my thick neck and pressed hard into it. 
 
    My vision flickered. I had been expecting a magical attack more than I had been expecting this more conventional piece of fighting and I was taken unawares. 
 
    The world grew hazy as the bearmancer squeezed with all her might, trying to force me into unconsciousness. 
 
    In the throbbing, red confines of my head, I was struck with an idea. I saw a heavy branch lying nearby. It was beyond my reach at that moment, but if I could just get my mitts on it somehow… 
 
    I used the spell that Wayne’s burgeoning power had opened to me. For the first time, I used Smog Form. 
 
    It was an unparalleled sensation. A feeling of spreading, of dissipating, of almost complete freedom. A dangerous sensation. My body, such as I had known it, was gone. 
 
    All of us are made up of atoms joined together by electrons, but we never feel like we are big things made up of countless small things. Embodying this spell, becoming smog, I became acutely conscious of this fact. I knew intimately that I was a zillion particles squashed into a single humanoid shape. 
 
    But no longer. It would, in this new form, be so easy to drift away, to float up into the atmosphere and let the winds take me where they would… 
 
    All this passed through my consciousness in the space it takes to blink. I held onto reason and to myself with some difficulty. With a concerted effort, I maneuvered my insubstantial self toward the heavy stick that I had noticed lying in the grass, while the bearmancer flailed at me in a gratifyingly flabbergasted manner. 
 
    When I was over the lump of wood, I released the magic. I returned, with a head-spinning rush, to my proper solid state. I landed in the grass on hands and knees, scooped up the chunk of wood, and cracked the still disorientated warrior next to me on the side of the head. 
 
    My adversary slumped into the grass, her hands falling limply to her side, her bell well and truly rung. She made a weak moaning noise, but it was clear that she was out for the count.                
 
    I reached quickly into my pocket and extricated the bag that I knew I would find in there. It was, at first glance, a simple black sack. It was only when scrutinized closely that someone might see that the bag wasn’t made of fabric, but a compound like ultra-fine chainmail. This sack had been given to me by Ashrin and was enchanted with an anti-thaumaturgical forcefield on the inside. It might have looked like any other black sack, but it was a terrifically powerful magical object and was used to stop a dragonmancer—or any mancer for that matter—from being able to communicate with the Etherstone in which their soul companion resided. 
 
    I found a granite gray crystal worked into a bronze ring on the bearmancer’s little finger, and I deposited it into the black sack. 
 
    Once this was done, I sat back on my haunches, reached down, and pulled the helmet off my enemy’s head. 
 
    She had skin the color of the chocolate and a shock of bright blonde hair. Her eyes were a color somewhere between tangerine and ginger and were a little unfocused just then. Her lips were full and, currently, covered in blood. She turned her head to the side and spat a string of bloody drool into the grass, revealing a single gold canine set amongst otherwise white teeth. 
 
    Thinking that it might save time and trouble, I cut a strip of cloth from around the leather surcoat that she wore under her mail and plate and bound her hands behind her back. Now that I had severed the tie that she had with the bear in her crystal, the woman was nowhere near as capable or dangerous an adversary as she had been only a moment before. Although there was still no reason to go asking for a knife across the throat if it could be helped. 
 
    While the bearmancer groaned and took her time returning to consciousness, I picked her up and began carrying her down the hill back toward the village. 
 
    The sounds of fighting had lessened now. I guessed that my friends were currently engaged in that distasteful mopping up stage, where the last few fanatic stragglers are finally brought to bay. None of these raiders struck me as the kind to throw down their weapons and come quietly. That was just as well, really. The last thing that we needed was a moral dilemma regarding what to do with prisoners out here. 
 
    The woman over my shoulder began to struggle more as I reached the bottom of the hill and the tussocky grassland leveled out. She wriggled, then kicked out, then tried to throw a knee into my chest. 
 
    It was all futile. The bearmancers, as I knew well at that point, did not undergo the Transfusion Ceremony. That meant that, even when they were linked with the bears in their crystals, they could not tap into the same level of power as dragonmancers. 
 
    The bearmancer’s flailing grew angrier and more erratic. She snarled curses at me as I headed toward the village. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, “you can vent that spleen of yours in a second. I just want to make sure that my compatriots are all okay before you start spilling your guts as to why Queen Frami sent you and your pals here to meet us.” 
 
    The woman on my shoulder went still and thoughtful at hearing my words. Then, unexpectedly, she writhed like a salmon trying to leap its way up stream and struck me with a powerful knee in the head. My grip loosened, and the bearmancer dropped to the earth. Somehow, with an agility that far outshone my own pre-Transfusion dexterity, she landed on her feet and was able to take off. 
 
    I sighed as she sprinted away, rubbing distractedly at the spot on the side of my head where her knee had connected. 
 
    “Can you stop, please?” I called after her. 
 
    She didn’t. I hadn’t thought she would. 
 
    My stunning harpoon hit her in the back of the knee and sank its supernatural barbs into the flesh of her leg. The bearmancer let out a wordless cry, but that was cut off almost immediately when I hit her with some of that good old-fashioned mana charge. She jerked, writhed on one foot for a few seconds, and then collapsed to the grass. 
 
    Slowly, and with very little concern for her ego or feelings, I hauled her in like a fish on a line. 
 
    When she was within reach, I hoisted her up and threw her back over my shoulder like a sack of turnips. With a slap on her rump, I strolled into the outskirts of the hamlet and made my way to the center of town, following the faint sounds of the dead and the dying. 
 
    When I walked around a corner into the old market square, I was just in time to see Renji split a dryad warrior down the middle like a dry round of firewood with the blade on the back of her warhammer. Guts and blood dropped into a sloppy pile, and the two halves of the last of the raiders fell twitching to the blood-soaked earth. 
 
    “What have you got there, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Dasyr asked me, licking arterial blood off the back of her paw with her rough, pink tongue. 
 
    “A prisoner,” I said. “The leader of this band, I think. And a bearmancer to boot.” 
 
    “A fucking bearmancer?” Saya growled. Her arms were slick with blood to the elbows and her face was speckled with gore. 
 
    I looked around at the other women and saw that they were similarly make-upped. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I spied her sitting on the bowl of the hill and watching the mayhem play out below. So, I went and tried to chat with her. I bested her and separated her from her crystal.” I patted my pocket where the little black sack rested safe and secure. 
 
    “What the hell is a bearmancer doing supervising an attack on us?” Tamsin said, spitting someone else’s blood from her mouth.               
 
    “Just what I should like to know if it’s not too much trouble,” Elenari said, fingering the pommel of one of her daggers meaningfully. 
 
    “And that’s what we’re going to find out,” I assured them, “but we’re going to do it in a way that won’t piss off Queen Frami anymore than she apparently already is. This is a diplomatic mission, remember?” 
 
    At the sound of the Vetruscan Queen’s name, the bearmancer, who was now sitting slumped against the well with her hands still bound, snorted disdainfully. 
 
    “Hm,” I said, kneeling down to look into the woman’s eyes. “Am I to understand that you’re not old Queen Frami’s biggest fan.” 
 
    Slowly, carefully, the bearmancer spat into the dirt between my feet. 
 
    “Hm,” I repeated. “I don’t speak Vetruscan, but I guess that’d be a ‘no’.” 
 
    “This one’s disdain would make sense of the regalia that every other soldier here wears,” Tanila said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’d make sense of the scratched-out crown certainly,” Saya said. She rolled over the corpse of a dwarf that lay nearby and all of us saw a patch with the bear’s head and crossed axes, but with the crown savagely cut out, sewn onto the shoulder of his cloak. 
 
    “There is strife in the Vetruscan Kingdom?” Dasyr asked the bearmancer. 
 
    The woman remained silent. 
 
    I ran my eyes thoughtfully over her face. “So, you’re a rebel,” I said. “A rebel against Queen Frami.” I looked around at the slaughterhouse that the market square had become. “They were all rebels.” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    “I see why it is the Queen has bargained for our… services,” Dasyr said in a low voice. “Having enhanced bearmancers fighting on her side… There must be much turmoil, a real threat of rebellion, for her to have considered such a course.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tanila mused. “The pertinent questions though are: what has caused this rift? And will our involvement make things even worse?”  
 
    All of us turned our gazes on the prisoner, but her mouth was buttoned up tighter than a fish’s asshole. 
 
    I sighed. “Let’s not burn daylight quizzing our guest. I’ve a feeling that she’s dug herself into such a deep hole with Queen Frami that she wouldn’t be able to hear our questions if we shouted down it as loud as we can.” 
 
    I looked up at the sky out of habit. The sun could still not be seen through the thick layer of swirling, baleful clouds. 
 
    “Hrímdale is another day’s march from here, following the right stream as Scrutor directed us,” Dasyr said calmly. “If we leave now and travel through the night, we can lie up and enter the city with first light.” 
 
    I reached down and pulled our captive to her feet, gently but irresistibly. Will was circling the stranger slowly. If he had been a hound, I was certain he would have been sniffing the bearmancer with considerable interest. 
 
    “All right then, Dasyr,” I said. “I like the sound of that. Let’s march. The sooner we return the Queen’s property to her, the sooner we might learn what sort of civil mess we have bumbled into here.” 
 
    And so we did. 
 
    We left the blood and carnage of the village behind us. We left the many bodies for the crows and the wolves and the other prowling things that inhabited the Wilderlands. We left the metallic stench of blood and the ghostly echoes of clashing metal in our wake. 
 
    By the time the sun rose the next day, we were camped just outside the Wilderlands Pass; the only way, bar the passage of the fjord, that one could gain access to the city of Hrímdale, the capital of Vetrusca. 
 
    The rising sun peeked below the blanket of minacious clouds and struck the gates that blocked our onward road. The bronze inlays that depicted two great bears lunging toward one another burst into a sudden molten flame. 
 
    I pulled the prisoner to her feet and pushed her ahead of me. Will, barely visible moving through the thin ground mist that hung about our calves, bobbed along just in front of me. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to the six blood-splashed and grim-faced warrior women who stalked behind me like half a dozen wraiths from hell. “Let’s go and play politics, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time we were within thirty strides of the bronze-inlaid gates, they opened. A dozen flaxen-haired Vetruscan warriors strode out confidently and stood in two well-organized groups of six in the roadway. 
 
    Composed of both men and women, they were attired in the no-nonsense armor and armed with the simple weapons of proficient soldiers. On their heads were wedged dull helms worked in the shape of a skull. I was no taxidermist, but I assumed that it was a bear’s skull.  
 
    “Halt!” the man at the front bellowed. 
 
    It was very much an order and not a request. 
 
    The eight of us stopped. Will the wisp shrank behind my leg. I held the captive bearmancer out in front of me. 
 
    The guards were impassive of face, cold of eye, and steady of hand. They didn’t strike me as nervous upon seeing eight gore-splattered strangers strolling casually out of the dawn mists. On the contrary, they looked as sanguine as if this was all part of their morning routine. 
 
    For a long, frosty moment both groups eyed one another distrustfully. Far away, back toward the mountains, thunder murmured like a fretful child. 
 
    Judging by the stony, circumspect looks on either side, it would be my role to break this Titanic-sinking bit of ice. 
 
    “We’re here to see Queen Frami,” I said matter-of-factly. I suddenly felt like a little kid showing up at a friend’s door and asking if Tommy was in, or something. 
 
    The guardsman standing at the front of the group weighed the validity and merit of this statement with all the emotion of a stone. 
 
    “We come from the Mystocean Empire,” I said. “Queen Frami, I believe, is expecting us.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Mystoceans,” he said. His accent was thick enough to spread on toast, almost Slavic in its cadence. He still hadn’t moved a muscle. His hand rested on the pommel of his sword. His long, straw-colored hair blew in the gentle early morning breeze. 
 
    He’d asked me no question, so I wasn’t going to lie to him. I said nothing, but I gave him a look that communicated quite openly that he wouldn’t get any information without a collection of scalpels and thumbscrews. 
 
    The guard’s forbidding mouth turned upward in a small smile. Had he understood? It certainly looked that way. He snorted softly, and his stance relaxed almost imperceptibly. 
 
    I maneuvered the captive bearmancer forward so that she stood in front of my group. 
 
    “We were waylaid on our way here,” I said. “By bandits. Or so we thought of them at first. We took this one alive. Just this one. I thought Queen Frami might want to have a chat with her.” 
 
    The guard captain’s eyes flicked over to the bearmancer who was staring defiantly at him. He spat carefully off to one side. 
 
    “Aye,” he said. “The Queen will most likely wish to question this one. I am Captain Grafa. Follow me, please. It would be best if none of your company drew any of their weapons or did anything… abrupt while we walk through the town.” 
 
    And, with that, Captain Grafa turned on his heel and walked back toward the bronze gates of Hrímdale. 
 
    The rest of the guards parted to let him pass and then waited for us to follow.  
 
    “Leave the prisoner with my company,” Captain Grafa told me. “I will have two of them escort her to the gaolhouse.” 
 
    I did as he asked. Though the situation looked as cordial as might be expected, I couldn’t shake the feeling that both my company and Captain Grafa’s guards were walking on eggshells. 
 
    Two guardswomen hurried away with the prisoner between them. They shoved her along just as fast as she could go. It seemed the bearmancer prisoner was about to have the kind of friendly chat that involves having your kidneys tenderized with axe handles.  
 
    Captain Grafa headed our little procession with myself following, Will at my heels and the rest of Mystocean Empire contingent following behind. The nine remaining guards fell in around and behind us, ringing us in. The guards, all of whom were blonde haired and strong jawed, maintained their chilly aloofness, but none of their hands so much as stirred to draw their weapons. 
 
    We walked under the eaves of the impressive gates and into the Vetruscan capital of Hrímdale. 
 
    “This is pretty different to back home, huh?” Saya muttered into my ear as she looked around with her clear blue eyes. “Quite different to the Drako Academy.” 
 
    She was right, it was. 
 
    It reminded me of a setting from a Viking special on the History Channel.  
 
    Hrímdale was built on the shores of a great fjord—a huge inland lake fed by a river that presumably led out to the sea. It was built almost entirely of wood felled from the forests blanketing the slopes of the impossibly steep fells that enclosed it in a natural boundary. A few buildings were crafted from stone, but they looked to be the more important places; the undercover market, the blacksmiths, and other places that a township such as Hrímdale could not easily afford to have accidentally burned down. 
 
    The roofs were shaped like the upside-down hulls of ships. In fact, it appeared that an old fishing or warship had been recycled and flipped on its roof and turned into a building. 
 
    Despite the early hour, there was much activity. Men and women were hurrying up and down the docks, loading or unloading fishing gear into boats, readying themselves for a day out in the water, or returning from a night out on the river or the sea. Breath smoked in the chill air, and there was a heady, but not unpleasant, scent of fresh and smoked fish mingling with woodsmoke and damp earth. 
 
    As we walked through the town, people slowed or stopped what they were doing to look at us. Many of them—most of them—watched us walk past with open suspicion. Children, as they love to do with strangers, pointed at us and chattered amongst themselves like hedgerow sparrows. 
 
    Captain Grafa acknowledged a few people, nodding to a baker and a net-mender as we passed, but offered no one anything in the way of an explanation as to who we were or why we were there. Clearly, he had his orders and he meant to stick with them to the letter. 
 
    After the few days we had spent in the Wilderlands, the bustling atmosphere actually soothed me. I almost forgot what we were doing here and ached to examine the stalls and shops and workshops. The ring of metalsmiths’ hammers, the yelling of sailors, and the bleating and bellowing of livestock filled the air.  
 
    In only a short time, it became clear that Vetruscans held bears in just as much awe and respect as the Mystoceans did their dragons. Many of the visible wooden surfaces were carved with bear motifs. Moored at the multiple piers stretching into the still waters of the fjord, were ships sculpted into the head of a bear, the reaching paw of a bear, a single bear claw, or the whole figure of a running or standing bear. 
 
    “Holy shit, would you look at that?” I heard Tamsin say softly. 
 
    I looked to see a small square off to our right where kids were chasing and dancing around a full-grown grizzly bear.  
 
    The creature would have been all of fourteen feet tall on its hind legs, but it was currently sitting on its ass and watching the small children zooming around it in circles. Every now and again, it would reach out a paw, the claws of which would quite easily have been used to rend some of the skinnier children, and make a playful attempt at batting the child closest to it. All the kids would scream and laugh in unison, and then begin running in the other direction. 
 
    “How come you never do that with any of the kids in Drakereach?” I asked Noctis in the privacy of my own head, with my metaphorical tongue wedged in my metaphorical cheek. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon did not lower himself to answer me, but I got the strong impression that if he were able, he would have given me a withering glare—or, possibly, lit me up like a Roman candle. 
 
    Bears of different descriptions roamed the muddy streets. Among them were your standard black, polar, Kodiak, and sun bears, of course, but there were also bears with moss instead of fur, bears covered in glittering blue crystals, bears with horns, bears that walked along on their hind legs as easily as a man might, and bears as small as cats. 
 
    Captain Grafa wended his way through the throngs of people carrying fishing equipment, bundles of spears, baskets of potatoes and cabbages, and lengths of timber, while we followed as best we could and tried not to trip over masses of stray chickens.  
 
    At length, we came to the top of a main thoroughfare, a boardwalk, that skirted the edge of the fjord. Our guards closed in a little tighter around us, which made me think we were fast approaching the end of our tour. 
 
    My hunch was right. We rounded a low promontory, and I found myself looking up at a great hall, crafted of some iron-gray wood, standing on a low cliff that jutted out over the fjord. If this fjord had been back on Earth, the hall would have been sitting on the million-dollar prime real estate.  
 
    Captain Grafa motioned us to follow him toward a set of stairs carved into the side of the cliff, wide enough to accommodate at least six people. 
 
    I had just set my foot on the bottom step when a voice boomed out above me. It was such a loud and commanding tone that, for the space of a second, the waterbirds around the lake stopped singing. The voice rolled out across the still water like the thunder we had experienced out on the plans of the Wilderlands. 
 
    “Welcome, envoys of the Mystocean Empire, to my home!” 
 
    I looked up. The early morning sun shone briefly out from behind a cloud and lit the figure standing at the top of the stairs. It was turned into a silhouette, a black hole cut out of the stormy sky beyond. 
 
    Queen Frami had a big silhouette; I could say that much about the woman if nothing else. 
 
    “Thanks very much… Your Majesty,” I said, with a little less surety than I probably would have wanted. I realized I had never chewed the fat with a queen before. It threw me off-balance a little. 
 
    The Queen barked a laugh that sounded more like the grunt of a bear than that of a woman. 
 
    To be expected, from one in her line of business, I thought. 
 
    “You’re like me, Dragonmancer,” she said. “Not one who is accustomed to standing on ceremony. One who finds it far easier to walk all over decorum and convention rather than try to avoid tripping over it, eh?” 
 
    I hadn’t really known what to expect from the Queen. Truthfully, I hadn’t really dwelt on the actual meeting of the woman too much. There had been a lot to think about before we got here; namely, not getting lost or killed. 
 
    I was pleased to see that the dark, broad figure standing above me styled her speech more after a pirate than a politician. 
 
    “You might say that I’m more at ease in the middle of a battlefield than a ballroom, Your Majesty,” I said ruefully. 
 
    “I am hoping that a banquet hall might be a compromise that agrees with you,” Queen Frami said. 
 
    I could still not see the woman’s face because of the damned sun, but I smiled up at where I thought it might be. 
 
    “That sounds like just what the apothecary ordered, Your Majesty,” I said amicably. “After a few days out in the Wilderlands under the pouring rain, I could use a beer.” 
 
    “Just the one?” the Queen growled. 
 
    “Well…” I said. 
 
    The Queen of Vetrusca laughed, and I made a show of looking around, out over the fjord and up at growing hills surrounding us. 
 
    “It’s one hell of a place that you have here,” I said. 
 
    “Very beautiful indeed, Your Majesty,” Elenari chipped in. 
 
    “Stark, savage, and uncompromising,” Saya said with approval. 
 
    The silhouetted Queen put her hands on her hips and took a step downward.  
 
    “The fjord is naturally defended by impassable hills on all sides,” she said, raising a large hand and sweeping it around the enormous bay, “and can only be reached through the fjord or through the Wilderlands Pass, which is the route that all travelers have to take.” 
 
    “A fine and enviable defensive position,” Tanila said. “No wonder that the Mystocean Empire and the Vetruscan Kingdom have not bothered to fight one another for many years.” 
 
    “Long may it continue,” Dasyr said. 
 
    The sun went in. Queen Frami, ruler of the Vetruscan Kingdom, was suddenly revealed. 
 
    She was a huge woman. Her silhouette, bereft of details, had not done her justice. She wore a bear skin cloak over her shoulders and a simple crown of bones and twigs on her head. Her hair was gray and long and matted into the thick dreads that hung down her back. A patch covered one eye. A sword lay in a scabbard on her hip, and from the shape, I figured it had more in common with a meat cleaver than it did with a cutlass or a rapier. 
 
    With the piratical eye gear, dreadlocks, and oversized boots, I couldn’t help but think that Queen Frami could be this world’s female incarnation of Odin the Allfather. 
 
    “Long may it continue,” the Queen growled down at us. 
 
    There was a threat that hung over us like the shadow of a raincloud, something unspoken. It was the implicit reminder that, although we were all getting along swimmingly just now, it would not take much for someone to say or do something that would end up with all of us treading water with the sharks.  
 
    “How about that beer, Your Majesty?” I asked in an amiable voice. 
 
    Queen Frami stirred from where she had been staring thoughtfully at Dasyr and Tanila. 
 
    “Yes…” she said. “Yes, indeed. Where are my manners?” 
 
    She nodded at Captain Grafa who had stayed standing as still and unblinking as a statue through this whole exchange. 
 
    “Let our guests through, Captain,” she said. “Have your guards follow and take up positions outside my hall for the protection of our esteemed companions.” 
 
    Tamsin and Renji exchanged a quick, wry look; they weren’t fooled by this apparent concern of the Queen’s. It was obvious that the guards would be stationed outside so that they were within easy hollering distance should things go to hell at the negotiating table. 
 
    Queen Frami turned away, then stopped. 
 
    “What is this wisp doing here?” she asked with genuine curiosity, motioning at Will. 
 
    I shrugged, as cool as a turbot on ice. 
 
    “He’s just a mascot of ours, a travel companion that we found down in the Subterranean Realms,” I said. 
 
    Queen Frami nodded thoughtfully. “The Subterranean Realms,” she said, stroking her chin with thick, callused warrior’s fingers. “So, my envoys spoke true when they reported to me about the goings on at your encampment at the foot of Galipolas Mountain. Strange adventures are clearly woven about you, Dragonmancer…” 
 
    “Noctis,” I said, realizing too late that I had neglected to introduce myself or my companions. “Dragonmancer Noctis, Your Majesty, but please, call me Mike.” 
 
    Then, I hastily pointed out the members of my company and named each of them in turn. The Queen’s sea-gray eyes flicked from once face to the next. 
 
    “Very well, Mike,” she said, “come up here and walk with me. Allow me to personally escort you into Berserker Hall.” 
 
    Berserker Hall looked quite grim and forbidding from the outside. When I reached the top of the wide stairs, the first thing that greeted me were two enormous bears. One had fur of the deepest, darkest blue. Its paws were about the size of a semi’s hubcap, and the claws that stuck out from them were bright silver and almost two feet long. The other bear was brown but looked to be covered in dried bracken instead of fur. It too had paws that looked like they could flatten a Mini Cooper with one swipe, but its claws were a semi-transparent amber. 
 
    Real, I first thought them, but then, when they did not move, I believed they were statues. 
 
    It turned out I was wrong on both counts. 
 
    “These are the bodies of Mikill and Meiri,” Queen Frami said to me, but speaking loudly enough so that all of the Mystocean Company could hear. “They were the two most feared and battle-wise bears who had ever graced Vetruscan lands, preserved for the last three-hundred and fifty years by the combined magics of some of our finest bearmancers.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked, looking up in wonderment at the massive magical beasts. 
 
    “They were involved in the last minor set of border skirmishes between our two venerated lands,” Queen Frami said, her tone changing not one iota. “They were the living banners around which our troops flocked. It took four dragonmancers, one of whom was part of your Empress’ secret Twelve, I believe, to kill them.” 
 
    That bombshell was far from comfortable, but I had seen enough movies to know that it was your classic test, a little trial to see how you handled diplomatic pressure. 
 
    “That sounds like it was a little before my time, Your Majesty,” I said. “And probably before yours, although I’ll admit that I’ve met some people in this world who could have passed for thirty but were, in actual fact, closing in on their second century.” 
 
    The Queen of the Vetruscans gave me a shrewd look from under her bushy grayish-blonde eyebrows, flicked one of her dreadlocks out of her face, and slapped me on the back. Even with my dragon-enhanced strength, it felt like someone had just clobbered me with a shovel. 
 
    “Come,” she said, “and welcome. Welcome all of you!” she added, raising her hands to encapsulate me, Dasyr, Tanila, Elenari, Tamsin, Renji, Will, and Saya. “You are the first Mystoceans to set foot in Berserker Hall for many long, bitter years. May it be a sign of things to come!” 
 
    The great doors of the hall, engraved with frescoes of more bears and bearmancers in various battle poses, were scarred and blackened and burned.  
 
    Still standing though, I thought, which goes to say something about the hardiness of the Vetruscans, I’m sure. 
 
    “Now we drink?” I asked as the Queen led us all inside, and a gust of warm air smelling of roasting meat and hay came out to greet us. 
 
    “Yes, Mike, now we drink,” the huge, crowned bearmancer said to me. “Now we drink, and I see whether the Mystocean Empire is going to live up to their side of the bargain that I struck with your Overseer at the Drako Academy.” 
 
    After the keen freshness of the fjordside town of Hrímdale, the air inside Berserker Hall was close and warm and mildly oppressive. Not so much oppressive with heat, but oppressive with secrets of the past, secrets unspoken. I felt as if I were sitting above a deep well of history and the many pillars that held up the shadowy, thatched, barn-like roof seemed to be twined all about with tales told and deeds done many centuries before. 
 
    “By the gods, but this building is quite something, is it not?” Dasyr said to me when we took our seats at the single massive table that stretched all the way down the hall. We were seated, in places of honor, around the Queen at the head of the table. “It feels like I have stepped inside a song or saga!” 
 
    Tanila, who was usually as taciturn as Dasyr, was equally moved. 
 
    “I agree, sister,” she said to the other Lorekeeper. “Almost, it seems to me, as if I could hear the sounds of ghosts. The echo of feasts and of dramas that have played out through the ages in this place.” 
 
    Queen Frami had evidently overheard the comments. She was beaming, her eyes and teeth glinting in the orange glow of the fires burning everywhere in the hall. There were no windows in here, at least none that were currently open. Only the two smoke holes at either end of the hall let any sort of natural light in. 
 
    The vibe was extremely Viking longhouse. Once more, I could not help but feel the weird thrill of being on a movie set that was, actually, the real deal. 
 
    Firelight played across the dark polished wood, and shadows chased themselves around the columns, making the carvings of the bears and bearmancers appear as if they were chasing each other and reenacting the battles captured by the wood carvers who had laid their likenesses down with their chisels. 
 
    Queen Frami clapped her hands, and silence fell amongst those gathered. There were many folk there, more people than I could be introduced to or remember the names of even if I had been. Doubtless they were chieftains and captains and important merchants of some kind, invited by Queen Frami to witness this historic moment. 
 
    The Queen of Vetrusca raised her drinking horn. “Friends, both new and old, welcome. I’m not one for long speeches and flowery words, so let me just say this: this is the beginning of a new age between two old nations. With the coming of the Mystoceans, I hope that we will renew a tie that has grown brittle as of late and, in doing so, help put a stopper in the trouble that is flowing over these lands.” 
 
    There were a few murmurs of disgruntled agreement. I imagined the Queen was referring to the rebels that we had met on our way from the border to Hrímdale. 
 
    The Queen waved her hands, slopping whatever grog she had in her horn over the much blemished and stained table below, and the grumbling ceased.  
 
    “Enough of that. Let us eat and drink. Then, those chosen Vetruscans who have been invited here today will bear witness—in a way—to something that none in this land have ever seen before. Now, we feast!” And the Queen raised her horn as high as she could and roared, “May life last as long as it is worth wearing!” 
 
    This was echoed all the way down the table, and even me and the other Mystoceans joined in. 
 
    Everyone settled down to dig into the mass of roasted animals and root vegetables, salad leaves, wheels of cheese, slabs of butter, fresh baked bread, and smoked fish.  
 
    Queen Frami laid a large, heavy hand on my forearm. 
 
    “Now, Mike,” she said, belching off to one side and wiping her lips, “Captain Grafa tells me that you had some trouble on the road here.” 
 
    “Just a little disagreement,” I said, noticing the glint in the Queen’s one visible eye. “A little scuffle.” I looked down at the dried blood that coated my hands and was caked under my fingernails. 
 
    Neither me nor any of the others had been offered a proper wash since arriving. We had had a quick cursory scrub in the stream before we left the abandoned village, but that had been done in haste, as we were unsure whether or not there might be more of the renegade bearmancer’s friends and acquaintances waiting for us. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Queen Frami ordered, draining her cup and tossing it to a manservant to be refilled. 
 
    And so I did. 
 
    When I was done, the Queen sat back and picked her teeth thoughtfully with a herring bone. 
 
    “I assume it was these rebels that you were referring to in your speech just before,” I asked. 
 
    The Queen growled; a deep, bass rumble that emanated from deep within her and sounded more like a noise that should have come from some dark cave.  
 
    “That is correct, Mike,” she said. “In recent months, these rebels have become more and more of a bane on the Vetruscans who are still loyal to me. Now, moving around outside the walls of Hrímdale is nothing short of a life-risking penance.” 
 
    I picked up a smoked kipper from a platter and put it on the trencher bread in front of me. “But why are there any rebels? What happened to piss off some of your population?” 
 
    The Queen looked cagey for a second or so. Her unpatched eye swiveled across to me and then away. 
 
    “It was the peace talks that we began with your nation that did it,” she said. 
 
    “But I thought that the peace talks had been started because you wanted help in beating down these agitators?” I asked. “That wouldn’t explain why they would have started giving you trouble in the first place, would it? Your Majesty,” I added hastily. 
 
    The Queen looked slightly mollified at my obviously clumsy attempt to show my respect. 
 
    “That is so,” she said, taking her refilled horn from the manservant and necking half of it in one long swill. She belched again. She was good at burping. Gave me the impression that she could fill a hot air balloon if it was suddenly required. “What you do not know, perhaps, is that my Kingdom and your Empire were already in talks.” 
 
    “What about, if you don’t mind me asking, Your Majesty?” I asked, flaking off some of the delicious smoked kipper and shoving it into my mouth. 
 
    “We were discussing the best way that we might combine our forces to take on the potential armies that await us in the Subterranean Realms.” 
 
    “And, what? Some of your people didn’t think much of that idea?”  
 
    The Queen gave me a long look. “I am, apart from being born as the daughter of the last Queen, a simple woman. The only things I really believe in are common, like me: common decency, common honesty, and common sense. This makes me bloody well ill-suited for the political office into which I was born.” 
 
    I snorted and nodded my head. “You’re certainly the most honest monarch that I have ever had the fortune to meet.” 
 
    Queen Frami growled. “That is a kind thing that you say, Mike Noctis,” she replied, “but there are many in my land who do not agree that it is possible to relinquish the past without letting all of our pride go with it. These damned, stinking rebels think that we must hold onto the tenseness and the ill-feelings that have existed between our two nations for ages, rather than unite against a common enemy more powerful than any of us could have imagined.” 
 
    The Queen stared into the flickering fire of a torch nearby, her bushy brows contorted into a scowl of frustration. 
 
    “I lost my eye to you Mystoceans over some ridiculous border scuffle. A fight that marked the beginning of the peace that has existed between us for decades now. If I do not grudge the loss of a part of my body, how is it that there are some fools out there who can begrudge the seeming loss of some national pride, hm? Such an intangible thing is pride. You cannot hold it, you cannot feel it, you cannot smell it or hear it, but by all the gods it sticks in some peoples’ minds like a sliver of glass and drives them to commit all sorts of heinous and stupid acts.” 
 
    I nodded. “And that’s why we’re here? To help you try and stop this rebellion before those who are leading it really get their claws stuck in?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the Queen said. 
 
    The two of us lapsed into silence for the rest of the meal, each of us pondering our own thoughts as the feasting continued.  
 
    The Queen stood abruptly and raised her hands once more for silence. Soon, the only sound that could be heard was the cracking of bones by the dogs under the table and the crackle of the fires. 
 
    “Friends,” Queen Frami said, “it is time. Outside, if you please.” 
 
    I followed Dasyr and Tanila outside. This was clearly the moment that they had been brought here for. If there was a time that any rebel might try to take out the two key Mystocean Lorekeepers, hoping to spark some fucking international incident, then now would be their last chance. 
 
    I blinked in the glare of the sunlight as four guards swung wide the doors of the Berserker Hall. It had been all too easy to forget, in the smoky confines of the feasting hall, that it was still morning outside. The wind had picked up, and rain pattered my head as we stepped out into the fresh air. 
 
    We walked around the side of Berserker Hall, following Queen Frami. Many of the guests were in fine spirits, having drunk deeply from the honey-mead barrels that had lined the hall.  
 
    The wind acted as a slap in the face for me and woke me up wide. I scanned the crannies and ridges above us for any sight of an ambush, despite the Queen’s assurances that the only way into Hrímdale was through the front gate or by ship. 
 
    Around the back of Berserker Hall, in a small, wild garden of flowering herbs, a large wickiup of skins had been erected. It was like a marquee-sized teepee. 
 
    I touched Dasyr on her shoulder and asked softly, “Is this where the Ceremony will take place?” 
 
    Dasyr inclined her head in the affirmative. 
 
    Outside the giant wickiup, three women waited. They were as tall and strong-looking as Saya, and that was saying something, as she was the toughest-looking woman that I knew. Each were clad in a simple toga of bearskin, which showed off the smooth contours of their muscular physiques. All three had long hair that had been plaited and braided. One was raven-haired, the second red-headed, and the last had hair the yellowy-green color of silky moss.  
 
    “These,” the Queen said to the assembled company of feasters without preamble, “are the three warriors whom I have chosen to pass through the trial that the Mystoceans here call the Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    There was some astonished murmuring at this proclamation, and the Queen had to bark an order to restore quiet. 
 
    “I know,” she said gruffly, “I didn’t tell a soul of you about this, but I quite frankly didn’t much fancy the fucking headache of having to deal with your objections!” She raised her hand to ward off any further objections. “I have struck a bargain with the Mystocean Empire. I am the Queen of Vetrusca, and this will be done, let the gods help me!” 
 
    Queen Frami turned her one flaming gray eye on Dasyr and Tanila. 
 
    “Lorekeepers, if you would be so kind?” she said and gestured toward the tent. 
 
    Dasyr and Tanila bowed respectfully before the Queen, and then ushered the three waiting bearmancers inside the large hide tent. 
 
    “We will now wait until the Ceremony is complete,” the Queen ordered the gathered throng of onlookers. “Those of you here, you are about to witness history in the forging!” 
 
    “If their bears are already waiting in there for them,” Elenari said to Renji in a low voice, “then it must be a mighty tight fit in that tent.” 
 
    The wickiup’s flap fell into place. There was a gentle murmuring from inside. Then silence, except for the sound of the growing wind and the occasional splash of an oar or flap of a sail out on the fjord. 
 
    Out of respect for their Queen, none of the Vetruscans said a word while the minutes went by. Every now and again, there might come some random groan or shout from inside the tent and that would stir the interest of those waiting patiently outside. 
 
    “Do you recall what it was like for you?” Saya asked me under her breath. 
 
    “Of course,” I whispered back. “Seeing my dragon, Noctis, hanging there suspended in that glittering crystal cage or vat or whatever it was.” 
 
    “The glittering magical tubes that formed, like air made solid, and snaked out toward you?” Elenari muttered. 
 
    I nodded. “One by one the ends of those tubes morphing into spikes,” I whispered, picturing the scene in my head. “Each tube moving through the air to a specific part of your body—the parts that mirrored those on Noctis.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tamsin hissed as another short scream emanated from the tent, “and then the sweet mingling of the blood.” 
 
    It was almost as if the memory of my own Transfusion Ceremony was playing in front of me, projected on the side of the wickiup, so clear was it in my mind’s eye. 
 
    “And then…” whispered Renji. 
 
    “The pain,” I finished in a very quiet voice. 
 
    That was the part that I remembered most clearly of all. That was the part that I imagined stuck with all dragonmancers, right up until they were lowered into the graves or turned to ash and dust. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Pain as I had never known it. 
 
    Pain that made all other physical pain look like a parody, like a satire, like a two-bit impression. 
 
    It had been pain that hit me like a freight train in the small of the back. That drove the air from my lungs, scythed my legs out from under me as if they were grass straws, and turned the blood in my veins into boiling acid. 
 
    “I remember,” I said, “that my jaw was locked so tight that I could hear my teeth creaking.” 
 
    The others nodded in mute agreement. 
 
    I recollected how spit had sprayed from between my lips, which were pulled back in an animal snarl. 
 
    “My back arched spasmodically, so hard that I thought I was going to break it,” Tamsin said. There was a respectful gleam in her eye. A flash of pride.  
 
    I wondered whether I had the same look in my eye when I talked about it, not that I ever did. I wondered whether, when I remembered how I thought I might start climbing the fucking walls like that chick in The Exorcist and barfing green slime everywhere, whether the same small smile played across my lips as it did Tamsin and Saya. 
 
    There came another scream, longer this time, from the tent. 
 
    Were those three bearmancers even now experiencing the red lightning that had crackled across the inside of my closed eyelids, pulsing with each thrumming wave of purest trauma? Were they even now enjoying a pain that was turned up to eleven? 
 
    “It was pain undiluted by anything else, wasn’t it?” Elenari said as two more long wails joined the first. “It was a pain so intense that I could feel it crawling up my throat like - like a black slime, like something that was threatening to eat my brain away…” 
 
    The trio of screams were suddenly cut off in mid-crescendo. The audience shifted uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, looking at the Queen’s implacable visage. “Yeah, it was a hell of a time, all right.” 
 
    The tent flap was pulled open suddenly, and Dasyr and Tanila emerged. The two Lorekeepers looked just as sanguine as they always did. 
 
    “Well?” Queen Frami said, and her voice croaked through lack of use. She cleared her throat and said again, “Well?” 
 
    Dasyr opened the tent flap, and the three warrior women came out. All looked slightly more haggard than they had when they went in and were coated with a thin film of sweat. 
 
    I had to say, even with the bags under their eyes, they looked pretty fetching in those skimpy bearskin togas and covered in sweat.  
 
    “It worked?” the Queen asked, running her eyes over the three women she had chosen to be part of this landmark bit of diplomacy. 
 
    Tanila looked at the Queen through her frosty blue eyes. She nodded curtly. “As far as we can tell, the Ceremony was a success, though in these rudimentary settings, we cannot know for certain. Only in combat will we know, but I would say that you now have three of the most powerful bearmancers who ever walked Vetruscan soil in your command, Queen Frami.” 
 
    The Queen’s weathered face split into a pleased grin. She stroked her chin, and her one eye twinkled with delight. Her mouth worked, in the manner of one who is trying to put her thoughts into adequate words. Then, she said to Tanila and Dasyr, “I thank you. They are only three words, yet they are all that I find myself able to say. If this has worked and you have helped to strengthen my Kingdom and protect it from those who would seek to mire it in the past, then I must think carefully how to repay you two.” 
 
    Dasyr raised a hand. 
 
    “We acted as our Empress commanded, Your Majesty,” she said in her sanguine tone. “We acted as your bargain permitted us to. It was our duty, and we did it gladly.” 
 
    The Queen grinned wider, and she took a deep breath of the air. There was a definite wet tang to it now, as if the rain had held off out of politeness but was seriously considering throwing one hell of a tantrum if it was asked to delay any longer. 
 
    “We return to the hall!” Queen Frami roared, her voice seeming to bounce and reverberate off the jagged hills that ringed us in. “Before the clouds shed their loads and all of us are washed into the fjord. I declare this a day of rejoicing! A day of diplomacy! A day of hope!” 
 
    The crowd, led by the Queen of Vetrusca, returned to the hall. As we went, I heard Queen Frami say to Dasyr and Tanila, “Lorekeepers, it would be my honor to have each of you on either side of me at the table, please.” 
 
    Stepping back into Berserker Hall had a soothing effect on me, like settling down in a cozy pub might have done on a wild and stormy day. 
 
    The first part of our task had been completed and without too much incident. Well, at least not much incident if you were not one of the unfortunate rebels who had tried to waylay us. 
 
    I was feeling content, ready to kick back with a drink and listen to some tales or the rain falling outside. 
 
    When my eyes adjusted to the gloom of the hall though, they came to rest on a figure already sitting near the head of the table. 
 
    Clad in a simple gown of white wool, trimmed with silver fur and girt with sword belt, the woman tugged at my memory. It did not take me long to place her. With her neat features, squarish jaw, and shaved head, she had her own unique look, her own unique beauty. 
 
    Her eyes were large, and the deep, dark color of a good pinot noir. She still wore a series of silver rings around the edges of both her ears, as well as a stud through each nostril, but she looked less wild now, in this setting. Still savage in a way, but also ladylike. 
 
    “Hana!” I breathed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hana looked up at the sound of her name. She had been idly fiddling with the sangria-colored crystal, carved into the shape of a miniature bear claw, hanging from a twine bracelet around her wrist. 
 
    When her eyes alighted on me, she opened her mouth and made a movement as if to get to her feet. She looked part ready to fight, part ready to start yelling, part ready to run. I couldn’t say that I blamed her. Last time that we crossed paths, I had taken her down with one of those handy stunning harpoons as she tried to flee from me in the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    She had looked good then, had caught my eye in no uncertain terms, but here she looked very much like she belonged. She was a Viking shieldmaiden in a Viking Hall, surrounded by swords and fire and shadows. 
 
    I gave my head a little shake and started toward her as I tried to get my thoughts moving a little quicker than your average herd of turtles.  
 
    Goddamn, but she looked hot as hell though. 
 
    She watched me out of those deep red eyes of hers. Watched me all the way. After what felt like ages, I was finally standing next to her. I motioned at the bench beside her, covered in comfortable sheep skins and wolf pelts. 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit?” I asked. 
 
    The silver in Hana’s nose and ears glimmered in the firelight as she shook her head. 
 
    I sat. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, Hana,” I said as I grabbed a horn drinking cup from a stack in the middle of the table and reached for a jug of the delicious spiced mead. “I notice though that you don’t exactly look thrilled to see me.” 
 
    Hana watched me pour the drink in silence. One of her eyebrows rose slowly when I pushed the cup across to her and then filled another for myself. She regarded me thoughtfully as I sipped at the delectable beverage, while outside the hiss of rain on thatch started to grow louder. 
 
    The way that she seemed to weigh every word, every thought, drew me to her. In a world ruled by the strong and the rowdy, the brutal and the brave, Hana was a calm bay in a raging sea of strong-willed individuals. She reminded me, to some extent, of the Overseer. There could be no doubt that she kept her own council and played her cards close to her chest. 
 
    And a very shapely, well-proportioned chest it was, I couldn’t help but notice. 
 
    “Last time we met, you took me captive,” she said to me. 
 
    “I know it,” I said. “And don’t think that I don’t regret the way that it went down, but I was doing what my General ordered me to do. Like any soldier. I’m sure you can understand that.” 
 
    Hana considered my words. In my peripheral, I noticed that she had started playing with her bear claw crystal that dangled from her wrists again. 
 
    “You took my bear from me,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. Took another sip of mead. “Yes, I did. But you got it back. It was for both of our protection that I did it.” 
 
    Once more the Vetruscan bearmancer beauty considered my words. 
 
    “You are a hard man to fathom,” she said suddenly, in her lilting accent. “A hard man to dislike. I want to hate you—the part connected to my pride does at any rate. I find myself struggling with that desire, though.” 
 
    I sighed through my nose, took another sip of mead, and turned on my bench seat to look at her. 
 
    Boy, it was hard to concentrate when faced with something that looked like her. I thought that I might have gotten used to being surrounded by strong, gorgeous women by now, but apparently not. Hana was as unique as any of the other female companions that I had met and bonded with during my time in this world. With her shaved head, strong jaw, and multiple piercings, she should not have been able to exude the sort of raw, sensual femininity that she did, but… 
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    Concentrate, I told myself. You’re still representing the Mystocean Empire. Keep your head in the game and out of this femme fatale’s cleavage. 
 
    “You’re a fighter, born and bred, that much is plain to me,” Hana said, taking a swig of her own drink and licking the residue of her lips slowly. It was not an intentionally sexy action, but the unconscious way that Hana did it made it so. 
 
    “I normally have nothing for contempt for such people,” Hana said, her big, honest eyes fixed on mine over the rim of her cup. “You might think that is strange for one that comes from the Vetruscan Kingdom, a land famed for its warrior chiefs and climate that practically nurtures fighting men and women, but it’s true. I find nothing admirable about someone who is not happy unless they are covered in blood.” 
 
    She took another sip of her drink and reached for the mead jug. “But there is something different about you, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    There were more people pouring into the hall now, hurriedly taking shelter from the wind and the rain that was apparently picking up outside. I saw Renji, Elenari, and Tamsin chatting to a couple of the more extroverted Vetruscan women who had approached them. Saya was leaning against a carved pillar nearby, looking around at a couple of the tapestries that decorated Berserker Hall. A faint glow from under the long table told me that Will was under there annoying the dogs. Dasyr and Tanila were up at the head of the table, not far from where I sat with Hana, conversing intensely with Queen Frami.  
 
    “I’ve been fighting for most of my life in one way or another,” I blurted. “I fought when I was young to find my place at school. When I was older, I fought on the streets of my homeworld to keep my place. I’ve fought for good reasons and bad reasons and no reasons. Lately, before I came here, I fought for money.” 
 
    “You were a mercenary?” Hana asked me. 
 
    “No, it was for sport. I was paid to fight other men for the entertainment of others,” I explained. “And it was while I was fighting for money or, at least training to fight for money, that I learned not to take a fight personally. You can still fight and win and not loathe the man you’re fighting. You can respect him. I think that has colored the way I carry myself in this world, the way that I treat combat here. I always want to win, of course, to leave my enemy dead so that they can’t do the same to me, but that doesn’t mean I have to hate them while I slay them.” 
 
    Hana fingered the Etherstone that hung from her wrist and made a soft noise of agreement. 
 
    “It is a Vetruscan belief that, in that seminal moment just before you defeat them, it is impossible to hate your foe. It is impossible because, in defeating them, you must have come to understand them, and it is very, very hard to truly hate something that you have come to comprehend.” 
 
    “Especially when that thing is another warrior,” I mused, “because in understanding them, I guess, you’re probably seeing a part of yourself mirrored back at you. Or something like that.” 
 
    Hana nodded. “And that is why people who are not warriors should not be surprised when they hear that soldiers do not recall the faces of all those they have sent to their graves. It is because they don’t detest them.” 
 
    The beguilingly attractive and prepossessing warrior woman downed her drink and stared into my face. She looked like she was searching for something. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yes,” Hana replied. 
 
    “The last time that we spoke, I got the impression that didn’t agree with things we do in the Mystocean Empire, regarding the Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    Hana’s face remained impassive, but I caught a flicker of something behind her eyes. 
 
    “Why do you think I was waiting in here?” she asked. 
 
    “Right,” I said, “well—” 
 
    “I am still loyal to Queen Frami, Mike Noctis,” Hana said, those deep crimson eyes of hers taking on a little coolness. “I follow and support the Queen and I love Vetrusca and most of the people in it, but that does not mean I cannot have my own opinions about certain things. I still find your Transfusion Ceremony quite abominable, but it is not something for which I would give up my home. Not something worth defecting and turning my back on all the people that I care about.” 
 
    She had read me like a goddamn book there, and not one with big blocky paragraphs and tiny text either. 
 
    “I heard about your run-in with the renegades out in the Wilderlands,” Hana said pragmatically. “And I can imagine how it might appear, but just because I disagree with something that my Queen has chosen to do does not mean that I want to revolt against her. Besides one of those rebels is sister to… never mind.” 
 
    And she trailed off, taking a hard pull at her drink. 
 
    “Do you have cause to hate the rebels as much as Queen Frami obviously does?” I asked after a moment’s pause.  
 
    Hana shrugged wearily. 
 
    “Hate is one of the surefire ways to engrave someone’s face or name on your heart, Mike Noctis—you can be sure of that. You’ll never forget someone you truly despise, even after you kill them. That’s the flip side of the coin of revenge that no one tells you about.” 
 
    It sounded to me like there was more to this piece of philosophical insight than Hana was letting on, but this wasn’t the time to explore some potentially dark memory or anecdote. 
 
    As an alternative option, I said, “Uh, so the fact that you instantly recognized me when I walked in, should that be a cause for concern?” 
 
    To my delight, Hana smiled. The smile reached her large, clever eyes. 
 
    “I might be willing to give you another chance, Mike Noctis,” she said. “At least, I might be willing to entertain the notion.” 
 
    I gave the Vetruscan bearmancer a small smile in return and offered the mead jug to her. “I’ll take that. We have the rest of the night to iron out our differences.” 
 
    I poured two more measures of mead for us both and held my cup out. 
 
    “You have a toast?” Hana asked me, with a sparkle in her eye. 
 
    “Actually… no,” I admitted. 
 
    Hana snorted softly with laughter and held up her own cup. “Here’s to the world below this one. May our stay there be as enjoyable as our way there.” 
 
    She clinked her horn cup against mine. 
 
    And the doors of the hall, which had been almost fully closed against the weather, exploded inward in a gout of purple flame. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mayhem. 
 
    Chaos. 
 
    Havoc. 
 
    Me, Hana, and all the other Vetruscans and Mystoceans in Berserker Hall suddenly found ourselves in the middle of a three-ring circus in less time than it took to say it. 
 
    The great doors of the Queen’s feasting hall had buckled under the magical blow that had burst them open. They lay twisted to either side of the now gaping opening. The sky beyond the entrance was stark and gray and full of rain. Lightning crawled across it, mirrored in the turbulent waters of the fjord. The few ships caught out there were quickly reefing in their sails and switching to oars. 
 
    The uproar in Berserker Hall was full-throated but directed at nothing—until the first rebel bearmancer, riding atop a bear with the horns of a stag, leaped through the breach and swept the head off one of the luckless guests.  
 
    Queen Frami jumped lithely onto the table and bellowed a hoarse challenge. It was a simple one, clear and to the point. 
 
    “Traitors! Traitors in the hall! Butcher them all!” 
 
    And, with that acrimonious cry, she started to run down the length of the table, sending platers and tankards and knives flying in her wake, her massive boots making the table quake and shake. 
 
    Hana and I jumped to our feet as one of the smoke holes in the ceiling at the very far end of the hall burst inward. There was a shower of splinters and blackened pieces of wood. A couple more rebel bearmancers, who had evidently scaled the hall and run across the roof, jumped inside. 
 
    Spells lit the gloom of Berserker Hall, flashes of pink, green, and orange light. People were screaming, crying in agony, yelling with rage and bloodlust. I lost sight of my Mystocean comrades a second after seeing them and making sure that they were ready for the fray. 
 
    I couldn’t really tell how many bearmancers there were—how many enemy bearmancers there were, I mean. It was almost impossible to distinguish between the good guys and the bad guys—or the good girls and the bad girls, since they were all women of various shapes, sizes, and races. Bearing this in mind, I elected to keep an eye on Hana and the Queen and see who they were fighting. Of course, it would have been a lot easier if one of those rude party-poopers had just taken a swing at me. At least then I’d know— 
 
    A glowing purple axe blade, spitting sparks that smelled like burning blood, swept in toward my head. 
 
    I ducked backward, contorting myself like a limbo dancer so that the magical blade whistled over me. Something flashed out of the corner of my eye, and I booted the bench that Hana and I had been sharing backward. The heavy wooden bench scythed the legs out from the rebel bearmancer that had been creeping in behind me. She fell with a snarl of pain. 
 
    Hana summoned a saber out of the ether. The weapon thrummed with a crimson light. Hana swirled around, her white dress billowing out, and she brought the saber crunching down through the back of the knee of the fallen renegade. The woman screamed in pain, but only for as long as it took Hana to raise her saber again and split her foe’s head down the middle like a coconut. 
 
    The axe-wielding bearmancer might have missed me with her first swing, but she looked quite happy enough to keep chopping away at me all day, until she’d trimmed me down to the size she was after. 
 
    I ducked another blow, dodged another, and then backflipped out of the way of a cut that threatened to slice me off just below the knees. That brought me up against a sideboard at the edge of the hall. As the next axe blow came down to meet me, I stepped aside, reached behind me for anything I could get my hands on, and swung a sixteen-pound roasted game bird into my adversary’s face. 
 
    The beefy woman fell back, grease and gravy misting her vision. With a thought, I summoned my Chaos Spear and lashed out at her with it. She got her axe up in time to parry, and there was a burst of silver and purple sparks as the weapons, one powered by dragon and the other by bear, came together. 
 
    Whipping the butt of my spear downward, I pinned my opponent’s foot to the floor with it. Hard. She roared in pain, and doubly so when I put all my weight on the shaft and ground her foot bones into the boards as hard as I could. Then, launching myself sideways, I spun around the still-planted spear and delivered a terrifically powerful double-footed kick to the bearmancer’s chest. 
 
    The woman flew across the hall, her feet catching on the edge of the feasting table so that she went flipping in an ungainly fashion through the air and crashed chest first into an enormous taxidermized unicorn horn that was displayed on the wall. She wheezed as the horn burst through her back, decorated in a couple of coils of her intestines. 
 
    I was already zoning in on my next target: a lithe elven bearmancer with a ratty face who was using magic to send lime-green darts spraying out from her into the crowd of panicking Vetruscans. She was standing on top of the table and cackling away like she’d just escaped the mad house. 
 
    While the Vetruscans were a warlike people in general, there were still many of them who were not, and it looked like a lot of the respected merchants and fisherfolk from the town had also been invited to this feast by the King.  
 
    These innocents were who the ratty elf bearmancer was tormenting with her magic. 
 
    I threw my spear at her as hard as I could, and it caught her right in the side. She was fired across the hall and pinned about ten yards down from where her buddy hung from the unicorn horn. I smiled grimly to myself, imagining that it was the sort of interior decor that would be greeted with the Queen’s approval. 
 
    Tapping into Garth’s mana store, I then materialized the repeating crossbow and fired a few rounds at a couple of bearmancers that were moving in on Tamsin and Saya. This caused them to take cover behind a pillar which my bolts chewed into. 
 
    I heard a shriek of pain and ducked as a bearmancer, missing her legs, flew past me and slid along the feasting table, leaving a wide slick of blood behind her. She came to halt, white-faced, and promptly had her head caved in by a heavy metal jug flourished with great skill by Hana. 
 
    Queen Frami was ahead of me, fighting with a brute of a bearmancer. Magic and fire leapt from each of their hands as they traded blows with supernatural and conventional weapons alike. Such was the force of the power they were exuding that whenever one of them parried, the other a little shockwave erupted around them, fluttering their cloth and sending loose cutlery and plates and food skittering about the floor at their feet. 
 
    It was actually a piece of this errant cutlery that almost cost the Queen her life. 
 
    Queen Frami put her foot back to steady herself against a blow from her formidable adversary and stepped on a spoon which slid her boot out from under her. Her hand shot out to steady herself on reflex, and her cleaver-like sword flew from her hand. It thudded into the wooden boards of the floor, quivering, one edge of its evil-looking blade pointed upward. The Queen went down onto one knee with a snarl of surprise. 
 
    Her enemy was on her eyepatched side now, on her blind side. Judging by the smug smile that split the enemy bearmancer’s haggard face, she knew what that meant. The brutish woman whipped a heavy mace from her belt, which looked much like a meat tenderizer, and swung it sideways right at the Queen’s temple. 
 
    The Shadow Sphere that I fired at the enemy bearmancer was a gamble and a risky maneuver, but it was the first thing that leaped to mind. The crackling ball of silver-black Chaos Magic, about the size of a golf ball, shot through the air. It zipped through the legs of some lucky fisherman who had just bravely launched himself onto the back of another one of the renegade bearmancers. It just missed the flailing arm of a Vetruscan guard—though it wouldn’t have been the end of the world if it had hit it because the arm was no longer attached to its owner’s body. 
 
    It struck the enemy bearmancer’s own arm on the downswing when the mace was all of three inches from connecting with Queen Frami’s big, crowned head. The enemy bearmancer’s arm vanished in a burst of black motes. 
 
    It was hardly a surprise, but the unexpected vanishment of a limb seemed to discombobulate the bearmancer. It threw her off balance, both figuratively and literally. Her angry eyes opened wide, and she let out a wordless cry of disbelief. The forward momentum of her swing, still being channeled through her upper body, sent her stumbling forward.  
 
    For a woman who was built like a truck and only had one eye, Queen Frami moved like a striking viper. Using her enemy’s own impetus, she grabbed the opposing bearmancer by her warrior’s braid and yanked her violently downward. 
 
    Right onto the up-facing edge of the cleaver-like sword that stuck into the ground a few feet away. 
 
    Queen Frami rammed the bearmancer’s head into the blade and it went through her eyes and took the top of her head off. Skin, bone, and flesh gave that wicked blade as little trouble as a panna cotta might have. Such was the power of the Queen’s arm that what was left of the bearmancer’s face was smashed so hard into the wooden floor that it just burst apart into pulp. 
 
    I don’t think, even after participating in as many battles, ambushes, and fights to the death as I had, that I had ever seen anyone get so dead so fast. 
 
    Queen Frami and I exchanged glances, and she patted her arm as if to ask, “That was you?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Queen Frami grinned a bloody smile at me and nodded her head in return. 
 
    Well, I thought to myself as I turned back to the fray, let’s hope that one good turn deserves another. Surely a favor owed by a queen has got to be worth something? 
 
    I waded my way through the press and tangle of the fight. It was a battle the likes of which I had not taken part in before purely because, unlike all those before, I had no definite idea who my enemy was. Everyone, except my friends, looked Vetruscan to me, so I couldn’t just go ahead and cut down anyone who looked unfamiliar. 
 
    I had to wait until someone did something obvious, like try and kill me. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    A ragged water nymph, with skin of aquamarine and hair like seaweed, whirled about and leveled a crossbow at me from across the body-strewn room. Her hand clenched on the firing lever, and the deadly contraption bucked in her hand. The quarrel flashed toward my chest. 
 
    I kicked out and flicked a heavy wooden chair up with the toe of my boot. 
 
    The crossbow bolt thumped into the seat of the chair as it rotated up in front of me. Then, as the chair came back down, I spun about with a dragon-powered roundhouse kick and sent the chair rocketing across the room as the nymph. The unconventional projectile crashed into her with enough force to cause the hefty bit of furniture to explode apart, breaking into kindling. The nymph was hurled backward and smashed through a side table. 
 
    I noticed then, that Renji had her back to the wall and her hands full with a couple of bearmancers who, clearly being the thinkers of the group of rebels, had taken it into their heads that the smart thing to do would be to team up and take out the Mystocean delegates one at a time.  
 
    Renji’s warhammer flickered and moved around her like something that was alive, but she was unable to find the opening that she needed to take down either one of her opponents.  
 
    My stunning harpoon caught the dwarven bearmancer behind the knee, and I yanked her off her feet with such violence that she knocked her teeth out in a spray of enamel against the floor. Her partner in crime, a tall cyclops with a single violet eye, was momentarily distracted and was rewarded with Renji’s warhammer crushing her throat. With the unthinking reflexes of a dragonmancer, Renji then raised her foot and smashed in the helmeted head of the dwarf that I had brought low with my stunning harpoon. 
 
    “Leave none alive! Leave none alive! No quarter and no mercy for the traitors!” I heard Queen Frami bellowing from behind me somewhere, her voice discernible even over the din of the fighting happening inside the hall. 
 
    The order appeared to inject new vigor into those fighting for the Queen. A collective cry went up, and the rebels found themselves turning from the hunters into the hunted. Renegade bearmancers of all different races were dropping on every side, no matter what spells or weapons they used their bears to conjure. 
 
    Elenari used her dragon, Gharmon, to conjure vines that struck down from the rafters like cobras and ripped two bearmancer traitors off their feet, reeling them up into the shadows of the ceiling. There were a couple of brief screams, and then blood showered down over those below. 
 
    Tamsin was dealing death indiscriminately on all sides. She was picking up the weapons of the fallen, lashing out with her hands and feet, ripping the weapons out of the hands of her foes and using them against them.  
 
    I parried the blow of a vicious spiked club with the back of my forearm, noticing as I did so the amount of blood that was splashed up the walls and pooled across the floor. The smell of split guts and shit was heavy in the air.  
 
    The bearmancer attacking me with the club was a furious bitch of a dark elf with a fuzzy shock of black hair and skin as yellow as sulfur. She opened her mouth wide to hiss and spit at me, revealing a black tongue and teeth the same color as the inside of an unwashed coffee pot. 
 
    The repeater crossbow appeared in my hand, I pressed it to her bottom jaw and nailed her mouth shut. She fell with crossed eyes and a bolt in the brain. 
 
    Things were looking good for us or, at least, better than they had done when this fight broke out. However, though the Queen’s warriors were holding their own in the melee, more and more of the innocent merchants and Vetruscan dignitaries were being cornered and cut down with every passing minute. 
 
    The problem was that the rebel bearmancers, while not as powerful as dragonmancers, were still far hardier than your average foot soldier. They took longer to bring to bay, and in the time spent taking down one of the motherfuckers, there were two more that were gutting some poor brothel owner or the head of the blacksmith’s guild. 
 
    Which was why it was a relief when the three bearmancers that had so recently undergone the Transfusion Ceremony stepped in to join the party. 
 
    Dressed in the bear skin togas that they had been wearing for the Ceremony, with their red, black, and green hair slicked to their heads with rain, the three warrior women looked like folk from another age of the world. 
 
    Whether it was the fresh power flooding through their veins, or the heightened senses thanks to the enhanced link they now shared with their bears, they looked to be on some sort of natural high. Their eyes were wide with joy, their muscles rippling in their bodies. They looked like three women who had just won the lottery and come home to find a celebratory party already in full swing.  
 
    Most pertinently of all, they knew exactly who was on which side. They fell upon the renegade bearmancers like three concentrated avalanches. Limbs went flying, blood fountained through the smoky air, and screams went up like the chorus of the choirs of hell.  
 
    I saw one enemy bearmancer thrown so far out of the open door that she landed not far from the steps that led back into the village. With a fearful look back at the hall, she scrambled to her feet and fled down the steps and out of sight. I contemplated going after her but was distracted by another adversary near at hand who required my help at relieving her of her life. 
 
    By the time that I had dispatched this foe and then helped Renji take down another, the three freshly Transfused bearmancers had basically mopped up the last of the renegades who’d had the gall to bust in on Queen Frami’s celebrations. 
 
    The Queen herself was standing in the middle of the carnage—sword dripping crimson, dreadlocked hair soaked in blood, but crown still in place.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, approaching her cautiously, while the last couple of enemies were hemmed in and butchered, “there was a rebel that escaped. Down the steps. toward Hrímdale.” 
 
    The Queen cast an eye toward the town. Then she spat on the floor and said, “Let her go. Let her bear the tale of what happened here.” 
 
    Things had calmed down now, the fight finishing as abruptly, almost, as it had started. 
 
    Queen Frami glanced around, making sure that no other enemies were near at hand. Then she raised her dripping sword and said, “Victory!” 
 
    The cry was taken up by all those who still had breath in their bodies. 
 
    “Victory! Victory! Victory! Victory!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Queen Frami said, striding out of the hall to come and stand with me in the rain as I looked out over the fjord, “you saved my life.” 
 
    I exchanged a quick glance with the huge monarch and gave a little shrug. “Seemed the least I could do after you so very kindly put on such a good meal for us.” 
 
    The Queen snorted and clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “That’s all there was to it, eh?” she grunted. “A favor repaid?” 
 
    “There was nothing really to it at all, Your Majesty,” I said. “I’m not a political guy, as you observed. I fight for the man or woman next to me almost all of the time, and you were the woman next to me. Most people in power and the sort of individuals that need to unscrew their breeches at night, crooked as a barrel of fishhooks, you know? But you seem like a pretty straight woman. A woman who does what she thinks is best for her people. I respect that.” 
 
    The Queen made an appreciative noise in her throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the doors to Berserker Hall,” I said, jabbing my thumb over my shoulder. “They looked like they had stood for ages. It’s a shame that they got smashed in.” 
 
    The Queen chuckled with genuine mirth. 
 
    “The doors? Ah, Mike Noctis, those doors have been smashed in, set on fire, and pulled down many times throughout the centuries. Always they have been repaired and put back up. Today’s little scuffle will barely count in the telling of them. They have faced far worse than that. I believe they were flung into the fjord once upon a time and till they returned.” 
 
    “That’s a relief, I said drily, “you don’t want anyone coming down with anything because of a draught, do you?”  
 
    “You and your people fought very well today,” Queen Frami said after a little pause. 
 
    “I’ve had excellent training, and I have the power of my dragons,” I said simply. “They make all the difference. Well, you saw what a difference the three bearmancers that went through the Transfusion Ceremony had on the tide of the fight, didn’t you?” 
 
    Queen Frami’s smile, which had been a little fixed and flinty as she stared out at the rain-dimpled waters of the fjord, took on a little more warmth. 
 
    “I saw, all right,” she growled. “Oh yes, I saw. The results of the ceremony were… remarkable. The strength… The ferocity… The sheer raw power. Greater than I had ever been led to believe, I would say. Those buggers in the Mystocean Empire have been sitting on quite the secret all these years.” 
 
    I nodded. “The rebels will hopefully think twice before they have another crack at you. A shrewd move on your part, I think, letting that one of them escape at the end.” 
 
    “I thought that we better let our enemies have some report of the fight,” the Queen said in a dangerously happy voice. “How else would they know how badly they lost?” 
 
    “Sorry to be blunt, Your Majesty,” I said, “but can we still expect you to uphold your end of the bargain? I don’t mean to offend you, but I’ve seen my fair share of betrayal and responsibility-dodging since I came here.” 
 
    The Queen turned her one sea-gray eye on me and gave me a searching look. 
 
    “Your commanders and I struck a bargain,” she said. “Not only that, but you saved my life in the hall. I will not forget something like that. What warrior worth her metal would? I will point you in the right direction and give you as much information I can on where this thaumaturgical device might be found.” 
 
    It was hard not to get pretty jacked at the thought of what Queen Frami was telling me—after all, all this potential power that was up for grabs could be mine. I could, potentially, become the badass to end all badasses.  
 
    We stood in silence for a little while longer, watching the clouds overhead and enjoying the coolness of the slackening rain as it washed the blood and grime from our armor and faces and hands. 
 
    A flash of besmirched white in my peripheral made me turn my head. 
 
    Hana was standing in her blood and muck-caked gown some way away from us, her sword in her hand. She was looking at me intently with those big dark red eyes of hers. 
 
    Queen Frami saw where I was looking and smirked knowingly. 
 
    “As you said, Mike Noctis,” she said. “Things are not so different here, I imagine, as they are in the Mystocean Empire. Some things,” and her smile widened at this point, “are the same all the world over, I would wager.” 
 
    I looked from her to Hana. 
 
    “Go, please,” the Queen said. “It looks as if Hana wishes to converse with you. There are some excellent bathing pools around here, heated by the fires that burn deep under the earth. Tell her that it is my wish that she takes you to one, to clean the dirt of the fight away.” 
 
    I exchanged another look with the Queen of Vetrusca, noting the twinkle in the other dreadlocked warrior’s eye. 
 
    The woman was a card, even if he was a queen. 
 
    “A very kind suggestion, Your Majesty,” I said, respectfully bowing my head. 
 
    I walked away, heading toward the waiting figure of the shieldmaiden. Struck by a sudden afterthought, I turned and said to Queen Frami, “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes, Dragonmancer Noctis?” the Queen replied. 
 
    “I like your land. I like the wildness of it. As you and I have both observed there are a lot of similarities between the two, but there is one thing that Vetrusca doesn’t have.” 
 
    “And what is that, Mike Noctis?” Queen Frami asked. 
 
    “Me,” I replied. With a grin and a bow, I walked away toward Hana.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hana led me off from the scene of the battle at Berserker Hall to bathe in the hot pools. The thermal pools steamed invitingly in the rainy air.  
 
    Hana motioned for me to hop into one while she disrobed behind a frustratingly placed lingonberry bush. As I scrubbed myself down with a pumice stone, she cast a few surreptitious glances in my direction through the leaves and red berries adorning the lingonberry bush. The glimpses of the Vetruscan bearmancer’s body that I caught were nothing short of breathtaking. She had a tight-knit frame, with perfect breasts and a rounded ass that just cried out to be bent over the nearest available surface and… 
 
    I turned my back. There was nothing to be gained by torturing myself. I was a guest in her homeland, and it would be remiss of me to come onto her. Besides, I had faith that the growing attraction between us, the looks that she had been giving me, could only end in one thing. 
 
    After we bathed, and I somehow managed to stuff my semi hard-on back into my breeches, Hana led me to a cabin, up near the Berserker Hall, which the Queen ordered to be put aside for me and the other Dragonmancers. The accommodation was pleasantly rustic and very comfortable; all heavy wooden furniture, fur throws, woven blankets, and fires in every room. 
 
    “Rest here,” Hana told me. To my surprise, she went up on her toes and gave me a cool kiss on the cheek. “Queen Frami will more than likely send for you tomorrow. It’s my belief that she will wish to show you some of our country. She can tell, as I do, that you’re generally interested in our home.” 
 
    “I am,” I said simply. I refrained from telling her that it was mostly because it was like stepping onto the set of Pathfinder or Valhalla Rising. 
 
    Hana nodded and watched me carefully. She was stern and somber in many ways, but I found her quite seductive in a mysterious kind of way. 
 
    “Rest. You fought well today,” the Vetruscan woman said to me. “And you looked good too, Mike Noctis—both dirty and clean.” 
 
    And with a small smile, she hurried off into the drizzle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Queen did call me for the next day. Or the next. With nothing pressing that required our attention, and the weather fluctuating from overcast to downright terrible, we occupied ourselves by exploring the town of Hrímdale. I would often leave the cabin with just Will, the wisp, for company, and head out for long walks. There was a lot to see, especially for one such as myself, who was an alien here on two different levels. 
 
    I was walking through the fish market one morning, some four days after the battle at Berserker Hall, which seemed to be one of the main hubs of Hrímdale, when I was pulled up by a guardswoman stepping out into my path. I recognized her vaguely from being one of the women stationed on the main gate when we had first arrived at Hrímdale. 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked her, trying to soften the look of vague distrust that lay over her quite pretty, but unsmiling, countenance. 
 
    “A message for you, Dragonmancer,” the guardswoman said with a crisp officiousness that told me we were unlikely to be sharing a jug of beer and swapping war stories any time soon. She handed me a tightly furled scroll that was sealed with dark green wax. 
 
    “Thanks very much,” I said, taking the missive. The guardswoman saluted, a quick covering of one eye with a palm that made me think it was a sign of loyalty to the one-eyed Queen, and took her leave. 
 
    While Will floated about at calf height and investigated the myriad catches being unloaded from the boats, I unfurled the scroll.  
 
      
 
    Dragonmancer Noctis, 
 
    It would be my honor to take you on an exploratory tour of a small portion of the Vetruscan Kingdom. We shall ride and hunt and talk without any of the retainers of hangers-on that make court life such a bloody bore. I am a firm believer in bureaucracy being more of a hindrance than a help, and of there being few things less helpful than a large body of people when it comes to sharing information or coming to a decision quickly. 
 
    So, ride with me on the morrow, and we shall talk. 
 
    I also hope that you do not mind humoring me with a little hunting competition. Often, I ride out to help stock the larders of my house with game, and tomorrow is one of those days. It will not hurt to inject a little competition into the proceedings. Be ready to ride at sunrise and meet the party outside Berserker Hall. 
 
    Queen Frami. 
 
      
 
    I crumpled the piece of parchment in my hand and tossed it into a nearby brazier, the flames of which were dancing this way and that in the breeze blowing in off the fjord. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the fresh air, tainted as it was with the smell of fresh caught fish, and sighed it out contentedly. It seemed that after a few days of relative downtime, things were looking like they were picking up again. 
 
    I had enjoyed the opportunity that I had been given to put my feet up, figuratively speaking, and stroll about Hrímdale like some otherworldly tourist, but it was exciting to know that we were back on the mission that we had been given by the Overseer: namely, to win over Queen Frami and find out where the hell this relic was. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As instructed, I met Queen Frami and her hunting entourage the next morning just after the sun had risen. 
 
    The Queen was looking just as formidable and, well, regal, as she had on the day she had welcomed the Mystoceans into her land. She was dressed in dark furs of black and brown and gray, which made her look particularly war-like. Her eyepatch was in place, as was her crown, and she sat atop a huge bear with hair that was matted and gray in the same way that the Queen’s own long dreadlocks were. 
 
    “Ah, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she boomed when she caught sight of me walking toward her. “I will not lie to you; I am looking forward mightily to this expedition today. I don't get to pull my weight hunting as often as I should like—apparently monarchs are required to sit on their asses more often than they are expected to ride their bears. Are you ready?” 
 
    I looked at the Queen on her great war-bear and around at her retinue who were all sitting astride theirs. With a thought, I summoned Noctis from his Onyx Crystal. 
 
    The sable Onyx Dragon appeared with his usual lack of fuss or drama. One moment he was not there, and the next he was. I had always thought that the majestic, lethal-looking son of a bitch could have benefitted from popping into being in a gout of black flame or something but, on reflection, it was probably more intimidating and impressive just to have him appear out of ether with the rapidity of a falling shadow. 
 
    The Queen’s bear cast a baleful, glowing, violet eye at Noctis’ sudden appearance and let loose a low, threatening rumble. For his part, Noctis merely regarded the war-bear with a look of such cool nonchalance I was amazed that rime didn’t form on the creature’s coat. 
 
    “Easy, Orka, easy,” Queen Frami chuckled, patting the bear’s thick neck. “We owe this one much. He’s a friend.” 
 
    Orka looked far from convinced but, then again, neither did Noctis. 
 
    “Mount up then, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the Queen ordered. 
 
    I leapt with inhuman agility and grace up onto Noctis’ back, landing as lightly as rain between his great black wings. The dragon had taken on a shape that was slightly larger than the shire horse-sized form he normally did, which I imagined was because he wished to impress upon the gathered bears that he was the biggest and baddest motherfucker present. 
 
    To be fair, judging by the way that the bear mounts of Queen Frami’s guards shuffled their huge paws and eyed the dragon mistrustfully, it looked to have worked. 
 
    “I told you, Your Majesty,” I said respectfully, “if it’s all the same to you, you can call me Mike. All the Dragonmancer Noctis business makes me feel…” 
 
    “Like you have a stick shoved up your backside?” Queen Frami supplied. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “that’d be about right. Gives me airs. Most of my life, I’ve been so unimportant I couldn’t have commanded respect unless it was inside the fighting cage, and I was so broke that much of the time I couldn’t even pay attention.” 
 
    Queen Frami’s broad face split into a genuine grin. The eye that was not covered with the patch shone in the early morning light. 
 
    “Come then, Mike,” she said, “let’s be off. I always feel that my country is at its most spectacular in the early morn.” 
 
    Our group rode out into the growing light with Queen Frami leading the way up into the fir forest foothills that loomed over Hrímdale. I hadn’t explored this way myself yet. The forest, even from a distance, gave off the aura of a place that would be straight out of Grimm’s fairy tales. Even we drew closer, it seemed to take on a threat of its own, to send out tendrils of menace to greet anyone who was dumb enough to think that a stroll or ride under its eaves might be a nice way to pass a morning. 
 
    I looked sideways at the Queen as we pulled our mythical mounts to a halt and waited for her royal retinue to catch up. Queen Frami’s good eye flicked away from me. 
 
    “The smell of this place is...” Noctis began to say in my head. 
 
    “Evil?” I suggested. 
 
    “Not evil, not inherently so,” the Onyx Dragon countered. “More accurately, I would say that this wood has a minacious old heart. It does not suffer fools to come inside, nor will it mourn their passing if they do.” 
 
    “A comforting thought for someone who hasn’t had their morning coffee yet,” I replied drily. “I wonder why Queen Frami insists on hunting here?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Noctis replied slowly, “it is a case of where the greater danger lies, so does the greater prize?” 
 
    I considered this. “Maybe. Or maybe the sly old woman is just trying to test my mettle once more.” 
 
    Looking around fully at the Queen, I addressed the female manifestation of Odin. 
 
    “Another trial of prowess, Your Majesty?” I asked. “Only of the mental kind this time?” 
 
    Queen Frami clapped her huge hands, and the noise sent a couple of finches twittering angrily away from out of the branches of a tree. 
 
    “Damn me, but you are a perceptive devil,” the Queen said. 
 
    I snorted, looking up at the ominous trees. “I don’t know about that, Your Majesty,” I said, “but I know what it’s like to haze or rattle a guy, and to be hazed and rattled myself. It’s one thing to watch how someone reacts when they have their back to the wall or when they are plunged into sudden danger, something else entirely to see how they deal with that slow, creeping feeling of unease that can unman even the staunchest badass. Doesn’t take too great an intellect to know that the best place to see how a guy or girl deals with that sort of pressure is the most threatening place that you can think of, a place that is known to you but not to them.” 
 
    Queen Frami clapped her hands again. Her bear, Orka, shifted under the big woman’s weight and shot another maleficent glare Noctis’ way. 
 
    “So, are we actually hunting anything?” I asked. “Or was trying to give me the heebie-jeebies the sole reason for bringing me here?” 
 
    The Queen shook her shaggy head and looked up at the forest with its towering somber evergreens. 
 
    “I admit that seeing if you were skittish was part of the idea,” she said. “But there is fine hunting to be had within the Beinwood. My overriding motive for bringing you here though, Mike, was to ensure that we were not overheard in our discussions about the item I promised to help you locate.” 
 
    “Ah,” I nodded sagely. “You mean that there are far fewer people who are ballsy enough to come traipsing around after us in this Beinwood than there are in the less homicidally-inclined forests around here?” 
 
    The Queen snorted up a load of phlegm and spat into a bush. “The rebels have eyes and ears everywhere, Mike,” she said, in a low growling voice. “That much became evident when they showed the fortitude to come smashing their way into the fucking Berserker Hall!” The Queen smote the pommel of her cleaver-like sword that hung at her side. 
 
    “We better make sure that we get this wrapped up sharpish then, Your Majesty,” I said. “Before they finish licking their wounds and come at you—or me and my Mystoceans—again.” 
 
    “Come,” the Queen said, “we shall talk more when we are some distance inside the forest.” 
 
    We didn’t speak again until our mounts carried us at least half a mile into the ever-present gloaming of the forest.  
 
    The first thing that the Queen said to me, when she finally thought it safe enough to speak, was, “You know, chimera are one hell of an adversary. Crafty as any demon you might come across and fine eating if you can bring one down with magic or steel.” 
 
    The casual way that she said it caught me slightly off guard. She spoke as if hunting a chimera was comparable to going pig hunting or quail shooting. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said slowly, my ears pricked up for any sign that we might be in chimaera territory now, “my biology is a little rusty. By chimera, you mean…” 
 
    “Forequarters of a lion, body of a goat, rear section of a drake,” the Queen said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said softly. “Big, are they?” 
 
    “Can be, if you’re lucky.” 
 
    “And they make good eating, you say?” 
 
    “Well, it is the goat section of the beast that you keep for the larder, you know, Mike,” the Queen told me matter-of-factly. “Depending on the creature, you might want to keep the head or a paw as a trophy, but the hindquarters taste like complete ass.” 
 
    The Queen cast an apologetic eye at Noctis. “I did not intend to cause offence with my comment about drake meat. But that is the case with the chimera. The drake part of the animal is somewhat tough and horrible.” 
 
    Noctis blinked and let out a slow amused hiss of steam. 
 
    “He thinks it funny that you should be concerned about his feelings, comparing him to something which is a third of a drake,” I translated Noctis’ thoughts even as I heard them echoing in my own head. 
 
    “He does not take umbrage?” Queen Frami asked. 
 
    Noctis snorted steam again. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” the Queen said. “In that case then, let us hunt! This section of the forest is home to quite a few of the beasts. They flourish here, though they are cunning and wary.” 
 
    “And while we hunt, you’ll tell me about the location of this device?” I asked in a low voice so that the Queen’s guards, even if they had been attempting to eavesdrop, would find it difficult to overhear. The Queen must trust the men and women that rode their bears with her, but I didn’t know any of them and felt it would be better to keep them all out of the loop as much as possible. 
 
    The Queen nodded. “Yes, while we ride, I shall tell you of its location.” 
 
    We rode our unconventional steeds through the Beinwood, winding our way through the labyrinth of trunks in the perpetual forest twilight. The Queen and I rode Orka and Noctis a little ahead of the guards.  
 
    “You may have been wondering, Mike, why it is that it has taken so long for me to discuss the relic with you,” the Queen said as our mounts pushed their way through a thick patch of bushes and undergrowth. 
 
    “I have been, yeah,” I admitted. “I thought that, after we had proved our good intent, and Dasyr and Tanila had conducted the Transfusion Ceremony, we would have made a move for the relic right away. Especially after we cemented our loyalty to you by fighting by your side when the rebels attacked.” 
 
    The Queen nodded gravely. Obviously, she was a little displeased at being accused of taking her time. 
 
    “There is a simple explanation for the delay,” she told me curtly. “And it is one that I’m sure you will not be surprised at, even though you have been here only a little while.” 
 
    I ducked to avoid a low hanging branch. “And what’s that, Your Majesty?” I asked, my eyes scanning the gloom. 
 
    “The weather,” the Queen said simply. “The relic, to the best of our knowledge, lies beyond the Fey Pass. The Fey Pass, naturally, has been inundated for the past week by avalanches. Such things occasionally crash through the mountains north of here. I had a scout report to me late last night that he believes a small party could make it through now without too much risk of setting off another.” 
 
    “Another avalanche?” I asked. 
 
    The Queen nodded. I noticed that she had loosened her sword in its sheath. “Yes, another avalanche. The northern mountains are capricious. The lands beyond the Fey Pass even more so. Thousands of tons of snow crashing down on your head will be the least of your worries once you get through the Fey Pass, Mike Noctis, you can trust me on that.” 
 
    “What’s worse than an avalanche?” I asked.  
 
    “Many things.” The Queen’s expression suddenly turned serious. “Like the bears of the Vetruscan Kingdom eventually dying out. Yes, they suffer the same fate as the dragons of the Mystocean Empire. But, unlike the Mystoceans, us Vetruscans do not have a male mancer with the power to breed monsters.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You know about what I can do?”  
 
    “Of course. There is a reason Hana was sent out to find you. Our seers spoke of one such as you. There have been no male mancers in any kingdom for a very, very long time. What you are, Mike Noctis, is an enigma. I do not know what would happen if you were to, say, attempt to breed with a bearmancer, but—” The Queen suddenly stopped and held up a hand. 
 
    “Quiet!” she snapped, going as tense as a bloodhound that had caught a whiff of an escaped prisoner. 
 
    I shut my mouth and listened to the sounds of the Beinwood. As my eyes scanned the almost impenetrable shadows, Queen Frami took a long, careful breath in through her nose. Her one eye narrowed, and a small smile of excited delight flickered on her lips. 
 
    “Ah,” she exhaled, her breath rumbling in her chest, “here we go…” 
 
    The world seemed to slow, the trees closing in around us. We were engulfed in a world of moist, pine-scented greenery. Above us, above the roofs of the towering trees, the sun scooted out from behind a cloud. It filtered in through the feathery boughs above—great stabbing bars of golden light that looked solid enough to cut. 
 
    Myriad insects suddenly buzzed and droned into life; beetles of numerous, incandescent shades, flies that glittered like lumps of glittering coal. Some sort of flying squirrel zipped across my peripheral vision. The air was cool and still and fragrant. A tense expectancy hung in the air like vapor, tickling at my eyes and filling my ears with fluff. My eyes strained for any sign of a lion’s mane or drake’s tail or a fucking goat’s gut among the mass of foliage, for anything that might be the chimera. 
 
    “So apart from the obvious signs like the lion’s head etcetera, what should I be looking for?” I whispered, moving Noctis so that he stood close beside Orka. 
 
    The Queen turned on the back of her bear to look at me. 
 
    “The wood is strange like that,” she observed, “you automatically talk in whispers and muted tones, like you might at a funeral or a wedding—only, in the forests of Vetrusca, it’s nature that is being celebrated or putting on the exhibition.” 
 
    “Very insightful,” I said, my throat strangely dry. “Any tips on what might announce our quarry’s imminent arrival?” 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” the Queen replied simply. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, how’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because it’ll try to kill you.” 
 
    The two of us and our mounts were moving in a tight pairing now, deeper into the forest, the Queen’s entourage hanging back behind us about fifty feet. I guessed that this was because when the Queen came hunting, she liked to pretend that she was alone. 
 
    There was no sign of a path that I could see. I wondered briefly whether Queen Frami knew where she was going? Was she looking for some sort of spore, or did she have an idea of what sort of environment within the Beinwood the chimera liked to inhabit? 
 
    After that initial feeling of general unease that had come over us, we heard and felt nothing more. We’d been walking for fifteen minutes or so, when Queen Frami stopped, slipped down off Orka, and bent over to examine something in the leaf litter. As I was following her lead, I slid down from my own mount and peered down at what she was studying. To my surprise, she knelt down amongst the dead branches and fallen pinecones and stuck a finger into the lumpy, yellow-green nugget of crap. 
 
    “Still warm,” she said, as if she had been hunting magical beasts ever since she was knee-high to a grasshopper—which, I reminded myself, in Vetrusca the kids probably did.  
 
    “I have to say that I was not expecting you to do that, Your Majesty,” I said, wrinkling my nose as the Queen stirred her finger through the stink pickle. “Back on Earth, where I come from, it’d be quite the circumstance that led to a monarch sticking their finger in a butt dumpling.” 
 
    The Queen chuckled, then said, her head moving slowly in an arc, “Come on, our quarry isn’t far away.” 
 
    I felt a tickling thrill of excitement as we continued on our way, moving with a touch more stealth than we had previously. 
 
    Mentally, I ran through the magical abilities now open to me with four dragons at my disposal. I wondered what one would be most suited to bringing this chimera down when we caught sight of it. If we were hunting it for food, then I figured any spells that would vanish our target into nothing were out.  
 
    After another cautious ten minutes, there came the unmistakable groan of something fairly large moving through the undergrowth ahead of us. 
 
    The Queen stopped me and the guard company in our tracks and listened as whatever it was snapped through a grove of young pines.  
 
    “Tell me,” the Queen muttered, “how do you like my ward, Hana?” 
 
    “Ward?” I replied, my eyes glued on the grove in front of us. 
 
    “Yes, her father was a bondsman of mine. We were siblings of the sword and bear-riders for many years before I was appointed Queen of Vetrusca. When he was slain in a border dispute, he asked me, as a dying favor, to look after Hana.” 
 
    I nodded. I decided that, as friendly as the Queen and I were being, it was probably best not to tell her that her ward was one of the most smoking pieces of ass that I had ever clapped eyes on. 
 
    “She’s a skilled warrior, Your Majesty, and despite me taking her prisoner,” and here I cleared my throat apologetically, “she does not seem to bear me much ill will.” 
 
    “No,” the Queen said, her tone rife with innuendo, “I would say that she does not bear you much ill will.” 
 
    “I’d, uh, be glad to have her fight by my side,” I said, a little awkwardly. 
 
    “Just fight?” the Queen grunted, her lips twitching. 
 
    There was a deafening roar that cut off our conversation. It was the furious screeching bellow of an animal that had caught sight or scent of another animal in its territory.  
 
    “Ready yourself!” the Queen said in her booming commander’s voice, all traces of humor gone from her face. 
 
    The chimera launched itself out of the undergrowth in an explosion of broken tree branches and clods of soil. It sailed twenty feet into the air and up into a fir tree. It stuck to the trunk of the fir like a gecko, only instead of suction pads at the end of its toes, it sported formidably sharp hooves. They bit into the trunk of the tree, anchoring it with a surety that boggled the mind. 
 
    “Holy shit, you don’t see every day, do you?” I said, my voice thick with the kind of awe that is reserved for when you see a living thing that, if it weren’t for the magic or weapons that you’re packing, could quite easily unstring every sinew in your body in less time than it took to say, ‘Oh shit’. 
 
    The chimera did, as the Queen had already told me it would, have the foreparts of a lion, the body of a goat, and the rear end of a drake, but that had been the layman’s description.  
 
    The creature itself was as big as a cart horse, with the head of a lion that had gone through the prison system and not come out as a better, more docile lion. It was scarred and had more than a little of its once lustrous mane missing. Its eyes burned with a manic fire.  
 
    Fervent. Angry. Ravenous. 
 
    Sure enough, its tail was definitely the drake part of it, though I had assumed that it would be the drake’s tail. In actual fact, the tail consisted of a neck and the drake’s head. It looked pissed, the drake’s head, and I couldn’t really blame it. Must be a tough gig, spending your life stuck next to an asshole.  
 
    Even its goat’s torso was somehow disquieting. It was far more heavily muscled than your regular goat, veiny and ripped like that of a roided-up bodybuilder. It had wings too, but they were small and looked quite useless.  
 
    “Remember, Mike, we need the body whole and unscathed,” Queen Frami said, her good eye riveted on the beast. “Now, go to work!” 
 
    I was the first off the mark and fired a flurry of Garth-powered crossbow bolts at the creature while it sat, crooning to itself on the tree. With the reflexes of a cricket, the chimera bounded off the tree trunk. My occult bolts, peppering a single spot of the tree, sheared the bole in half, sending the tree crashing to the forest floor. 
 
    “Allow me to have a go!” yelled Queen Frami, holding up a hand to stop her guards from rushing forward and, in her eyes, ruining all the fun. 
 
    She swept her arm around, flicked open her fur cape, and revealed a leather bandolier stuffed with a selection of throwing axes. With incredible dexterity, the Queen launched a succession of axes in the chimera’s direction. Her arm was a blur as the axes left her massive and weathered hand. Streaks of metal flew through the dim forest air. The chimera, though, was too agile and bounded from tree to tree like a cat might leap from chimney to chimney. It roared again, as the Queen’s throwing axes thunked into the tree trunks and boughs overhead. A rain of sweet smelling needles spiraled down. 
 
    Within a few seconds, the magical beast would be among u. With those razor-sharp hooves, drake tail, and gaping lion’s mouth, I wouldn’t have bet upon everyone making it out alive. 
 
    The chimera made it to the last tree in the grove and then launched itself at the staunch figure of the Vetruscan Queen who, while lobbing her axes from the back of her bear, had strayed a little distance from me. 
 
    I heard one of her guard’s give a cry of dismay from behind us. 
 
    Queen Frami cleared her sword from its scabbard and Orka gave a roar of defiance. 
 
    “I can flame this thing,” Noctis told me, his words beaming with laser speed into my mind. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, replying before I knew what I was really saying. “Wait.” 
 
    I tracked the chimera with my hand, as it made its final, terminal, death-bringing spring at the Queen. Summoning my mana, I let loose with a concentrated Forcewave spell, directing the magic ever so slightly ahead of my moving target. 
 
    The air in front of my arm rippled and contracted as the Forcewave shot across the intervening space, growing in potency in under a second. The spell punched into the side of the chimera’s neck with a dull thud of air on flesh. The flesh along the beast’s side rippled outward. Its fur was a miniature version of an explosive concussion ring expanding. The chimera spun in the air like it had just been hit by a truck, by a fucking train. The creature smashed into a sapling, spun again, and crashed into another pine with bone-breaking, joint-popping, tendon-tearing force. Then it disappeared out of sight. From the way that its screeches carried up to us, it sounded like it had fallen downward somehow. Wounded cries echoed up to us.  
 
    “Nice-nice work, Dragonmancer,” the Queen stammered, her voice hoarse with sudden adrenaline. She did not look scared, not by a long way. In fact, she looked like she was having the time of her life. 
 
    I put my mental heels to Noctis, and the dragon sprinted into the thick grove of young trees. The Queen followed on her bear, and together we crashed through the smaller trees. 
 
    Abruptly, the Onyx Dragon halted. He had come to the edge of a long slope, but the vegetation was so thick and the light so dim that I couldn’t see any sign of the chimera. Then, from what sounded like a fair distance, there came a thin, mournful wail. It sounded again, and then faded. 
 
    “Sounds like you gave it a deadly wound, Mike,” the Queen said, coming to stand next to me. She actually leaned across from where she sat atop Orka and slapped me heartily on the back. “Those reflexes—and that shot! You wait until my men spread word of that through the inns back in Hrímdale!”  
 
    “With all due respect, Your Majesty,” I said, “it doesn’t sound half as dead as I should like it to be. We’ve still got to go down there and make sure the thing is no longer of this world, right?” 
 
    Queen Frami grinned at me. Gods, but she really did look like this was her idea of a relaxing day by the pool. The grin was infectious though, and I smiled back. It looked like me and the Queen were two peas from the same pod. 
 
    “We are not a culture that will leave a creature to suffer,” she told me. “Or waste good meat. Let us go down, the two of us, and finish this.” 
 
    The guards looked far from pleased when Queen Frami told them to wait at the top of the slope.  
 
    We pushed our way down the slope alone, crashing through the branches of encroaching trees on the backs of our mounts. Noctis and Orka made light work of the undergrowth, hopping over fallen logs and walking through thorn bushes like they weren’t even there. 
 
    I had never been much of a hunter—life in central Los Angeles not really being famous for its wildlife, except maybe on certain nights in West Hollywood—but I got a taste, then, of the appeal. Knowing that we were going to be taking home our kill to eat added a layer of satisfaction. 
 
    My heart rate had settled now. I figured that was thanks to my dragonmancer training and to my newfound ability to deal with weird and wacky shit; an ability that was expanding by the day. 
 
    We found the chimera at the bottom of the long slope. It looked, to put it bluntly, like an absolute fucking mess. The Forcewave spell had helped me blast apart a wild dragon’s head from the inside out, so it didn’t really surprise me that the concentrated form of the same spell had taken such a toll on the chimera. 
 
    “Still looks mad, doesn’t it?” Queen Frami said as we dismounted and approached the dying creature cautiously. 
 
    I had to agree with her. The chimera’s eyes were rolling in its head, the one leg that didn’t look to be broken thrashed at the air, trying vainly to get at and rend the two hunters who had brought it down. The drake’s head was lying limp and lifeless on the ground. Judging from the crick in the tail, its neck had been broken—if it was a neck, of course. I wasn’t really in the frame of mind to try and understand the biology displayed in front of us. 
 
    “Well, Mike,” Queen Frami said, sheathing her sword, “this is your kill. Do right by the creature and finish it quickly. It was a worthy adversary. In truth, it’s the biggest damn chimera I have ever seen in the Beinwood. When it came out of the trees, I admit that I was taken aback.” She smiled happily. “But what the devil is life, if not one great daring adventure, eh?” 
 
    She slapped me on the back again, and I turned my attention to the stricken chimera. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” I said quietly as I approached, being careful not to get caught by the flailing hoof. The windmilling foreleg was making it impossible to get close to the creature’s head so that I could put it out of its misery. “But people have to eat. It’s the law of the jungle.” 
 
    Not wanting the thing to suffer unduly, I used my Lightning Speed spell, courtesy of Pan, to dart in close to the chimera. The spell sapped a lot of mana, but it was a fair trade for a creature’s life. Noctis disappeared from behind me, and his magic formed in my hand in the shape of the Chaos Spear. 
 
    Before the chimera had a chance to so much as raise its lip at me, I plunged the spear through the top of its massive skull and skewered its brain. 
 
    With an almost relaxed and contented sigh, the huge beast slumped, and as blood flowed from the wound in its head to mingle with the dark earth and green grass. 
 
    The Queen gave a whistle. This was followed by a crashing and smashing of undergrowth as her personal guard came down the slope. After the Queen had given orders for the chimera to be butchered, she motioned to me that we should start to head back to Hrímdale. 
 
    “You did well today, Mike,” she said, nodding her shaggy head as if in benediction. “The chimera is a foe that not everyone can defeat. It was the final challenge that I had set you in the privacy of my own head, although I could have wagered my kingdom that you would have passed it.” 
 
    “I appreciate the confidence, Your Majesty,” I said. “Does this mean that tomorrow—” 
 
    “You will start on your journey north, yes, but not tomorrow,” Queen Frami cut in. “You will go through the Fey Pass and Hana will guide you and your fellow Mystoceans, but we will wait another day so that all is as ready as it can be.” 
 
    I must have looked surprised at this news of Hana because the Queen chuckled. Stroking her chin, she said, “I can draw you no map of the area, in case it falls into rebel hands. Therefore, I needed a guide and, after the battle of the Berserker Hall, Hana put her hand up for the task. She is fierce and brave and will serve you well.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I replied. 
 
    “Good,” the Queen said and nudged her bear into a trot so that Orka began crashing off through the trees. I followed on Noctis. “She is also my ward, Mike, which is why I must ensure that you leave with as much possibility of returning as possible. You understand that, yes?” 
 
    I thought of the beautiful, savage warrior woman, with her shaved head and piercings and big red eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I certainly do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    And we rode off, with one hunt concluded and the next waiting to begin.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day after going hunting with Queen Frami, I awoke in the log cabin lodgings surrounded by Tamsin, Renji, Saya, and Elenari.  
 
    My eyes snapped open to stare up at the rustic beams that spanned our cabin’s ceiling. I was as alert and aware as if I had been intravenously administered four shots of espresso while I slept. My bed was deliciously warm, the only sounds the deep and peaceful breathing of my women.  
 
    My mind was buzzing. I knew from experience that the best way to sort out my thoughts was to get some exercise. 
 
    And so, I went running. 
 
    It was extremely relaxing heading out on my own. It was just me and the wild country and the dragons that shared my mind. There was no cellphone pressing in my pocket, no one able to clamor for my attention. The sky overhead had only just begun to flush pink with the coming dawn when I jogged up into the impregnable hills. Only the last, strongest stars were still peeking out through the gaps in the billowing canopy above.  
 
    So beautiful and savage, so untouched and untamed was the landscape around Hrímdale that it was well after midday that I jogged back into the town, sweating and panting but feeling pumped. I don’t know how many miles I covered, but it had reminded me of the old days, which were not really that old, when my fellow dragonmancers had been led by Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen on our long training runs up into the mountains outside Drako Academy. 
 
    A lot has changed since then, I thought as I jogged past the wharves.  
 
    The docks and wharves were quiet. I figured that the fishing vessels had all and would be back around dark. 
 
    I nodded at a few of the townsfolk that I passed. To my surprise, more than a few nodded or raised their hands in return. The Vetruscans had not been impolite to me and the rest of the Mystocean delegates when we had arrived, but they clearly hadn’t trusted us. Maybe the battle in the Queen’s feasting hall had thawed them? I figured the role we had played had been met by approval by the local populace. 
 
    I grinned to myself and jogged on toward the cabin set in the woods not far from the Berserker Hall and Queen Frami’s own lodgings. 
 
    I approached the headland that separated the township proper from Queen Frami’s little fjordside section of land. Where the land narrowed and the road became sandwiched between the waterfront and a looming cliff, four guards were stationed. They had been here yesterday, but today, something else had been added. 
 
    It was a head on a spike. 
 
    I slowed from a jog to a walk. Partly out of not wanting to spook the guards, partly because I had never actually seen a fresh head on a spike before. 
 
    It was just as grisly as I imagined it would be, having seen it in countless movies and read about such things in many books. 
 
    What added to the gruesome and macabre sight was that I recognized the face. Her chocolate-colored skin had taken on a gray tinge now. The shock of bright blonde hair was matted with dried blood and stuck up every which way. The eyes had dulled in death, the color reminding me of the rusty color of moldy yams. The lips were still full and just as covered in blood as they had been when I had knocked her out on the hilltop, but they were slack now. Horrible. Like a couple of juicy grubs. The gold canine tooth had been torn from her head, as had many of the others. 
 
    It was the bearmancer I had bested outside the abandoned village. The bearmancer whom I had delivered to Queen Frami to do with as she wished.  
 
    “You picked the wrong side,” I muttered, and I passed on by and made my way up to the Mystocean’s log cabin. 
 
    I washed in a thermal pool in a small private glade at the back of the cabin and lounged in the steaming water, thinking of nothing and moving as little as possible. From what the Queen of Vetrusca had told me, we were scheduled to leave after first light of the following morning for the Fey Pass, so I meant to make the most of such little luxuries as hot water while I had the chance. 
 
    Afterward, with the late afternoon sun hanging lazily in a patch of cloudless sky, I went into the cabin and found Elenari and Saya getting the makings of a meal together. 
 
    “Ah, look who comes in just as we finish making a meal, eh?” Saya teased. 
 
    My stomach gave a little growl of interest as my eyes ran over the simple repast of breads, meats, olives, cheeses, and chutneys. I’d stayed hydrated on my run by drinking from the numerous little streams, but I hadn’t eaten all day. A dragonmancer could go days without eating it was true, but that didn’t mean any right-thinking dude would turn down the spread my two wives had whipped up. 
 
    “They do say I was born lucky,” I said, with only a slight trace of irony in my voice. Up until I had been inducted into this magical world there had been precious little about my life in Los Angeles that could be considered lucky. 
 
    “Any chance that you can make yourself useful, Mike?” Elenari asked me, her eyebrows arching into an amused V as she watched the metaphorical drool puddling at my feet. 
 
    “Yes, I believe I can.” I grabbed a jug and wandered over to the mead barrel. 
 
    We dined al fresco, seated on the still damp grass on top of a thick woolen blanket, enjoying the soft afternoon light.  
 
    “Where are Tamsin and Renji?” I asked, smearing a hunk of bread with something that Elenari informed me was fire-lobster pâté. I gave a little low, involuntary moan of satisfaction as Elenari answered and missed her reply. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I tuned out over the deliciousness of this pâté! Holy shit! Where did you say they were?” 
 
    Elenari rolled her sparkling green eyes and tucked a strand of red hair behind an elven ear. “They’re putting on a sparring exhibition down in the town square. You didn’t see them when you ran in?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I came in along the water. Why are they doing that?” 
 
    “Queen Frami thought it might be a good idea to demonstrate the capabilities of the Mystocean Dragonmancers,” Saya said, through a mouthful of olives. “There are still a few fence-sitters among the Vetruscans. She thinks that showing the benefits of the Transfusion Ceremony might sway them into supporting her rather than siding with the rebels.” 
 
    It was a good marketing ploy. If anything was going to convince uneasy Vetruscans that Queen Frami knew what she was doing by letting three of her bearmancers undergo the Transfusion Ceremony, it would be a show of combative prowess. 
 
    The old saying might run that the pen was mightier than the sword, but in Vetrusca, if you turned up to a fight with a pen, you’d more than likely get your head sliced off. 
 
    “Mike,” Saya said in her no-nonsense way, “Elenari and I want to know something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, taking a grateful gulp of Vetruscan mead and reaching for a slice of wafer-thin braised sugarbird. 
 
    “When are you going to take Hana into your bed, Mike?” Elenari said, rolling a small cracker-like flatbread across the backs of her knuckles as she might a coin. 
 
    I swallowed the slice of sugarbird with difficulty. “Wha-what?” 
 
    Elenari laughed. 
 
    Saya restated the question in Saya language. “She said, we want to know when you’re going to fuck her, Mike.” 
 
    I speared a cube of marinated honey-badger with my belt knife and ate it off the point. When I had swallowed, I said, “Honestly, I hadn’t really given it that much thought.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Saya teased me. “We saw you head off with her the other day after the battle. We assumed that you and her had gone off to make the beast with two backs, but apparently not. I lost a scale to Elenari betting the wrong way.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What can I say, the time wasn’t right. I think she was still a little unsure of me, you know? What with me being an adopted Mystocean.” 
 
    The beautiful blonde grinned at me. “You just had to go and act like a gentleman when I had money riding on it, didn’t you?” 
 
    I hoisted a theatrical expression of surprise onto my face and pointed my thumb at my chest. “A gentleman? Me? Jeez, you better stop that before I start blushing.” 
 
    Elenari and Saya laughed. 
 
    “Seriously though, Mike,” Elenari said, “Hana is an honorable mancer. You’ve opened our eyes a lot since you’ve been here. Just because she’s Vetruscan doesn’t mean that she’s devoid of any redeemable characteristics—far from it actually.” 
 
    Saya nodded in agreement. “And by bringing her into the fold that we all share,” she said, referring to the unofficial harem that had formed around me, the Dragon Breeder, “it will bond the Vetruscans more tightly to the Mystoceans.” 
 
    “And that, at the end of the day, is why the Overseer sent us here, is it not?” Elenari pressed. 
 
    I leaned back on my elbows and stared up at the sky. The bottoms of the clouds were beginning to turn a light amber. It promised to be a goddamn beauty of a sunset. 
 
    “I know that this might seem like a dumb question,” I said, turning an olive over in my fingers, “but are you sure you ladies wouldn’t mind if she and I were to…” 
 
    Saya snorted, tossed a morsel of cheese into the air, and caught it in her mouth. 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t mind, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “In fact, the reason that we’re asking,” Elenari said, “is because we would, well, we would like to join you.” 
 
    “You ladies want to join in?” I asked, my eyebrows heading north with delighted surprise. 
 
    Saya nodded, raised her chin, and said in a mock-serious manner, “This is all supposing that she’ll have you, of course.” 
 
    I didn’t need to worry too much about that. Not with the signals I’d been picking up from the gorgeous Vetruscan bearmancer.  
 
    “Do you, uh, know what time Renji and Tamsin will be back?” I asked, with an airiness that my two wives saw through instantly. After the relaxing soak in the outdoor pool and this lovely meal, I had sated a couple of appetites. The only hunger that remained was one that lay closest to my heart—despite the glowing epicenter of that desire being located south of my sword belt. 
 
    Saya snorted again and winked at Elenari. 
 
    “I think they’re going to be caught up with their exhibition match for quite some time,” the elf told me, her eyes glinting, green as sun through new fern fronds. 
 
    “And, you wouldn’t happen to know where Hana might be right now, would you?” I asked. 
 
    At that very moment, the back door to our log cabin creaked open, and none other than Hana walked out into the soft sunlight. 
 
    She moved with the surety of a queen, clad once more in a simple white dress, embroidered with gold thread, and wrapped in furs. She wore boots over bared legs and a sword at her side. Smoldering. Dangerous. In control. 
 
    She came to stand over us and looked over at Elenari and Saya. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, absolutely nailing the icebreaker. 
 
    Hana ignored me, though there was a slight smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. Her deep red eyes flicked over to me and then back to the other two women. 
 
    “So,” she said with admirable aplomb, “what did he say?” 
 
    I looked from Hana to Saya and Elenari and back again. 
 
    Elenari giggled. 
 
    “He is in,” Saya said, and there was undisguised lust shining in her bright blue eyes. “As are we.” 
 
    Hana looked at me and reached out a hand mutely. 
 
    I took it and got to my feet. 
 
    “You ladies already planned it?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Saya said, getting up and brushing crumbs casually from her front. “You know that it’s best to be prepared if you want to make the most of your moment when it comes.” 
 
    I shook my head in wonder and admiration at the three women. 
 
    “Wise words, Saya,” I said. “Now, speaking of coming moments…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was led by the trio of lovely ladies through the backdoor of the generously appointed log cabin, into the main sitting area, and up a staircase the steps crafted from logs split neatly in half. As I walked behind Hana, Saya, and Elenari, I could hear them whispering, as if they had been pals since way back. 
 
    I couldn’t make out what they were saying in their low and excited tones, but I got the impression that they were comparing notes. Or, maybe, they were advising Hana on what she could expect. As we mounted the landing, I did catch a stray sentence or two. 
 
    “Is it how I imagine it will be?” Hana said in her lilting quasi-Eastern European accent. She cast a plum-colored eye over her shoulder and caught me brazenly checking out her ass in the clinging white dress. “I caught sight of his manhood in the pools,” she continued, lowering her voice further—though not far enough to escape my dragon-enhanced hearing when I strained to listen, “and it’s so… big.” 
 
    I peered around Hana’s back and saw Elenari and Saya exchange knowing smirks. 
 
    “Does Mike - does Mike like it rough?” Hana added.  
 
    “That’s what’s so intoxicating to me,” Elenari said to the Vetruscan. “It’s that juxtaposition between how Mike is during battle—a force of nature that will stop at nothing to help his friends and do what must be done for the sake of the Mystocean Empire and its interests—and how he is in the bedchamber. You get to see a different side to him.” 
 
    Saya didn’t bother to keep her voice down as she chipped in with, “But, Hana, that is not to say that at times things don’t get… passionate.” 
 
    I smiled to myself as Saya opened the door to the biggest bedchamber. ‘Passionate’ was one word that could be used to describe the various couplings that Saya, Elenari, and I had enjoyed. Another word might be ‘vigorous’. Yet another might be ‘pornographic’. 
 
    I kicked the door closed behind me. There was a rattle on the window panes that looked out over the fjord and the forest. Turning, I saw that a sun squall had blown in—a gentle shower of rain that fell despite the sun that also shone down. 
 
    It made the atmosphere perfectly cozy. 
 
    I turned and saw the three women eyeing me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    They were forthright, bold, and beautiful women. They were confident in their own skins. They knew how formidable, how sexy they were, and they owned that knowledge. 
 
    “You couldn’t stop us if you tried, Mike,” Saya growled, her blue eyes shining like the purest sapphires.  
 
    I watched the trio of beautiful women all start to disrobe. Saya, taking the lead as was her usual modus operandi, came up behind Hana. The blonde gently unwound the furs from around the bearmancer’s neck and pulled down her dress, exposing her perfect C-cup breasts. Hana shivered as Saya ran her fingers over her nipples, and my cock started to come to life, stirring like some animal coming out of hibernation. 
 
    “You know,” Elenari said in a soft voice, her emerald eyes flashing toward me, “I was amazed at how much I enjoyed having another girl, Saya,” 
 
    “The two of you have already slept together?” Hana asked, her voice coming huskily as Saya continued to run her fingertips over her bare chest. 
 
    Saya made a growling sound of agreement. 
 
    “I’m excited that the three of us get to experiment together,” Elenari said. 
 
    There was the soft, sensual sound as she kissed Hana on the cheek. 
 
    Hana made a little sound in her throat. “I don’t mind confiding in you ladies, and you, Mike, that I’m absolutely soaking wet and we haven’t even begun yet.” 
 
    I had to admit that Hana wasn’t the only one who was turned on at the thought of what was coming. My cock seemed to be adamant about bursting out of my breeches.  
 
    “I’ve-I’ve never been with a woman before…” Hana said as she tilted her head back against Saya’s now naked shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t you fret about that,” Elenari said, her dragonmancer attire falling around her like leaves from a tree in autumn so that she was suddenly revealed in all her pale glory. “Like we just touched on, Saya and I have a little experience.” 
 
    Saya laughed throatily, watching past Hana’s shaved head as Elenari stepped forward and began to pull my breeches down. 
 
    “That’s right,” the ashy blonde said as I kicked my boots off and they hit the opposite wall with twin thumps, “and anyway, this union is not just about our own selfish carnal gratifications, is it? This is a case of fucking international relations.” 
 
    “International sexual relations,” I quipped. “The best kind.” 
 
    “You know we’ll take care of you, Hana, and see you have a memorable time. The honor of our Empress is at stake,” Saya said. 
 
    “I doubt the Empress Cyrene has ever entertained the thought of what we are about to do,” I said, pulling my shirt over my head. 
 
    Hana’s deep dark eyes glittered as she watched my cock spring free of the confines of my breeches. Then, she gasped suddenly as Elenari’s hand slipped down her navel and began rubbing gently at her box; working her fingers over the lips and occasionally slipping a digit briefly inside the wet opening. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, “in the spirit of diplomacy, allow me to extend the olive branch to our Vetruscan guest.” 
 
    Hana, standing naked and wonderful in front of me, smiled at me coyly. 
 
    “Hold on,” Saya said, in a mock outraged voice, “I like the sound of this olive branch.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Elenari, joining in. “I want some of your olive branch, Mike Noctis…” 
 
    Well, I was a people-pleaser, what could I say. 
 
    Hana, Elenari, and Saya, holding hands, proceeded over to the enormous bed. Elenari, as the most selfless woman of the three, positioned Hana in the middle of the trio as they lined up along the wood-framed bed. Then, she said, in imitation of a Drako Academy preceptor, “Ladies, let’s get comfortable, shall we? Let’s show our Vetruscan ally here how diplomacy is done in the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    Hana, showing that it wasn’t the Vetruscan way just to be pushed around, applied gentle pressure to the backs of the other two women so that they were forced over onto all-fours on the bed, with their asses angled toward me. Then she kicked the dress that had pooled around her feet and flicked the skimpy underwear that she had been wearing at me. 
 
    I caught the miniscule piece of fabric and gave it a sniff. 
 
    The deep, bottomless pools of her eyes flashed as she turned and looked at me over her shoulder. Then, ever… so… slowly she bent down so that she was kneeling on the bed between Elenari and Saya, with her ass pointing straight at me. 
 
    I swallowed. A thought had just occurred to me. It was not exactly what you would call an encouraging thought, but it had popped into my mind nonetheless. The bastard. 
 
    “It’s just dawned on me that I’m not going to be able to finish inside any of you this afternoon,” I said.  
 
    “What’re you talking about, Mike Noctis?” Saya said. Her hand was between her muscular legs as she rubbed hard at her pussy, circling her clit with a forefinger. 
 
    I swallowed, trying not to let that incredibly erotic sight derail my train of thought. 
 
    “I mean, there are no dragon crystals, no Etherstones here.”  
 
    “Then you can simply finish inside my mouth,” Hana said with a shrug. She clearly didn’t want to miss out today. 
 
    “Consuming your seed won’t lead to pregnancies,” Elenari pointed out, then she frowned. “Will it?” she asked, clearly unsure.  
 
    “Definitely not,” I said with a broad grin.  
 
    Saya pouted prettily at me. “That, as much as I hate to admit it, makes sense.”  
 
    I nodded. “I especially don’t want to plant a baby in you, Hana, since I’m not sure just what kind of offspring we might produce, me being a dragonmancer and you being a bearmancer and all.” 
 
    “Semantics,” Saya said, from between gritted teeth. That hand massaging her sex was getting her well and truly worked up. “Let’s just cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    Elenari giggled excitedly, wiggling her backside invitingly. 
 
    “Make your Empress and your Empire proud, Mike Noctis,” Hana crooned at me, spreading her asscheeks with her hands while keeping her face off the mattress and displaying a core strength that the gym-junkie part of me could really appreciate. 
 
    Her tone alone almost had me bending at the waist involuntarily. 
 
    I stepped forward and lowered my head to the task. 
 
    Hot damn, it was difficult to keep myself from fucking those women until the point of no return, from grabbing Hana by the ass and ramming my cock deep inside her until I filled her with my magical jizz. It was the greatest trial that my libido and I had ever faced. 
 
    I leaned forward and started tonguing Hana’s open, pink pussy. The Vetruscan gasped and arched her back, and a wave of twitches flickered across the skin of her thighs and stomach like ripples on a still pond, as the most sensitive part of her was pleasantly assaulted by my probing tongue. 
 
    Running my tongue from Hana’s clit all the way up her glistening slit, I cast an eye over the side of her asscheek and saw Elenari watching me avidly. Her mouth was slightly open as one hand played with her breasts, pinching hard at one bright pink nipple. 
 
    Kneeling on the thick rugs, I reached out with both my arms and slid one hand up the inside of Saya’s thigh and one hand up the inside of Elenari’s thigh. Both were silky smooth to the touch and hot and flushed with desire and excitement. I thought that I could actually feel the dragon fire running through them, part of their blood, infusing their very flesh. 
 
    I moved my hands slowly up the inner thighs of my wives. Then, when I could go no further north, I began rubbing and massaging their centers. The women pressed their pelvises against my hands and let out twin moans of pleasure. My hands were engulfed in the hot, stick warmth of their soaking wet pussies.  
 
    It was, in a way, an extremely explicit version of patting your head while rubbing your belly. My hands massaged and stroked backward and forward while my head moved up and down as I feasted on Hana’s sex. It was a wonder, and a testament to my coordination skills, that I didn’t get all mixed up. 
 
    I slid my fingers into the warm, velvety confines of Elenari’s and Saya’s pussies. Elenari let out a long moan of contentment, and she contracted around my fingers.  
 
    I smiled to myself, though no one could have seen it, since my tongue was exploring ever further reaches of Hana’s tasty pink taco. It was so hot, such a visceral sense of contentment, having the beautiful bearmancer bent over in front of me. She was at once totally at my mercy sexually, and yet had me under her complete control too. I peppered her asscheeks with a few little kisses and then got back to work. 
 
    I knew that Elenari was particularly sensitive and came like a thunderstorm far more easily than the other two. I eased back on my ministrations of the elf, simply tickling with one finger across her lips—the ones between her hips, as the great Slim Shady once eloquently put it. 
 
    Meanwhile, my tongue was stabbing down into Hana’s warm, moist center, lapping away at her, making her wetter and wetter as I mixed spit with her own girl juices. I could feel her pushing her ass up to meet my mouth, could hear her breathing becoming more ragged. 
 
    “Am I cementing cordial relations between our two nations?” I asked her, lifting my head momentarily from my work and biting her gently on her right cheek. 
 
    “Yes,” Hana gasped, “but don’t you fucking dare stop now, Dragonmancer Noctis. Don’t you dare stop now. Otherwise, I’ll have you locked in the dungeon at my mercy.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” I said, biting her left cheek and making her groan. I picked up the pace a little, finger-fucking my two wives on either side of me with renewed vigor, while I tried to stick my tongue as far into Hana as I could. I could feel the bearmancer becoming more and more frantic, her skin was prickled with beads of sweat.  
 
    Saya too was showing signs of getting closer to the orgasmic precipice. Her muscular body was taut with concentration. Each individual muscle seemed to have a life of its own, responding to every flick and stroke of my fingers. 
 
    Elenari was panting. She was pressed to the bed, her ass just off the blankets, her left hand gripping Hana’s right. Her back was slick with sweat, and her breath rushed in and out of her mouth; a sure sign that I was pressing the right buttons and pulling the right levers. 
 
    My cock was throbbing with the need to slide it into one of them—into all of them—but I knew that once I started, it was going to take some serious self-control on my part to pull out and put a lid on my own need to get my love-gun off.  
 
    Feeling that abstinence was the better part of valor for the time being, I decided to rock the three worlds of the women in front of me. There was never any harm in getting a few selfless brownie points after all, especially when you were doing it all for your Empire. With some careful cajoling and some impressive synchronicity between my hands and my mouth, I brought all three women to the teetering edge of orgasm. 
 
    Then, when I hand them in the palm of my hand—both palms, I suppose—I stuck two of my fingers deep into Elenari’s and Saya’s soaking wet pussies and made come-hither motions while, at the same time, slipping my thumbs into their tight buttholes. 
 
    While I did this, I ran my tongue down to Hana’s aroused clitoris and began moving it from side to side as quickly as I could, while pressing down and rhythmically applying pressure on and off. 
 
    The effect was immediate. Saya’s back arched, and she let out a long breathy wail of gratification, tossing her blonde head from side to side. The muscles in her back and shoulders writhed like snakes, and her glutes stood out as if they were cut from marble. 
 
    Elenari clenched up and then writhed as she came, her milk-pale body flushing with the warmth of her orgasm. Her face was pressed into the blankets, so her cries of delight were muffled, but from the way that her legs thrashed and her toes curled, I figured she was having one hell of a time. 
 
    A wash of girl juice flooded my mouth and went over my chin as Hana came. She tried to move her sex away from my probing tongue, but I followed her mercilessly, continuing to lap and nibble at her clit. The Vetruscan let out two howls of lust-filled delight, then collapsed onto the bed with me lying half on top of her, her eyes closed but her mouth open in a delighted smile. 
 
    Not giving the gratified trio of women very long to rest on their laurels, I smacked Hana on the ass. “You know the thing about diplomacy right, ladies? It’s a two-way street and it takes a long time to nut out the problems that face all the parties.” 
 
    “As you seem to be the leader of this delegation, Mike,” Saya grunted from where she lay on the bed, “what would your advice be?” 
 
    In answer, I maneuvered the slightly dazed Hana and turned her so that her ass was toward me and settled her in my lap in the time-tested reverse cowgirl position—a personal favorite of mine. 
 
    The bearmancer let out a groan of pleasure as she straddled my dick, while I propped myself on my elbows, with my hands on her hips and prepared to enjoy the show. As she lowered herself onto me, and I immersed myself in the new sensation of this woman’s sex, I watched as Saya moved over to lie and cuddle with Elenari and watch as I fucked Hana. 
 
    It was like something out of some Greek or Roman depiction of an orgy. While Hana began to move slowly up and down on my shaft, making soft little mewling noises, I watched the completely nude elf and the blonde playing gently with one another. 
 
    Saya was leaning back against Elenari, her head on the elf’s shoulder, while Elenari’s petite fingers strummed and stroked the more muscular woman’s pussy like an overtly erotic musical instrument. Every time that Hana came back down on my cock, Elenari would echo the movement and slip two fingers into Saya’s obviously drenched sex. Each time, goosepimples spread out from Saya’s crotch, and my own hairs stood on the back of my neck. 
 
    After some time, I noticed that Elenari was the only one not getting anything directly out of this little formation that we had adopted, and I was nothing if not a teamplayer. I smacked the Vetruscan on her beautiful, rounded ass, and she gave a little cry.  
 
    “Mmmm, you are a rough boy today, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she purred, sliding off me and kissing me hard on the lips. 
 
    “Like I said, diplomacy is all about sharing and consideration, Hana,” I replied. “Besides, Saya isn’t going to leave you standing out in the cold.” 
 
    Hana kissed me hungrily again as Elenari slithered nimbly out from behind Saya’s muscular form, responding to my beckoning finger. As Hana was enfolded in Saya’s strong arms, Elenari stuck her tongue into my mouth and rubbed my cock, which was sticky with the bearmancer’s juices. 
 
    “You,” I said, lust shining in my eyes as I looked over the athletic, naked form of the elf. 
 
    “You,” she said, her leaf-green eyes shining and her chest rising and falling rapidly with anticipation. 
 
    I moved out of the way, my raging boner sticking out about a foot, as Elenari wriggled around on the bed to get comfortable. She turned around so that her glorious butt was pointing in my direction. In a phenomenally arousing display, she got ever-so-slowly onto all fours and spread her legs wide for me. 
 
    Damn, if she yawns, I’m going to be able to see all the way through her like some pornographic telescope, I thought. 
 
    I grasped the sporty elf by her hips and rubbed the tip of my cock up and down her wet slit. As Elenari moaned in anticipation, I thrust hard into her so that my pelvis smacked onto her ass with a meaty thud. Elenari was jerked forward and cried out with pleasure through gritted teeth. Her hands clutched at the blankets, her knuckles turning white.  
 
    She growled. “That’s it! Just like you did with Saya and me the last time!” 
 
    I started banging Elenari hard from behind. She had that flawless, milky ass of hers stuck up in the air. With every thrust, animal grunts and groans of delight spilled out of her mouth. It was part of the elf’s charm; that she was usually quite reserved, but when it came to fucking, she was a total extrovert.  
 
    We were going at it so vigorously that Hana and Saya stopped with their mutual fingerfucking so that they could watch us. Then, almost shyly, Hana crawled in front of Elenari, lay on her back, and opened her legs right in front of the elf’s face. Elenari, when it came to bedroom antics, was far from a prude and was always looking to raise her game. She clapped her hands to Hana’s toned thighs and pulled them further apart to reveal the glistening pink slit between them. Hana’s sex gaped obscenely, and she gave a little groan of rapture as Elenari commenced to stick her tongue into it. 
 
    Taking her lead from Hana, Saya swung her leg over the Vetruscan’s head and squatted on her face. With as little or less hesitation than even Elenari had shown, Hana buried her face between the muscly warriors thighs and began vigorously eating her out. 
 
    From my vantage point, I could watch all three women moaning and groaning and writhing, their backs arching, their hands clenching and unclenching as the woman giving them the goods hit some responsive spot. 
 
    At the angle that I was penetrating her, my rock-hard cock must have been slamming into Elenari’s g-spot because it wasn’t long before she was crying out, louder and louder. She was getting wetter and wetter, so that my dick slurped and slapped as I pounded in and out of her.  
 
    As Elenari’s moans and cries grew louder, Saya ground her pelvis harder into Hana’s face. The ashy blonde’s face was flushed, her hair spread over her face in utter disarray. Hana too was obviously getting closer to the big O. Her fingers were entwined through Elenari’s red hair, and she was groaning into Saya’s crotch. 
 
    I picked up my rhythm even more, jackhammering away at Elenari, pulling her ass toward me so that I could nail her as deeply as possible. 
 
    “Come on, Mike!” the elf panted. “Come on! Yes, that’s it! Send me over the edge! Please, Dragonmancer!” 
 
    I drilled Elenari for all I was worth, my head thrown back, eyes staring sightlessly at the wooden beams in the cabin’s ceiling as I tried—to use one of Bjorn’s uncouth but, admittedly, fairly apt sayings—to touch Elenari’s breakfast. 
 
    My breathing became ragged as I drew to the brink of orgasm, to the limits of my self-control, my thrusts getting wilder. I looked down at Elenari just as her back arched and her whole body locked up into the throes of ecstasy. 
 
    Hana too, almost immediately, cried out as she climaxed at the same time as Elenari. I could only see the bottom of her pretty face, but I figured that the Vetruscan’s face was contorted in bliss, her chin coated with Saya’s girl juice. 
 
    A second later, Saya threw back her head, her mane of ash-blond hair fanning out around her head like sunlight made solid. She gave a guttural cry and shuddered, grabbing at her great, bouncing jugs as she came too. 
 
    Like a single bridge that has just had one of its legs toppled, the three women went limp and collapsed as one. Totally spent. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    Elenari and Saya were, as I had noted plenty of times before, team players and they weren’t about to leave me hanging out in the breeze. Hana, it seemed, was also not one to ignore etiquette. 
 
    Saya stood up and came to stand behind me, her hands resting on my shoulders. Elenari and Hana, like a couple of she-devils of the best kind, crawled across the bed and looked up at me where I stood at the edge of it. 
 
    And then, the grateful bearmancer and the ever-attentive elf gave me the most incredible tandem blowjob. All the while, the sated Saya stood behind me, her massive, pert tits pressed to my back and egged me on with dirty talk.  
 
    When you had two women that looked like the elf and the bearmancer rocking your microphone while another woman whispered pure filth into your ear canal, your chances of holding out for very long—especially when you were the owner of a dragon-enhanced libido—were slim. 
 
    I released, and my seed exploded into Hana’s mouth. Her deep red eyes widened, and she gagged as she earnestly tried to consume every last drop.  
 
    When she was done with her admirable effort, she looked up at me. “Thank you, Mike, for giving me this honor of consuming your seed. Do all Mystoceans taste this good?”  
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and tore my own gaze away from the shaven-headed woman. With the piercings that adorned her nose and the edges of her ears, she had the pleasing style of a lead singer in a punk band. 
 
    “They don’t,” Saya answered for me. “Mike is one of a kind.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not technically a Mystocean…” I started to explain. 
 
    Hana gave me a kittenish smile, and Elenari giggled. 
 
    There was a slamming of doors downstairs and a tramping of boots. 
 
    “That’ll be Renji and Tamsin,” Elenari said, rolling lazily up from the bed and searching for her clothes. 
 
    Saya, ever the pragmatist, simply strolled from the room, like some living depiction of a Greek goddess of war. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m ready for a wine or two and to enjoy the last relaxing evening we might have for quite some time.” 
 
    There seemed little to argue in that statement. 
 
    The rest of us dressed hastily. Holding the hands of Elenari and Hana, I went down the stairs to grab myself a much-needed drink.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We set out the next morning with the sun staining the undersides of the mold-colored clouds a deep pink and the wind coming in from the east. It was cold. I probably would’ve shivered a little if I hadn’t been wrapped up in a fur traveling cloak—and if I hadn’t been heated from within by the fire and power of four dragons. 
 
    It must have looked like quite the sight, the little procession that wended its way down from our cabin, past Berserker Hall and the Queen’s quarters, along the shoreline of the glittering fjord, and into Hrímdale. 
 
    Queen Frami herself led the way on the back of Orka, the huge war-bear glowering around with all the good humor of a grizzly that’s just been woken from hibernation. Hana rode Bearne proudly on her warden’s left. 
 
    The last time that I had seen Hana’s bear, it had been embodying a form of such hulking immensity that it would have made even the most gigantic, black-hearted brown bear of the Siberian wastes look like a freaking Pomeranian dog in comparison. 
 
    Bearne had been the size of an eight-ton box truck back in the Subterranean Realm, covered in bristling gray fur and wearing armor that looked more like porcelain than steel. It had also sported a pair of deadly-looking curved horns. The horns were still there now, of course, but Bearne had taken on a slightly less imposing size—he was now only the size of a healthy Clydesdale. 
 
    I was accorded the place of honor on the Queen’s right-hand side. I rode on dragonback slightly behind her right shoulder as Tamsin had told me was proper. Will the wisp floated just behind me like a little, glowing pillion rider. 
 
    I had elected to ride Pan, the latest addition to my stable of dragonlings. He was the pure, crisp color of cobalt, of a peacock. As sleek and smooth and shiny as a bullet train, or a bullet for that matter. A pair of curling ram’s horns, the color of dull silver, protruded from his head, which matched nicely with Bearne’s on the other side of the Queen. 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. 
 
    I had chosen to ride Pan firstly because he had limited experience with quests and journeys. Secondly, I thought that a Tempest Dragon was something that the peasants, fishermen, and traders of Hrímdale would appreciate. This whole country reminded me of a storm cloud in a way; dark, brooding and apt to catch you out if you let it. It was beautiful in a dark and savage way and filled with staunch, tough, taciturn folk. 
 
    The other Mystoceans traveled along on their dragons behind the Queen, Hana, and I. Tamsin, Saya, Renji, and Elenari were all looking drop-dead gorgeous in their traveling furs. The juxtaposition of the stunning women, who could easily have graced any men’s magazine annual calendar, with all their gear of war and their grim faces, was one that stirred my libido like an egg whisk in a bowl of whipping cream. 
 
    Dasyr and Tanila were not among our party. To my surprise, they had left in the middle of the night, returning to the Galipolas Mountain camp under a heavy Vetruscan bearmancer guard. They would travel the more conventional route, and Queen Frami did not fear for their safety as she had increased patrols on the main highway.  
 
    Even though it was early morning, many locals gathered in the street. They stopped and stared openly at us as we passed. Hrímdale was a town that woke and slept with the passage and movement of the many sea creatures that called the fjord home.  
 
    The local populace might have been accustomed to seeing massive bears of all different sizes, colors, and descriptions moving amongst them, but clearly dragons were something almost entirely new to them. 
 
    Little children pointed and screeched as we walked steadily through the many markets, skirting the enormous main fish market so as not to cause too much of a disturbance. The kids, unlike the adults, seemed unaffected and unaware of the menacing aspect of the dragons and their riders. To them, they were just big colorful animals, creatures from storybooks come to life. 
 
    Stalking along like some reptilian cat, Gharmon, carrying Elenari, was a luscious, vibrant, vital green. She was an Emerald Dragon the same color green as the elf’s eyes. She was scaled like a snake, with each individual scale slotting into place to form a flowing, mercurial armor. The scales were clearly thick, as a dragon’s scales had to be. Tough and leathery almost, but with a captivating iridescent sheen to them. Her large, three-toed feet ended in claws that reminded me more of blunt trauma than surgery, and they moved lightly over the muddy road. 
 
    There was nothing light or dainty about Saya’s Gargoyle Dragon, Scopula. She was the length of a Lake Placid-sized saltwater crocodile, but far chunkier. Her body was low-slung, and she had short, powerful-looking legs. Scopula’s thick tail left a great groove in the wet road. The children ran in and out of it as they darted across our path, much to the annoyance of the bearmancer guards. Scopula’s hide was more textured and rougher than any dragon I had seen, bar Wayne, and looked like it could have withstood a round fired from a fifty cal. The cement-gray wings were attached to her body by muscular joints, and her head was a blunt wedge with a pair of dark eyes that smoldered like coals out of deep-set sockets. 
 
    Tamsin, the red-skinned, pointy-toothed hobgoblin, was entertaining the children by leaning into the hobgoblin stereotype. Whenever kids got near to her, she would hiss and snap her bright white teeth in mock menace and send the ankle-biters squealing away in delighted fright. 
 
    Fyzos, her male Force Dragon, was a handsome example of dragonkind. Deep, honey yellow in color. A triangular head stuck at the end of a medium-length neck. Black wings and a unicorn-like horn standing out from its forehead. He was perhaps the most stereotypical looking dragon of the bunch. Following Tamsin’s lead, Fyzos would snap harmlessly at any child that came too near his head, although he did allow a couple of the braver kids to actually touch his perpetually warm flank or the edge of his wing before snarling at them and sending them scurrying away, laughing. 
 
    The most popular dragon, though, was Renji’s shining Steel dragon, Corvar. The creature looked like a cross between a forty-foot long Komodo dragon and an armored knight; all scintillating, smooth, mirror-bright flanks, and a tail like a mercury bullwhip. The beautiful beast was so shiny that the children were able to run alongside her and pull faces at one another in her glossy flanks. 
 
    I smiled to myself at the delighted children staring at their reflections. It was the same sort of kick that Earthling children, and stoned adults, got out of those mirror rooms at traveling carnivals.  
 
    The metallic dragon regarded the shrieking children out of glittering white eyes. Corvar opened its mouth, and darted a long, forked quicksilver tongue in their direction every now and again. 
 
    There was an almost festive mood in the air, despite the habitually reticent weathered faces of the Vetruscan villagers. With us fighting alongside the bearmancers at the battle of Berserker Hall, as well as muttered rumors of what had occurred in the Beinwood with the chimera, the consensus was that us Mystoceans were not as big a bunch of assholes as many had been led to believe. 
 
    I mentioned this to Queen Frami as we began heading through the outskirts of the town toward the main gate.  
 
    “Yes,” Queen Frami said. “Yes, I believe that the rumors circling the taverns about yesterday's hunt basically tell of how you—what’s the expression?” 
 
    “Saved your bacon?” I ventured. 
 
    Queen Frami grinned. “I was going to say ‘pulled my ass from the rat trap’, but ‘saved my bacon’ would also be accurate.” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “You don’t mind that your village thinks that I made some heroic save and rescued you from that chimera?” I asked.  
 
    Queen Frami shrugged her shoulders and looked with her one eye at the hovels and huts that we passed. 
 
    “A person’s own pride cannot stand in the way of the pride and care that they feel for their country, and that goes triple for a monarch, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “If you saving my life—twice, no less!—helps keep this fracturing land together for the little while longer, then it’s a damned small price to pay.” 
 
    We rode along in silence for a little longer. The kids had been left behind, quickly becoming bored of their sport or else being called back by their parents or masters. 
 
    “You’re a good ruler, Queen Frami,” I said, breaking the silence without even meaning to utter the words. They were true words though, the kind that deserve to be spoken aloud. 
 
    The Queen snorted. “Met many monarchs, have you, Mike?” she growled gruffly. 
 
    “Nah,” I said, “but I’d never met a dragon before I came face-to-face with Gharmon over there, but you know what, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “What’s that, Mike?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “I still recognized one when I saw it.” 
 
    We rounded the final turn in the road that led from the center of Hrímdale to the outer walls. The gate through which we had first entered the Vetruscan capital, and through which we would be leaving it, was already ajar. 
 
    At first, I thought the gate guards wanted to expedite our exit. As we drew closer though, I noticed a heated debate taking place at the open entrance. 
 
    A troop of about a dozen guards were blocking the way, milling around, rattling their swords in their sheaths.  
 
    “What in all the hells is going on here?” the Queen growled, her thick brows descending like twin swords of Damocles. 
 
    As we got within hearing range, one of the gate guards turned and saw that we were approaching. With a look that was two parts apprehension and one part relief mixed on her face, the guard hurried over and saluted Queen Frami. 
 
    “Well?” the Queen said at once. She didn’t look overly impressed. “What damned pigfuckery is going on here? Speak quickly!” 
 
     “Uh, there are - there are strangers, Your Majesty,” the guard said. “Strangers wanting to gain entrance to the town.” 
 
    Queen Frami blinked. Orka let loose a dull growl that seemed to stretch on for ages. The big bear might have been a moody bastard, but he sure had a set of lungs on him. When the growl had subsided, the guard elaborated without prompting. 
 
    “Dragonmancers, Your Majesty!” she said, trying to get the words out in double time, so that they almost ended up tripping over one another in their haste to get past her lips. 
 
    Queen Frami looked at me. “Were you expecting anyone, Mike Noctis?” 
 
    In turn, I looked behind me and exchanged meaningful glances with Elenari and Saya. Both my wives shook their heads. 
 
    “No, Your Majesty,” I said. “We weren’t expecting anyone.” 
 
    The Queen considered for a second or two, while the indistinct arguing from behind the gate continued unabated. Then, she raised her voice to say, “Open the gate!” 
 
    “But, Your Majesty—” the guardswoman standing in front of us started to protest. 
 
    Queen Frami gave the guard one of those particularly regal glowers that all kings and queens had tucked away in their facial expression arsenal for such occasions. It was the one that said, “I’m the fucking King / Queen so whatever you were about to say it might be best to shelve it for the time being. Perhaps up your ass.” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” she said brusquely. 
 
    The guard paled a shade and then hurried off to help her fellows with opening the gate.  
 
    “Am I sure?” the Queen muttered. “Course, I’m damn well sure.” 
 
    I was interested in finding out who these dragonmancers were. We had had no word from the Drako Academy, the Overseer, or General Shiloh at Galipolas Mountain since we had arrived. 
 
    The gate opened slowly, as the men and women who had been guarding and arguing over it shoved it open. 
 
    And there, standing on the other side of the portal, were three figures. One of them, dressed in all blue, blue-skinned, and with blue hair, was Penelope. Next to her, flanking her like a couple of guards themselves, were Ashrin and Jazmyn. 
 
    The Queen had Orka push unceremoniously through the pack of milling Vetruscan guards.  
 
    “Ladies!” I said, grinning down at the three female dragonmancers from the back of Pan. “I think it’s safe to say that we weren’t expecting to see you here this morning.” 
 
    Penelope, Ashrin, and Jazmyn all nodded in return. Penelope’s gaze was locked on me, and I could tell that the Knowledge Sprite was simply bursting to tell me something. 
 
    There was no prize for being able to guess what that thing might be. Penelope was the exact same size as she always had been, which told me that she had birthed the latest dragonling. 
 
    I gave her a small thumbs up and an encouraging smile. The Librarian beamed back at me, but she did not launch into an explanation as to why the three dragonmancers had turned up unexpectedly. Penelope was a stickler for rules and protocol, and I knew that she was waiting for either Jazmyn or Ashrin to start talking, as they were the senior dragonmancers. 
 
    Hell, they weren’t just senior to Penelope, Ash, and Jaz were senior to all but ten other dragonmancers on active duty in the whole of the Mystocean Empire. They were members of the Empress’ Twelve. As such, they must have had one hell of a reason for coming all the way out here. 
 
    Jazmyn looked over at the guards seething behind us. She nodded, clearly unimpressed with all the posturing. “Who took a shit in their breakfast, aye?” 
 
    “I think, Jaz, that would be you three turning up unannounced,” I said helpfully. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis is right,” Queen Frami said, with a soft barking chuckle. “When he and his companions turned up at my gates, they were expected. That was the sole reason that stopped my guards from stripping them and searching every crevice until satisfied that they were not spies.” 
 
    Penelope blushed at this, but Ashrin and Jazmyn appeared unmoved. 
 
    “We could not send word of our coming, Your Majesty,” Ash said in her calm, assertive voice. “Due to the rebels that are massing in the countryside around Hrímdale, sending a messenger might have proved problematic. The news we bear is of a sensitive nature.” 
 
    At the mention of the rebels, Queen Frami’s face had once again clouded over. 
 
    “What do you know of the insurgents?” she asked snappily. “What news do you bear?” 
 
    It was then that I noticed that the all-black, carapace-looking armor that Jazmyn and Ashrin habitually wore was shinier than I remembered. They took a couple of steps toward the Queen, where she was mounted on her bear, and I caught the metallic tang of blood. 
 
    A lot of blood. 
 
    Ashrin and Jaz were covered in it. 
 
    “We did not know much about the insurgents when we set out, Your Majesty,” Ashrin replied, her voice not quavering one iota, “but now…” 
 
    “Now, we’re much better acquainted with the bastards,” Jaz said. She spat sideways. “I’ll be picking bits of them out of my hair for bloody days.” 
 
    Queen Frami looked at the women intently. With a snarling command, she bade all the jabbering guards to shut up and be about their business. She slid nimbly down from Orka’s back, ruffled the great war-bear’s ears absentmindedly, and then addressed Ashrin and Jazmyn. 
 
    “Now,” she said, “please tell me all. You encountered rebel forces. Were there many of them? I have many scouts out patrolling the lands hereabouts, but due to the adverse weather conditions, I have had less reports back than I should have.” 
 
    Jazmyn gave a little guffaw of dry laughter. Ashrin shook her head gravely. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Ash said, “we came across a sizable force of rebels—both run-of-the-mill soldiery and bearmancers—a couple of nights ago. We decimated them, routing their camp and slaying all that we encountered, but not before we did a bit of reconnaissance.” 
 
    “Many of your scouts have been hunted down and rounded up and put to death, Your Majesty,” Penelope said in a small, shy voice. “We overheard talk that pockets of rebels, most of them numbering in the thousands, have been roving through your lands under the cover of night and waylaying your scouts. Those captured were tortured for information.” 
 
    “Information?” the Queen asked. “What kind of information?” 
 
    “The kind that is valuable, Your Majesty,” Jaz said. “The kind of information that’s valuable to disgruntled people, who might, say, want you off the throne. The sort of information that revolves around troop numbers, weapon stash locations, scout and sentry patrol routes, weak spots in defenses, possible leverage over guard captains and city officials. That sort of thing.” 
 
    The Queen’s single eye was boring into Jaz. Jaz seemed quite unmoved by the attention. She ran a hand through her ash-colored hair, which was speckled liberally with blood and looked at the Queen. 
 
    “It’s why we’re here, Your Majesty,” she said. “Partly, at least.” 
 
    “The Overseer instructed us to accompany our fellow dragonmancer here,” Ash said, gesturing to Penelope who shuffled her feet awkwardly, “and also offer our services to you and the Vetruscan Kingdom.” 
 
    “Your services?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “We are two of the Twelve, Your Majesty,” Ash said simply. “Our Overseer told us that you were a canny ruler, and that you would know what that meant.” 
 
    Queen Frami looked the two dragonmancers up and down. Then she looked out over the moorland that stretched out around us. I imagined that she was picturing hordes of rebels crossing the windswept ground. 
 
    “I know what it means,” she said shortly. “But what makes your Overseer think that I will not be able to crush these agitators myself, hm?” 
 
    Jaz tucked her thumbs into the red sash that she wore around her waist, reminding me of a gunslinger in some spaghetti western. 
 
    “The Overseer’s mind ain’t a book that is open to the likes of us, Your Majesty,” she said. “She simply told us that your lands were in turmoil. She then instructed us to bring Penelope to your door and, on the way, use our discretion to analyze the state of things.” 
 
    Queen Frami snorted, but there was a shadow of worry moving behind the eye that was not covered with a patch. 
 
    “And?” she grunted. “What say you two of the Twelve?” 
 
    Ashrin puffed out her cheeks and ran her tongue across her teeth. 
 
    “Whatever doubts or fears you might have been harboring about these rebels, Your Majesty,” she said, “I think you have been underestimating them.” 
 
    “Underestimating them?” the Queen said in a low and dangerous voice. “They are bearmancers who once fought for me. Soldiers and archers and trackers and engineers that used to fight for me. Trust me when I say that I cannot underestimate their skills.” 
 
    “Not their skills, Your Majesty,” Penelope said in a shy squeak. “It is their numbers that you may have underestimated.” 
 
    Jazmyn and Ashrin both nodded, backing Pen up.  
 
    “Trouble is brewing, you can bet your Etherstone on that,” Queen Frami replied, grinding what sounded like every tooth in her head. “But you can rest assured that I plan on rooting out the insurrectionists. For now, though, I have a promise to keep. I want to send Mike here, and his fine companions, on their way.” 
 
    “That’s very noble of you, Your Majesty, and we know Dragonmancer Noctis’ mission,” Ashrin said. “If I might just beg for a few more moments of your time, Jazmyn and I can tell you what we discovered at the rebel camp.” 
 
    Queen Frami cast me a look and then nodded, motioning that Jazmyn and Ashrin should follow her. 
 
    As soon as the trio had passed out of earshot, I got down from Pan, put him back in his crystal, and approached Penelope. 
 
    “Well?” I asked her excitedly. “How are you, Pen? Is everything okay? With the dragonling?” 
 
    At the mention of the dragonling, Penelope’s face glowed with pride and unbridled parental love. 
 
    “Oh, Mike,” she said, “you should see it! The Etherstone you left me worked like a charm, everything went as smoothly as it possibly could have done, I’m sure.” 
 
    “And?” I said, caught up in the rush of the Knowledge Sprite’s enthusiasm. “What kind of dragon is it? Actually, tell me whether it’s male or female. And does it have a name?” 
 
    Penelope laughed at me and put her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “So many questions!” she said, her blue-on-blue eyes twinkling happily. “Usually that’s me.” 
 
    “Come on and fill me in, then!” I urged. 
 
    Penelope pulled me a little distance away from the others, reached into one of the many pockets of her blue Librarian's robes, and extricated the Etherstone that I had given her before I left the Galipolas camp. She’d had it fastened in a web of silver and hung from a short chain that might have been a bracelet. The stone glowed now. As she pressed it into my hand, I felt the warm life pulsing within it. 
 
    “Who are you?” I murmured at the crystal in my hand. 
 
    In answer, a tendril of thought snaked out from it and connected with my mind. I gasped, awareness flooding through me as, for the very first time, I met… 
 
    “My mother named me Cyan,” said a smooth, dangerous feminine voice in my head. 
 
    I blinked rapidly a few times, trying to not get overwhelmed by the rush of emotions and personality that this fresh link with my latest dragon child had opened up. It had been the same with my other offspring, that sensation, and was like nothing I had ever come across on Earth before. 
 
    On Earth, when you had kids, I imagined that you got to know them as slowly, or as quickly, as their personalities developed. With dragonlings, you were caught in the deluge of thoughts, dreams, needs, desires, likes, dislikes and questions that comprised their minds. It was like meeting someone and instantly knowing everything about them, like swallowing their Facebook page with your brain—only on an intensely intimate level. Not only that, but you were aware that you were sharing every part of yourself with them too. 
 
    “Cyan,” I said, scrunching up my eyes to try and clear my head of the whirling mass of information. “I’m sorry, I just - Whenever I have joined with a dragon, with one of the dragonlings that I have sired, the bond has never been so forceful. Never been so... detailed.” 
 
    The flutter of Cyan’s laughter traveled though my reeling mind like a butterfly. 
 
    “That’s because I am your first daughter, Dad,” she said. “Don’t you know that the female of the species is more deadly than the male. And more intelligent.” 
 
    I gave my head a shake and managed to gain control of my own brain. I grinned. “I’m not sure about that. All I know is what I’ve learned in my limited life experience.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Cyan asked. Her voice, the voice in my head, was quick and clever. Bright as sunlight on water, and just as fast moving. 
 
    “Males are like their plumbing, you know; pretty simple, with only the occasional surprise. Women on the other hand, well… they’re complicated.” 
 
    “Gross, Dad,” Cyan said, while Wayne, Garth, and Pan all let loose idiotic internal snorts of delight at that mature analogy. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I was a little addled there. And what sort of dragon are you, Cyan.” 
 
    “A Faerie Dragon,” Cyan replied promptly. 
 
    “May I see you?” I asked. 
 
    Instantly, Cyan, the first female dragon that I had fathered, came into being. 
 
    As far as dragons went, Cyan was small and dainty and feminine. She gave that impression anyway. In reality, she was twenty feet of opalescent shimmering scales, tipped with bowie knife claws and teeth that looked like they could go through mail or plate without so much as chipping. Cyan was not just a single color, but a whole host. The glitter of her scales reminded me of the pearlescent sheen of the kind of car that you might see in the latest Fast & Furious movie. She had glittering, insect-like wings. They were very similar to the wings that Penelope had folded on her back in front of me. The eyes regarding me were a pale pink and had slitted pupils the color of abalone. 
 
    “Isn’t she gorgeous?” Penelope said in a breathy voice stuffed to bursting with motherly pride.  
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Cyan was a stunning example of a dragon. She was the sort of dragon that kids might draw if they were asked to picture one. 
 
    “Mike!” a voice called from behind me. 
 
    I pulled my eyes away from the latest addition to my family and saw that Hana was coming toward us slowly, sitting atop Bearne. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re ready to go,” the Vetruscan woman told me. “The Queen just wants to say a few words before we set off.” 
 
    “Will you be riding Cyan?” I asked Penelope. 
 
    “No, I’ll be riding Glizbe,” she replied, referring to her Rooster Dragon. 
 
    I nodded and went to hand Cyan’s crystal back to the Knowledge Sprite, but she shook her head. 
 
    “She is your responsibility now, Mike,” she told me gravely, but with a sweet smile. “You’ve kept all the other dragonlings safe so far. I have no reason to doubt that you’ll keep Cyan safe too.” 
 
    I leaned in and gave Pen a fierce kiss on the mouth. Then, I fastened the silver chain that held Cyan’s crystal to my sword belt and slipped the dangling stone into my pocket. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, assuming the mantle of expedition leader once more, “it’s time for us to go.” 
 
    Penelope and I walked back over to where the other dragonmancers were waiting, following Hana and her bear. 
 
    “Is she coming with us?” Penelope asked gesturing at Hana. 
 
    I nodded and smiled. “Yes, she is. Hana’s going to be our guide. We can rely on her. You can trust me on that.” 
 
    Cyan followed along behind us for a little while before, at my insistence, she vanished back into her crystal. 
 
    “Are you two coming with us?” I asked Jaz and Ashrin as they wandered back over from their private conference with Queen Frami. 
 
    I was wanted the two formidable warriors to be a part of the company heading through the Fey Pass. The Queen had said that there were numerous dangers in the north, including giants, trolls, and no small number of monsters. Having Ash and Jazmyn along would only aid our chances in finding the relic.  
 
    Jazmyn, however, crushed those hopes of mine with a single shake of her head. 
 
    “Afraid not, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “No,” Ashrin said, giving me a friendly punch on the arm. “No, we are going to head back to Hrímdale with the Queen here. The Overseer left it up to us to evaluate the threat on the Vetruscan Kingdom posed by these renegade bearmancers.” 
 
    “And you’ve found the threat to be real?” I asked. 
 
    “You can bet that fuckin’ sweet little rear end of yours the threat is real,” Jazmyn said. “The Overseer, not in so many words mind, is keen to present the heart of Queen Frami’s enemies to her. As taking down rogue mancers is somewhat of a specialty of ours, we’ll be staying behind and helping the Vetruscans take care of the insurrectionists. Not going to be much fun for you lot if you find that fuckin’ relic you’re going after only to come back to a Kingdom in flames.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I said as I summoned Pan from his crystal. 
 
    “A very fair point, in my opinion,” the Queen said drily. 
 
    The dreadlocked woman mounted her bear and looked down at me where I stood with my feet on the ground, having yet to climb onto Pan’s back. From where I stood, she looked even more like the female version of Odin, the Allfather, than she ever had done. 
 
    “Take care of my ward, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said seriously. “Take care of Hana, as I know she will take care of you.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “I think it wouldn’t be remiss of me to say that Hana is more than capable of taking care of herself, Your Majesty,” I replied, “but I’ll try and make sure that she doesn’t have to waste her time and energy pulling my ass out of a crevice or something.” 
 
    The Queen laughed, a rumbling chuckle that sounded like thunder and the growl of a bear all at once. 
 
    “Well, see that you do,” she said. She looked over at Hana. 
 
    Hana sat atop Bearne, her furred hood thrown back to reveal her chiseled jaw, glittering piercings, and deep, dark eyes. 
 
    “Do not worry about me, Your Majesty,” she said with an unsmiling sincerity. “Concentrate only on keeping our lands free of the rebels while we are away.” 
 
    “I hope that the dragonmancer can hold up his end of the bargain,” the Queen said. 
 
    Hana hit me with a quick, keen glance. Her eyes flicked from me to Saya to Elenari. A fleeting grin lit her features. 
 
    “He will, Your Majesty,” she said. “He is a warrior who can hold his own.” 
 
    “Very good,” said the Queen. “And just remember: once you are beyond the Fey Pass, take nothing for granted, and take nothing at face value.” 
 
    Hana smiled again, but there was no humor in it. “That would be hard, Your Majesty. For little of what lies beyond the Fey Pass has been seen for millennia. There are rumors of things there, of course. Scouts have sometimes brought back reports over the years of things that have lain dormant since the beginning of time stirring there. Foul things that are better left to their own devices. Creatures that we might recognize from our most portentous and direful sagas.” 
 
    “Sounds like your typical dragonmancer day at work,” Saya said ironically.  
 
    “I only hope that we can find what we seek,” Hana continued, “and then get back south as quick as my bear and the dragons can go.” 
 
    I mounted Pan and gazed around at the assembled company. At Elenari, Saya, Renji, Penelope, Tamsin, and Hana. Seven of us.  
 
    “We should get moving,” I said. “It’s always hard to get to the end of something if you drag your feet starting it.” 
 
    The Queen nodded and raised her hand. 
 
    “Good luck,” she said, her eyes on Hana. “Good luck to all of you. May you find what you seek.” 
 
    With that, she and her guard turned away and headed back through the gate. The gate swung slowly shut and thudded closed with a dull boom behind them. 
 
    I cast an eye over my shoulder and saw that Will was still floating just behind me, bobbing at the small of my back like some sort of ghostly terrier. 
 
    “You hear that, pal?” I whispered as Hana led the way north, out into the lonesome moorland. “May we find what we seek. No pressure.” 
 
    Will said nothing. Showed how smart the little guy was. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Fey Pass. 
 
    To be precise, the northern end, and the pinnacle, of the Fey Pass. 
 
    It had taken us all day to reach it, traveling up from the moorland below and trudging through the boggy mires that lay like a repulsive skin disease at the feet of the mountains.  
 
    Technically, this was all Queen Frami’s land, but just what you could do with such a place was beyond me. It was the cold that would hinder any permanent habitation. Snow had pelted us for the past two hours while we struggled up the steep incline of the pass. 
 
    It was the very epitome of Vetrusca up here. The Vetruscan Kingdom distilled down into its savage, untamable, beautifully unforgiving essence. 
 
    I had never thought dragons would do well in our current environment. The mountains were, traditionally and according to the myths and legends and fairy stories that I had consumed during my American childhood, the home of yetis and abominable snowmen and other hairy creatures of that ilk. Dragons lived under mountains. 
 
    Just went to show, I supposed, how deeply steeped in bullshit those Earthling legends could be. 
 
    Pan and the rest of his species had made their way as easily as anything might be expected to make its way through four feet of unbroken snow. The constant furnace-like heat that burned within them helped not just to keep them warm, but to melt their way through the icy drifts of snow. 
 
    Hana was in the lead, sitting atop her bear and guiding us carefully through the snowbanks. Bearne had no trouble with the conditions. His thick gray fur was coated in frost and snow, but he would simply shake it off every now and again. His enormous paws he used as shovels to burrow his way through the snow, pushing a hundred pounds of snow aside with every swipe. 
 
    “We’ll stop here for just a moment!” Hana yelled at the top of her voice so that we could hear over the howling wind and the swirling snow. “I just need to try and pick us a route down this side. There are two ways through the pass. There is one that is used by all who come through here. It is the safer route, though it is far from safe. The other way I don’t know much about. Few go down there and, of them, only a few return to tell of it.” 
 
    “What’s so bad about that way?” Saya called, pulling her hood tighter around her face. 
 
    Hana made a movement that might have been a shrug, although it was hard to tell under the multiple layers of clothing and the massive fur coat. 
 
    “The last traveler to come back alive after venturing down the lesser-known path was back in my grandmother’s day,” she replied. “The tale goes that this woman emerged from the southern end of the Fey Pass and was found by hunters. She was raving with cold—her brain turned to ice. All she ever talked of until the end of her days was a castle of white in a world of white, guarded by a beast of burning white.” 
 
    “Sounds… fucking vague!” Tamsin said through a mouthful of snow that had just hit her in the face. 
 
    “The pale place became a myth in my time,” Hana continued. “One of those places that parents tell their children they’ll be carried off to if they misbehave or don’t do their chores.” 
 
    “It’s immaterial,” Renji bellowed, her slow, calm voice seeming to penetrate the wind better than the rest of us. “We will not take the second way. Not if it can be helped.” 
 
    Hana shook her head. “Do not wander,” she ordered, in a commanding tone that carried more than a little of Queen Frami in it. “This blizzard is building. I can feel it in my blood. It tingles. The last thing that we need is for one of us to be separated and lost out here.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “This weather is not natural,” I think she added, though I was only reading her lips due to the wind that whisked the words right out of her mouth and carried them far away. 
 
    While Hana surveyed the long, snowy slope directly below us, I gazed out over the valley. 
 
    A vast and icy vista spread out below us. The land was mostly white, of course, but there was plenty of dark green forest out there too. Icy rivers sparkled like discarded silver threads, and undulating white hills were illuminated by the hazy sun that sat in the sky, veiled by white clouds. How the rivers still ran in this cold baffled me, before I realized that they must be able to carry on running through force alone. 
 
    A touch on my arm brought me back to the present.  
 
    “Come on, Mike,” Elenari said to me over the screaming roar of the wind. “Hana said we have to move on before we get snowed in to some dead end somewhere. The key is to keep moving.” 
 
    “She’s made up her mind about which direction we have to go in?” I asked. 
 
    Elenari nodded and began forcing her way back through the snow, which was already closing over the tracks she had made walking to me. 
 
    “I’m glad she knows the way,” I muttered as I followed to where Pan waited patiently for me. “Because I doubt we’re going to be able to see what way is down and what way is up pretty soon.” 
 
    It wasn’t hyperbole either. The snow had redoubled its assault on us, and I could see why Hana was so intent to move down toward the plain—if that was her plan. 
 
    We set off down the mountain slope in single file. I didn’t bother to look for landmarks. All my trust was in Hana, although I was skeptical that anyone could see anything in this sort of blizzard. The air was thick with white, to the point where I could only just make out Bearne pushing through the snow ahead of me. 
 
    After what felt like ten hours, we rounded a great outthrust arm of rock. The storm suddenly abated a little, as if we had stepped through a curtain. The snow was still falling, but it wasn’t being pushed violently into our eyes and faces like it had been before. That, I perceived, was because the wind had died or was now being blocked by the great bastion of rock that we had just rounded. 
 
    In the relative silence, Hana’s voice was clearly audible when she spoke. 
 
    “I have been deceived by this malignant snowstorm. We have been misled.” Her voice was bitter, shaking with anger and not with cold. “A castle of white in a world of white, guarded by a beast of burning white.” 
 
    All seven of us looked down at the natural shoot that ran down below us. About three hundred yards down the narrow gully was an ancient-looking castle constructed of white stone or snow, built into one of the outthrust arms of the mountain we were traversing. Crumbling turrets, splitting walls, and a shattered portcullis were all in evidence, but they were all secondary. 
 
    Chained to one of the crumbling towers was a great wild dragon of glossy, pearlescent white. 
 
    “A castle of white in a world of white, guarded by a beast of burning white,” Hana said, repeating her words. 
 
    “That’s. . . that’s a Frost Dragon,” Penelope said as she stared at the wild dragon chained to the tower. 
 
    We were all staring down at the sight when Will suddenly bobbed off the back of Pan and headed toward the castle and the dragon. He was glowing brightly. Excitedly. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, “I think that we’re actually heading in the right direction.” 
 
    “The relic?” Renji asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You don’t think we should head back?” Hana asked me. 
 
    As if in answer to her words, the snow and the rock beneath us began to quiver. Icicles the size of men began to rain down from the heights above. A distant roaring, like the sound of some monstrous incoming tide, filled the air. 
 
    “I don’t think back is an option,” I said, adrenaline flooding my body. 
 
    Hana’s head perked up, like a rabbit that senses a fox approaching. She took a breath. 
 
    “Avalanche!” she screamed. “Run! Make for the castle!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take to the air!” I yelled.  
 
    The others didn’t wait around to voice questions or make objections. A million tons of snow and ice coming toward you with the speed of a diving Peregrine Falcon really makes you focus on what’s important and worth taking the time to say.  
 
    As Tamsin, Elenari, Saya, Penelope, and Renji all took to the air, I looked around to try and find Hana. She was the only one of us who couldn’t just fly above the oncoming wall of snow and ice. 
 
    “Shit!” I said again to myself, seeing the fleeing bearmancer heading hell for leather toward the ruined castle. Bearne was making incredible speed through the heavy snow, his massive paws acting like snowshoes so that, even with his impressive bulk, he was already halfway there. 
 
    The war-bear was making good speed all right, but he still wasn’t going to make it. He and Hana were going to get wiped out.  
 
    I looked behind me and saw that the avalanche was almost upon us. The others were clear, but Hana… 
 
    “Shit!” I said again. It was turning out to be a shitty kind of morning. 
 
    Pan boosted into the air when the avalanche ripped by underneath us like some mammoth, furious ice-snake. It was carrying trees as long as semis as easily as if they were matchsticks. Boulders the size of family SUVs rolled along on its edges, looking like they weighed as little as marbles. 
 
    I only spared the incredible sight a second’s glance, although I could have watched it for hours. 
 
    “Go, Pan!” I yelled and pointed.  
 
    Moving with a speed that had me gripping his flanks with my thighs, Pan took off like lightning—moving with the speed of a storm, like a Tempest Dragon should. 
 
    Goddamn, but that avalanche was moving. Even with Pan flying at full tilt, it somehow felt that we were moving as slowly as cream rising on buttermilk. We managed to reach Bearne and Hana just behind the avalanche, and I thought that all we had accomplished was getting ourselves front row seats to watch their demise. 
 
    Then, just as the word ‘shit’ was tickling the back of my throat once more, Bearne launched his giant furry ass into the air and somehow landed on the foremost slab of the avalanche. 
 
    The war-bear, with Hana balanced on his back like some crazy gymnast or motocross rider, jumped unerringly from snow slab to boulder to ice sheet, even as the avalanche continued to plow down the mountain side toward the castle. How the hell the big bear was managing this incredible feat I had no idea, but the fact remained that he was doing the equivalent of keeping his and Hana’s heads above water, even as the avalanche began to slow its pace. 
 
    As neat a trick as it was, Bearne could not keep it up forever. He was slowing, falling deeper into the roiling mess of ice and snow below him. 
 
    I made my move. Pan dived. 
 
    “Jump and grab my hand, Hana!” I cried as Pan went whizzing down toward the bearmancer. 
 
    Showing commendable faith in me, Hana crouched and sprang high into the air. 
 
    It was not a moment too soon. 
 
    A grinding iceberg-sized block of snow was flipped up out of the slowing avalanche and toppled over, right toward where Bearne was going to inevitably have to jump to next. 
 
    Hana stretched out her hand, legs pumping as she fought to gain purchase on the snow-filled air. 
 
    Pan executed a pinpoint inversion in midair, turning upside down with the alacrity and agility of a F-35. Relying only on my dragonmancer strength and reflexes to stop me tumbling into the churning mass of snowy death below, I stretched my arms out and caught hold of the flailing hand of the bearmancer. 
 
    “Go!” I hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Very good, Father,” Pan replied in my head. 
 
    Pan went. 
 
    He shot toward the shelter of the castle, rolling back up the right way as he went. Hana, still clutching my hand, was catapulted up and around and landed snuggly behind me. Will, who had still been riding along at the small of my back and was not susceptible, apparently, to such paltry things like the laws of physics, bobbed backward a little so that the bearmancer didn’t sit on him. 
 
    As we flew like the breeze out of the immediate killzone of the avalanche, I looked down and saw Bearne vanish just as the massive iceberg toppled over and punched into the mountainside. 
 
    “Bearne…” I began to say. 
 
    Hana held up her hand and showed me the glowing crystal fastened around her wrist. 
 
    I breathed out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Well, thank fuck for that!” I said, leaning down to pat Pan thankfully on the neck. “Great job, kid,” I said to him. 
 
    Pan said nothing, but the blazing warmth of his pride filled a part of my head and my heart. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you,” I said, turning my head a little so that I could speak to Hana, “that little situation got me sweating a little.” 
 
    “You were worried you wouldn’t make it?” Hana asked me. 
 
    “I was worried you wouldn’t make it,” I replied.  
 
    Hana might have been about to reply, but at that moment, because the universe can be a real, dark-humored son of a bitch sometimes, a burst of icy projectiles sprayed like tracer fire from off to our left and Pan was forced to do some evasive maneuvers. 
 
    The whirling combination of the snow falling from the sky and the icy dust from the avalanche was hard to see through, distorting the world around us. The sun had managed to poke through the cloud, and its light turned the swirling ice crystals into countless minute mirrors. The sound of the dying avalanche made it impossible to hear anything else. 
 
    “What the fuck was that, Pan?” I asked the Tempest Dragon. 
 
    “I’m - I’m not sure, Father,” Pan replied, in his thoughtful, polite voice that reminded me of Noctis. “If I had to guess I would say—” 
 
    “Drakes!” Hana cried, gripping at my right arm. 
 
    Pan barrel-rolled in the air again, avoiding another spray of icy projectiles that hissed passed us like a swarm of crossbow bolts. 
 
    “Out of the fucking frying pan,” I muttered. 
 
    “And into the fire!” Hana finished. 
 
    Pan rolled and weaved through the air. Now that the avalanche had come to rest at the base of the Frost Dragon-topped castle, it was getting easier to hear and see what was going on around us. 
 
    A flash of red and yellow whisked past me: Tamsin on the back of Fyzos. 
 
    “Where are the others?” I called to her as she wheeled her mount to come back toward me. 
 
    “Scattered around the place, I think,” the hobgoblin called back. “Mike there are—” 
 
    Fyzos let out a roar as a stream of the ice crystals sprayed out of the snowy mists and peppered his armored flank. The frosty bolts pinged and rattled off his scales harmlessly, but a bolt perforated one of his black wings. 
 
    With a shriek, a wild drake, much smaller than our dragons but still about as big as a deer, dropped out of the frigid fog and attacked. 
 
    It might have been smaller than Fyzos or Pan, but the creature had a serious set of cojones on it. It was the whitish-brown color of slushy snow, with bulbous blue eyes and a long snout like that of a gharial—one of those fish-eating crocodiles. Instead of scales, its skin more closely resembled that of a sea lion’s; sleek and tightly furred, all the better for insulating it and allowing it to move with ease through the snow while hunting. 
 
    Fyzos retaliated with a burst of almost invisible, pale yellow fire which didn’t burn the drake but instead punched it from the air. It was flung from its course and smashed into an outcrop of rock in an explosion of ice and stone chips. 
 
    Before any backslapping could take place, there was a wailing chorus of shrieks from all around. 
 
    “Oh good,” Tamsin said, bearing her teeth in a snarl, “here comes the rest of the family.” 
 
    The drakes came chattering out of the misty blizzard that shrouded us like a horde of reptilian locusts. There were dozens of the things—scores of them. They emerged shrieking and slavering and shooting out strings of icy bolts, heedless of hitting their own kind in their keenness to blast us out of the air so that they could feed on us. 
 
    “Break!” I yelled. Pan banked sharply away from Tamsin and Fyzos even as the Force Dragon let loose with one of his sonic roars and burst apart two drakes that had gotten too close. 
 
    Pan was confronted by a handful of the psychotic creatures as he dived and he unloaded a blast of fire—a bright red beam that would have been used to dissect James Bond by one of his villainous foes—which pulverized an entire clump of the smaller creatures, spreading globules of frazzled meat in all directions like bloody confetti. 
 
    I moved up onto the neck of my Tempest Dragon like a surfer hops up on their board when catching a wave, struck by a sudden blood lust and a burning desire to destroy these drakes so that we could get on with our damned mission. We needed to end this and end it quickly. 
 
    “Mike!” Hana gasped. “Mike, what are you doing?” 
 
    There was very little going in our favor at that moment in time. The abandoned wintery castle with its accompanying wild dragon was likely where the relic was hidden. The weather was about as grim and intent on murdering us as any weather I had ever encountered and now. And we were being waylaid by a horde of ravenous mountain drakes. 
 
    “I’m fucking taking these little assholes down,” I growled to myself. 
 
    Pulling my dagger from my sword belt, I swept it upward as a drake shot past just above us. The drake looked like it was targeting Renji, who I saw out of the corner of my eye lopping apart the smaller beats with her broad-headed war-axe. 
 
    My dagger slit the drake from gullet to groin, and its guts rained down to the snow below. Many of its fellow drakes dropped down to feast on the still steaming entrails, giving me and my fellow dragonmancers a little more space to get our shit together. 
 
    I couldn’t see what my friends were doing, or how they were faring. Judging by the blood and bodies of the drakes that were lying thicker and thicker on the snow below, they were holding their own just fine. 
 
    Deep blue flame burst out of the murk like a withering mushroom. So, Penelope and Glizbe were nearby. The charred bodies of a bunch of drakes tumbled out of the air, broken and twisted by the intensity of the Rooster Dragon fire. 
 
    I figured this job called for Noctis, so I dispelled Pan and summoned my Onyx Dragon. There was a moment of disconcerting weightlessness while neither Pan nor Noctis were supporting Hana, Will, and me before Noctis solidified seamlessly under us. 
 
    Just as the change occurred, an electric thrill ran through my body. I was dimly aware of Pan crowing with elation from somewhere in the depths of my mind. 
 
    It was a slot opening up, I realized. A new slot in Pan’s crystal itinerary. For the briefest moment, I wondered what it might be and whether or not it might be able to help us win this unexpected battle, but then the present kicked in and I had to shove such speculations from my mind. 
 
    “Hey, bud,” I said to Noctis, “how about you cook these fools? I think it’s time we all came in out of the snow.” 
 
    Noctis snarled, snapped his wings into a sharper, more attacking formation, and then dove into the nearest cluster of drakes. 
 
    Drakes died left, right, and center as Noctis slashed with his claws and ripped with his teeth. Dark drake blood was splashed across the rocks, random limbs tumbled down and stained the snow below a festive pink color. He banked sharply in mid-air so that a hail of ice bolts fired from a trio of drakes rattled harmlessly off his underside, then turned the would-be attackers to charcoal with a stream of rippling fire from his nostrils. 
 
    The air was filled with the shrieks and keening wails of the hunting drakes, with the war cries of the dragonmancers and the furious roars of the dragons. 
 
    It was complete mayhem. There was the flashing light of the different colored dragon fires, the booming roar of the dragons themselves, the snow in my eyes, and the constant wind gusts that blew powdered ice off the crags all around us and set rainbows to blooming.  
 
    I sat, crouched and balanced on my haunches on Noctis’ back, occasionally having to grab a wing joint to stop myself from being thrown into the void, and slashed at any drake that came within range. 
 
    Behind me, hanging onto my sword belt as much to keep herself steady as to stop me from falling off Noctis’ back, Hana acted as my RIO—the Goose to my Maverick, if you will—and spotted targets for me. 
 
    “Left high!” she yelled, and I swung upward with my dagger, blindly, bracing my arm against the juddering impact as my long knife sliced into a drake and sent it corkscrewing out of the sky. 
 
    Blood, fire, and snow. 
 
    Snow, fire, and blood. 
 
    Time dissolved. I caught only sporadic flashes of my friends as the world tipped and reeled around Noctis, Hana, Will, and me. Blood fountained into the air, splashing Noctis’ flanks, bathing my gauntleted hands. My dagger plunged left and right, upward and occasionally downward. 
 
    Noctis and I, under Hana’s helpful guidance, slaughtered those fucking drakes until our muscles burned, but still they came. Even Will played his insubstantial part by glowing so brightly when four drakes piled onto Noctis’ tale that he stunned two of them long enough for Hana to behead them with a single swing of her sword. The other two fled with squawks of terror. 
 
    I cut one drake out of the air, booted away another that had latched itself onto the hem of my fur coat, and then reached around and crushed the skull of a third that had almost landed in Hana’s lap when she was not expecting it. 
 
    While I looked around, with an animal snarl of challenge on my lips and retribution burning in my eyes, I felt another one of those burning tingles pass through my frontal lobe. 
 
    “That was a new slot opening up for me, Mike,” Noctis told me. 
 
    I didn’t answer that, instead slashing at another drake as it zipped past. I missed, but with a deft flick of her wrist, Hana managed to fell the beefy little beast with a throwing knife through the eye.  
 
    That precipitated a lull in the attack on us. Noctis used the time to circle low, scanning for any sign that any of our friends had fallen to the deluge of smaller wild dragons. 
 
    “Go high. Noctis, go high,” I urged the Onyx Dragon. “Let’s get up there and then work our way down, frying any leftover drakes on the way down. Turn some nice wide circles.” 
 
    Noctis shot heavenward, his wings beating and pulling at the air. 
 
    We passed drakes flying hither and thither as we soared upward. Noctis made a swipe at some of the creatures that got too close, but mostly he ignored the ice bolts fired our way, preferring to weave his way out of range or else let them shatter harmlessly along his scaly sides. 
 
    I was expecting us to pop out into something that might have passed for cleaner, less snow-filled air, but that was wishful thinking. The impression was that we were in the middle of some unnatural localized storm that stretched up the edge of space. Whatever was causing it wasn’t about to make things easier for us by allowing us to fly out of it to get a better view. 
 
    “All right, all right,” I muttered, searching for any sign of my friends. “Where the hell is everyone? Is everyone okay? Hana, can you spot any—” 
 
    A scrum of drakes, gnashing their sharp little teeth in my face, crashed into me as one entity. A couple of the icy missiles grazed my forehead. I felt hot breath on the back of my neck, smelled the putrid stench of rotting meat coming from the maws of the creatures closest to me. Overwhelmed by the sheer weight of numbers, I was piled off the back of Noctis before anyone could react and toppled into the void. 
 
    As I fell, I saw that more drakes had congregated on Noctis and Hana. Will was flashing from dark to bright in an effort to scare them away, but it was having little effect. It seemed that the drakes were fueled by a mad desire to feed on all this fresh meat suddenly available to them and nothing was going to get in their way. 
 
    Hana was slashing and swinging and stabbing at the drakes, while Noctis was twisting and snapping in midair, all the while trying to stay airborne. 
 
    And then I was tumbling through the snowy sky. 
 
    Holy hell, that was a surreal moment. Made all the more intense by the fact that I had no point of reference to gauge which way was up, where the mountains were, where the lethal ground was rushing at me from. All was white and rushing wind. 
 
    And there was light too, and I perceived that Will was hurtling through the air with me. 
 
    “Mike,” Noctis said to me. Miraculously, his telepathic voice inside my head was as calm as it ever was. He sounded as stressed as your average rock. 
 
    “What?” I yelled, trying to tap into that calmness. 
 
    “The new slot, it’s the Wing slot,” Noctis said. 
 
    And I got it. He needed to say no more. 
 
    “But what about Hana?” I asked, flipping over and narrowly avoiding a ledge that flashed past me. “As soon as I activate the Wing slot, you’ll vanish and she’ll fall.” 
 
    “Give me two seconds to communicate with Gharmon, I’ll have her lock onto my mana signature and come and pick Hana up.” 
 
    “Two seconds?” I asked, wondering if the next thing that went through my head was going to be some sort of rock or block of ice. 
 
    There was an excruciating pause and then Noctis said, “Now.” 
 
    I activated the Wing slot. 
 
    The sensation of my wings unfolding could probably best be described as a stretching of muscles—muscles that I didn't know I had. If I’d had the time to think about it at all, I might have thought that sprouting wings would painful. In actual fact, the experience was almost pleasant. 
 
    The obsidian, glass-like wings sprouted from my back in a heartbeat, pulsing with Noctis’ mana. It was a case, thank the gods, where no instructions were required. As soon as they were open, the wings felt as comfortable and familiar as my own arms and legs. I righted myself in the air with about as much thought as you might catch yourself stepping off an unexpected curb. It was all reflex. It was all natural. It was fucking epic. Within moments, I was flying like an avenging archangel amongst the tiny hostile wild dragons, stabbing and slicing at them as I went. 
 
    With my Leg Slot free, I summoned Cyan into being. The Faerie Dragon, my latest addition, appeared in the blink of an eye. She flew beside me, her insect-like wings beating so rapidly that they were but a blur.  
 
    “What would you like me to do, father?” she asked.  
 
    “Roast some drakes,” I replied.  
 
    In response, Cyan zipped through the air and blasted a cloud of drakes with her dragonfire. It was unlike any dragonfire I had seen thus far: an arching beam with all the colors of the rainbow. When this strange colorful concoction struck the drakes, it settled on them in a multitude of colors and stuck to them like sticky sap. Unable to keep their wings from flapping, they fell from the sky, tumbling to their deaths. 
 
    “Nice!” I said, but before I could join my dragon daughter in a little game of drake annihilation, Will the wisp had appeared in front of me. He pulsated urgently and, somehow, I got the impression that he wished me to follow him, and quickly. 
 
    “Lead the way, Will,” I said. I smiled with adrenaline-fueled delight as I flapped my way through the storm, leaving Cyan to continue her game so she could gain some experience.  
 
    I followed the wisp, dodging past drakes and my fellow dragonmancers, who did doubletakes as I flew by them. 
 
    The wisp led me through the gradually slackening blizzard to the base of a tower, leaning haphazardly against a crumbling section of wall. 
 
    The wisp circled the tower base for a few moments in the manner of a dog snuffling around to try and pick up a scent. Upon catching whatever he was searching for, Will began to move up the side of the tower. I followed, having to flap my wings rapidly so that I didn’t lose momentum and fall out of the air. 
 
    The two of us made it to the top of the tower, and I landed on the parapet, which disintegrated under my weight and fell down into the snow below. 
 
    “Is it close, buddy?” I asked. “Come on, if we can find this relic now, then we can get out of here before we have to face that freaking Frost Dragon. I don’t mind letting a sleeping dragon lie, even if it might not be sleeping per se.” 
 
    Speaking of the dragon, I took the opportunity to have a quick look around. There was nothing. No sign of anything long, scaly, and with a penchant for barbecuing people who pissed it off. 
 
    I focused my attention back on the wisp. Will was floating in circles, circles that were slowly but surely closing in on a parapet wall to my left. His ghostly form bobbed closer and closer to the mound of snow that heaped up against the parapet, the light from his translucent body becoming brighter and more concentrated as he zoned in on the spot. 
 
    “X marks the spot, do you reckon, Will?” I asked, striding over once the wisp had narrowed his focus to a two-yard square patch of snow. 
 
    Will flared in affirmation. 
 
    “Good enough for me,” I said and started digging. I was half tempted to use my Forcewave spell to blast the snow out of the way, but that would have been clumsy. If there was anything under the thick layer of snow, if the relic was down there, then I risked blowing that over the parapet too. 
 
    While I was digging, Saya landed nearby. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. “Is that - Are you looking for the relic that we’ve been sent for?” 
 
    I nodded as I continued burrowing through the mound of snow. 
 
    Saya didn’t ask any questions. She simply came over and began helping me dig. 
 
    The rest of the gang landed in dribs and drabs while we worked, drawn to the spot, maybe, by Will’s pulsating light. 
 
    After only a few minutes of scrabbling around in the snow, with my fingers growing a little numb and clumsy, Saya suddenly called my name. Excitement etched her voice. 
 
    “Have you got it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got... something,” she replied. 
 
    The rest of the company gathered around. Above us, lost in the cloud and frigid mist, we could hear the drakes calling and shrieking to one another. They were still up there, circling like waiting sharks, but for some reason, they didn’t dive down on us. Cyan appeared at my side, and I nodded proudly before I returned her to her crystal home.  
 
    Saya tossed the ice-encrusted object she was holding over to me, and I caught it. 
 
    It was… 
 
    Shit, it was hard to know exactly what the hell it was. It might have been mechanical, but then again, it might have been a single solid object. There was something definitely man-made about it, and it gleamed with a vaguely metallic sheen. It was waxy to the touch and reminded me of a miniaturized gearbox. Edges of what looked like cogs protruded through slots rimmed with gold, but there were also inlaid segments of dark wood. 
 
    Something in my psyche opened. It was almost like I had stumbled across a sudden understanding, an answer, to a riddle that I hadn’t even realized I had been puzzling over. I felt an unexplained happiness mingled with relief. 
 
    “This is it, ladies,” I said, in a voice dripping with excitement. “We’ve only gone and done it! Will’s only gone and delivered the goods first crack out of the damn box!” 
 
    But no one, I saw when I looked up, was listening to me.  
 
    From out of the mists that swirled apart like the ethereal curtain on some huge stage, the Frost Dragon emerged. 
 
    “Ah,” I said.  
 
    Renji and Saya were closest to the beast and were standing very still. They watched the dragon as it slowly uncoiled itself from where it had been lounging like a monstrous cat against one of the opposite battlements, where it had made a nest in the snow. 
 
    I decided to follow suit, as did Hana, Elenari, Penelope, and Tamsin. 
 
    I’d had cause to tread carefully around firearms when back on earth, but I had never trod more carefully than when I stood face-to-face with that loaded wild dragon. 
 
    The wild dragon was as long as two buses. Easily. It was, as I had already observed, a beautiful white color. Now that I saw it closer, and without my eyes being clouded by awe or the storm that eddied around us, I could see that it looked a little old, a little faded, a little dirty. Set against the backdrop of fresh fallen snow and white marble, it looked far less clean and crisp a white as it might have ordinarily done. Its eyes were completely black, except for the silver vertical pupils that were glued on our company of seven. 
 
    Even as it concentrated on us, the rumble in its chest began to rise, morphing from curiosity, to anger at having its territory encroached on, to outright rage that prey would have the gall to hang around and stare at it. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, not taking my eyes from the dragon, but gently pulling Saya and Renji behind me. “How about you get out of here? Clean up the rest of the drakes so that we don’t have to worry about getting an ice crystal barb through the back of the neck when we least expect it, yeah?” 
 
    As I moved forward, trying to take the attention off my friends, I accessed, quite unintentionally, the new slot that had been opened for Pan. It was Weapon Slot A. 
 
    A badass warhammer, flickering with crackling blue lightning appeared in my hand. 
 
    “Stormhammer,” Pan said in the back of mind, and I knew that he was reading the description from the crystal itinerary, “a one-handed warhammer that causes localized lightning strikes when you strike an enemy.” 
 
    “Let’s hope I get the chance to test it out, huh?” I said. 
 
    I offered her a smile, and she nodded at me as she took the device, her expression grave. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Mike?” Hana asked me, her voice taut with apprehension.  
 
    I waved the flickering, crackling Stormhammer backward and forward. The silvery white and black lighting that licked and coiled around the haft of the weapon and jumped playfully up to the beautiful head made the snowflakes that landed on it spit and sizzle. The Frost Dragon’s eyes were glued on the warhammer, though whether that was because it was the only thing on the top of the turret that was moving or because it could sense the power of another dragon within it, I couldn’t say. 
 
    “What am I going to do?” I asked, moving slowly toward the Frost Dragon, the hand that was not holding the Stormhammer brushing the parapet to my left. “I’m going to distract this thing so that we can get on with the job!” 
 
    The tension between the Frost Dragon and I built with every step that I took toward it. Then, when all that tension was bound to unleash with the next step, I scooched down, picked up a handful of snow, and threw it at the dragon. 
 
    That was it. That was all it took to bring down a good few tons of fire breathing fury on my head. 
 
    The dragon belched a streaming cloud of ice crystals, very much like the kind the drakes had produced. However, where the drakes had only been firing a dozen or so crystals at a time, the Frost Dragon let loose a deluge of hundreds and hundreds of the missiles. 
 
    They chewed up the stone work between it and me, sending chunks of mortar flying in the same way machine gun fire would. 
 
    In answer, I threw myself over the side of the low parapet and, for the second time in less than half an hour, found myself falling earthward. 
 
    Only this time, of course, I was equipped with wings. 
 
    The Frost Dragon lurched after me and flung itself into space, snapping open crystal-clear wings in a shower of icy shards. The six women threw themselves to the deck as the great creature lumbered past, intent on me as its prize. 
 
    My wings buzzed into life when I was about twenty feet from the ground, and I shot off across the tundra. The dragon followed, spewing ice crystals in my wake and churning up the snow behind me so that it fountained upward and obscured me from its view. 
 
    We played cat and mouse for a time, while I tried to figure out how the hell I was going to take this thing down. It looked old, tatty, and derelict, but it was still a fucking dragon.  
 
    The snowy peaks disintegrated and shattered around me as the Frost Dragon fired burst after burst of its icy breath at me. Rocks and snow disintegrated all around me, ice sheared away from the mountainsides under the dragon’s onslaught. 
 
    I tried to distract the massive beast by skewering it with some bolts from my repeating crossbow, trading it in for the Stormhammer. The bolts found their marks, striking the Frost Dragon square in the head, but the magical quarrels simply ricocheted straight off the beast’s slick, icy scales. 
 
    Then, abruptly, the dragon pursuing me pulled up into a frost fog bank and vanished. 
 
    The Stormhammer appeared in my hands once more. I gripped the haft of the weapon tightly, my eyes scanning all around. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you just g—” I started to mutter to myself.  
 
    The dragon appeared out of the clouds and swept its tail sideways. It missed me, thanks to some dexterous flying on my part, but caught an unlucky drake in the chest. The smaller dragon was flung through the air and crashed into a small snowdrift that exploded in a pretty puff of white and arterial red. 
 
    The Frost Dragon roared in frustration and rage. It spewed out another burst of ice shards, but its shot went high due to me going low. The shards struck a boulder, causing it to explode, sending earthen shrapnel everywhere. 
 
    Seeking cover, looking for just a few seconds to gather my wits, I zipped through a collection of naturally occurring rock columns that stood up like fingers from the snowy slope.  
 
    Deciding to test whether this relic was the real deal, I attempted to transfer Noctis into my Right Arm slot. There was a mental click, and my wings were still working as they should. I lifted my right hand and conjured a Shadow Sphere.  
 
    And in that single moment, I understood the power I now wielded. I could use Noctis in two slots at once. I then placed him inside my Chest slot, and the Onyx Armor rippled into being, its shiny black plates enveloping my body. It seemed that this relic allowed me to use three slots at once. At least. I grinned as realization settled in my mind.  
 
    I was a fucking god among mancers. 
 
    The dragon appeared again, and I tossed the Shadow Sphere at it. The ball of Chaos Magic zoomed toward the dragon but was easily dodged. The sphere crashed into a rock column, vanishing it in a puff of smoke and sending snow tumbling down. I swallowed. I didn’t want to create another avalanche, so I’d hold off on casting any more Shadow Spheres just yet. 
 
    “Father!” came the voice of Pan from out of my mind. “Father, use the Stormhammer. It is a powerful tool! Channel my mana into it!” he insisted, his voice urgent. 
 
    “How much?” I asked. 
 
    “All of it! Dig deep!” 
 
    There was a huge crash of cascading rock and an acerbic hiss from the Frost Dragon as it burst through the fingers of rock that I had just weaved through. The impact sent pillars toppling, crashing away down the mountainside and out of sight. 
 
    The Frost Dragon suddenly filled all my vision. It was like coming face-to-face with an IMAX screen. 
 
    I raised the Stormhammer high, reached deep down into Pan’s reserves, and opened the conduit that would allow me to use the mana that was native to him. Lightning danced and jumped across the hammer’s head, down the handle and along my arm. I felt the hairs on my arm stirring, felt my heart pick up its pace as it was suddenly flooded with the power of the storm. 
 
    “I guess you haven’t heard of me,” I growled through gritted teeth as the Frost Dragon flew toward me, the light of victory in its eyes. “Allow me to enlighten you.” 
 
    I dodged to the side as the Frost Dragon’s jaws closed on the empty air that I had so recently been hovering in, rising up a touch and swinging the hammer up and over my shoulder. I brought the hammer down with as much force as I had in my human body, with as much power as I had been given through my dragon bond. 
 
    The hammer’s head struck the Frost Dragon right between the eyes with an impact that sounded like a single booming crack of thunder. One lonely, concentrated lightning bolt, pure white and blue, dropped from storm-tossed clouds above and made contact exactly where the Stormhammer hit. 
 
    There was a flash and a small cloud of black smoke. 
 
    The Frost Dragon stopped in midair, like it had just run into a girder. Its expression was still furious, but somewhere, in the very depths of its eyes, there was a modicum of surprise too. 
 
    It dropped out of the sky like a train into a gorge in one of those Western movies. It plummeted down, turning slightly as it went and smashed into the snowy slope below. Its wings, its beautiful icy wings, shattered on impact. Its long neck was bent backward at an obscene angle.  
 
    The dragon’s massive corpse flopped and rolled a few times down the mountain slope until it was arrested by a scattered collection of boulders. 
 
    Then all was still. 
 
    Even the weather seemed to relax. The wind ceased its relentless gusting. The snow eased, becoming less like the snow you’d expect to find in the Antarctic at wintertime and more like the snow you might see inside of a snow globe. 
 
    I hung, hovering in the air, looking from the Stormhammer thrumming in my hands to where the dragon had fallen. I knew that I could gather dragondust from wild dragons, but there was no way I’d risk going down there to get it. I would have just have hope that what we currently had back at the Galipolas camp would be enough. Either that, or we could organize someone to come up here and harvest the dragondust from the Frost Dragon’s corpse. I didn’t like their chances, though.  
 
    “Mike! Mike!” 
 
    I pulled my gaze away from the devastation of the mountainside, noting that there were dozens and dozens of smaller corpses lying everywhere; those of the drakes. It was Elenari, rushing up from the castle toward me on the back of Gharmon. I could make her out quite clearly now. Could make out the castle itself and the rest of the crew gathered at a doorway set into the tower’s roof. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, somewhat dazed by the sudden quiet and calm more than the fight with the wild dragon. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’ve got to come quickly, before more drakes come,” Elenari said. 
 
    I looked around at the craggy heights surrounding us. I couldn’t see any more drakes. The survivors had fled after the fall of the Frost Dragon and the subsequent clearing of the weather, but they could always come back.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The castle was eerily calm and quiet on the inside. Once we had gone further into the main body of the massive white stone building, past the broken exterior walls and into the cavernous rooms beyond, the howling din of the merciless wind almost totally disappeared. 
 
    “What’s with this stone?” I asked, reaching out a hand to brush my fingertips across the smooth white rock that comprised the entire building. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Renji asked me in a muted voice. 
 
    I gestured around us. “There are no windows. It should be pitch dark in here—or pretty close to. The light is emanating from out of the stone itself.” 
 
    It was true. The light was soft and subtle, and my eyes hadn’t needed to adjust at all, even after stepping out of the flat, snowy glare from outside. 
 
    “Deep magic. Intrinsic, I think, to the stone,” Penelope whispered by my side. She ran her blue hand gently across the surface of the stone, like a blind person reading braille. 
 
    I noticed how everyone, myself included, was speaking in a hushed voice. The kind of tone that one usually reserved for libraries or hospitals or churches. I wondered about this. Was it because it was so quiet in here? Was it because we didn’t know what might be lurking around the corner? Or was it because, somewhere in a deeper subconscious, something told us that we were standing in and about to explore some holy place? 
 
    I gave my head a little shake. This was no time for a philosophical bit of introspection on the human condition. Making a mental adjustment, I conjured the Chaos Spear into my hand; Noctis’ power selected in Weapon Slot A. The thrum of the Onyx Dragon’s mana in my hand and the flickering black and silver of the flames running along the spear shaft were a comfort to me in that weird place. 
 
    “Any reason why we should go poking around down here?” Tamsin asked. The hobgoblin’s voice was taut with tension. 
 
    “Any reason why we shouldn’t?” I asked in return. “We found one relic here. Maybe there’s more?”  
 
    Tamsin flashed me one of her very white, very sharp smiles. As was often the case, there was very little humor in it, and what humor was present was black humor. The special variety that people who spend a lot of time in life-threatening situations learn to see in things that ordinarily wouldn’t be funny at all. 
 
    “You already have the relic that we came for, yes?” she asked me. 
 
    I nodded and patted the pocket of my breeches, where the strange little doohickey that might have been man-made or might have been organic resided. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got it,” I said. “Everything okay with you?” 
 
    Tamsin shrugged. I could picture how her lithesome body would be moving under the thick fur coat that she wore. As it was, due to the thickness of the clothing that we were all obliged to wear, I barely saw that she moved at all. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, “it’s just that there’s some... threat here. Some shadow that lies on this place. An uneasiness that sets my teeth on edge.” She bared her pointed predator’s teeth to emphasize her point. 
 
    “I feel it too,” Hana said. Now that we were out of the weather, the Vetruscan had cast back her fur-edged hood to reveal her shaved head. She was glancing around the massive, bare room, wearing a slight frown. “This place is shrouded in the memories of dark deeds, I think, although I can’t put my finger on why I feel like this.” 
 
    “Are we tempting fate by exploring here, do you think?” Elenari asked. “Now that we have the relic, should we not be heading back to Hrímdale?” 
 
    “We’re dragonmancers,” I said, “tempting fate, pushing the envelope, blazing the trail etcetera etcetera, is what we do.” 
 
    In truth, I had only been half listening to the conversation. Most of attention had been fixed on the little glowing spectral figure of Will. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp had been bobbing around the vast hall. He reminded me so much of some breed of ghostly dog that I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I watched him. 
 
    There were multiple doors leading out of the chamber, leading off to only the gods knew where. Will had drifted casually from one to another, but now he stood at an ornate double door, carved out of the same stone that made up the rest of the structure. He had stopped there, as still as could be, but now began to pulsate steadily with a faint blue light. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I knew, or how Will did it, but I couldn’t help but interpret that color and that rate of pulsation as being the visual equivalent of curiosity, or a golden retriever standing with its tail out dead straight and one foreleg off the ground. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, not taking my eyes off the wisp, “I think we should go and take a little look this way.” 
 
    I set off across the preternaturally quiet floor of the blank chamber. My booted feet echoed loudly on the stone floor, the last of the snow that I had dragged in from outside falling away from my boots and the hem of my long fur coat. 
 
    Will bobbed up and down a couple of times, showing every sign that us following him was what he had always wanted out of life, and nosed ahead, slipping through the open double door. 
 
    The door was open, but only a little. Since it was carved out of solid stone, I had been prepared to exert a bit of force getting it open. However, when I set my hand to the hefty double doors, they swung backward as if they were on oiled hinges. So unexpected was this that I stumbled backward into Saya. 
 
    “Did you bring a hip flask of General Shiloh’s Hangman and not tell us, Mike?” Saya said, giving me a little squeeze as she helped me right herself. 
 
    “Gods, a drop of that potent shit would go down a treat right now, wouldn’t it?” I said back. 
 
    Saya snorted. “Might warm the cockles a little bit.” 
 
    I looked up at the heavy stone door that reached almost to the ceiling. I pushed and pulled it back and forth a couple of times, marveling at how light the mechanism that hinged it made the door feel. 
 
    “Hell of a bit of craftsmanship right there,” I said. 
 
    Saya nodded. “Yeah, a little uncanny too if you ask me. You’d expect a place that hasn’t been entered for who knows how long to be a little crustier, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, uncanny is right,” I said. 
 
    I led the way after Will. The others followed, treading softly, with the eagle-eyed Tamsin bringing up the rear. Her spear too was in her hand. It had not been a second before, so I assumed that her dragon, Fyzos, was now occupying her Weapon Slot A. 
 
    Will led us unhesitatingly through a series of corridors, all of which were lit by the same constant, unwavering internal light. It unnerved me a little because the light cast no shadows. 
 
    “There’s nothing to really show what this place was or why it was built,” Elenari said, her voice echoing strangely in the hallway that we were making our way down. 
 
    “There’s nothing left to show what this place was or why it was built,” Penelope corrected her gently. “Who knows, it might have been cleared out when whoever, or whatever, dwelled in took its leave.” 
 
    There was a soft scrape of metal on leather as Saya pulled free a dagger, at the same time as Hana loosened her sword in its sheath. 
 
    Will, oblivious to the unease creeping over the company, continued bobbing ahead of us. I took heart in the little guy’s pleasant nature and followed close behind him. 
 
    In all honesty, the quiet and the emptiness was getting to me a little bit too, but I did my best to hide that fact. No one had designated me as the head of this expedition, but I figured a leader should act like he knew what was going on, even if he was just as clueless as the next person. 
 
    We continued, taking more lefts than rights, working our way deeper into the heart of the castle. 
 
    Finally, we came to Will’s destination. It was a corridor wide and tall enough for a Titan-sized dragon to stroll down as easy as pie. 
 
    Here, unlike any hall we had traveled down so far, there were great, detailed frescos carved into the ceilings and walls. They depicted all sorts of creatures fighting and warring with one another. Most of these giant creatures were topped with little figures riding between their shoulders, brandishing swords and axes and flails. 
 
    Will was waiting patiently for us at another set of double doors. These ones were far bigger than any doors we had yet seen and must have weighed a couple of tons each if they’d been laid on a set of scales big enough for the task. 
 
    Hesitating just long enough to press my ear to the crack but hearing nothing, I set my palms to the cool, glowing stone and gave them a hearty shove. They swung wide, just as easily as the other set, fluid and precise. 
 
    I stepped into the room beyond, Will at my heels. 
 
    It was a humongous, echoing space, with the same pervasive light shining from walls and ceiling and floor. 
 
    There were effigies and statues of all kinds of beasts, monsters, and mythical creatures dotted around the hall. Giant slabs of basalt, granite, sandstone, feldspar, calcite, and other rocks that I couldn’t hope to identify sculpted into the shapes of brutal, beautiful critters. The statues were the only things in that ginormous vestibule not carved out of white marble. They were so realistic, so detailed and gorgeously fashioned, that I would not have been surprised to see them breathing. The eyes of each of the huge representations were sparkling black gemstones. 
 
    “What the hell…?” Saya said. It was, I was positive, the question on the tip of everyone else’s tongue.  
 
    “Statues. Effigies,” Elenari said. 
 
    “Idols,” Penelope said slowly. “They are representing different magical monsters, of course,” she continued in a ruminant voice. “And, I believe, that they are the various kind of monsters that mancers can bond with.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” I asked.  
 
    “It is a place of worship,” Penelope said. “A temple. These creatures can be found throughout our world, yet they are sculpted here with obvious reverence. Combined with the etched murals outside in that oversized corridor, I would say that these monsters were of special significance to whoever it was that used to dwell in this place.” 
 
    Monsters. Significance. Those words alone were enough to send just the slightest tremor of apprehension trickling down my spine. 
 
    We walked carefully and cautiously. We spread out, moving like a team of SEALs through the hall; spaced far enough apart to make killing all of us at once quite hard, yet close enough so that we could help each other out if we were attacked. 
 
    Will was hanging at my heel now, no longer leading but following along like a hound. He had brought us this far and would narrow the search no more. I didn’t know what we were looking for, if anything, but there had to be something here the wisp wanted us to see. 
 
    “Mike! You might want to come over here and see this!” Penelope called out from over near a wall on the other side of the hall. Her voice rebounded off the carved pillars that held up the roof. 
 
    I hurried over, while the rest of the company continued to spread out and explore the hall of effigies.  
 
    I saw straight away what Penelope had wanted to draw my attention to. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, “is that what I think it is?” 
 
    As well as the statues, against this far wall, there were also large deposited piles of pearlescent powder. Decent-sized mounds that were, perhaps, big enough to fill your average wheelbarrow with. 
 
    “That’s - that’s dragondust, right?” I asked Penelope. 
 
    I took a closer look at the dust and noticed that there were subtle differences in the sheen and coarseness of each pile. Some had the consistency of coffee-grounds while other piles were more like sand or powdered sugar. Some piles had a slight red luster to them, others pink, others blue, others green, others yellow. 
 
    “I think that it is dragondust—or at least a substance very much akin to dragondust,” the Knowledge Sprite replied. “If you want my initial opinion, one that is not founded in research of any kind, then I would say that it’s clear that these piles of dust were once magical creatures of various kinds.” 
 
    “You mean that, like the dragon outside, these creatures actually inhabited this place?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope nodded slowly. “That would be my initial assessment, yes.” 
 
    “What, so there were bears here too?” 
 
    “Not just bears I don’t think,” Penelope said. “All sorts of creatures. All the statues that we see here are possibly representatives of the beasts that were once living at this temple. There is a great world outside the confines of the Mystocean Empire, and many mancers other than those who ride dragons or bears.” 
 
    I looked around at the statues of the phoenix, merlion, hippogriffs, and basilisks. I tried to imagine all these beasts living in the equivalent of a mythical creatures’ fraternity house. It really did stretch the mind—and my mind was one that had grown rather elastic over the past few months. 
 
    “So, this place once held many monsters,” Elenari said, coming over to join in the conversation. “Unlike the Bronze Citadel, which only houses wild dragons—so far as we know—this great, ancient temple once held all kinds of wild monsters?” 
 
    Penelope nodded once more, looking surprisingly somber. 
 
    “All of which are now, apparently, dead,” she said. 
 
    “Would snorting that dust, from the different creatures, have the same rejuvenating effect on my seed as dragondust?” I asked the Knowledge Sprite. 
 
    Pen shrugged. “I simply have no idea,” she replied. “It would be just as easy to hypothesize that it would as it would to guess that it wouldn’t.” 
 
    Not exactly helpful and, if life in that fantastical world had taught me one thing, it was that rashness in battle is one thing, but rashness when it comes to ingesting something into your body is quite another. 
 
    “There’s something you should see,” Hana said, appearing at my shoulder. “Runes.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure what I could do with runes, but I nodded all the same.  
 
    “Sure. I’ll check them out.” I turned to Elenari. “Why don’t you take a sample from each of these piles? Maybe the Lorekeepers will be able to figure out if they’re useful.”  
 
    Elenari nodded. “A great idea.” 
 
    Penelope and I followed Hana through the collection of statues to a wall where a large block of text took up pride of place. Hard lines cut into hard stone. 
 
    Despite the rustic nature of the runes, there was something about them that I found fundamentally beautiful. I imagined it would be like staring at prehistoric cave paintings—the first recognized form of ‘art’ of our species.  
 
    As incredible as it might have been, it was all ancient Egyptian to me, if I was being honest. The runes looked like all the other runes that I had ever seen in my life: straight lines that looked awesome in their blocky, savage way, but might have been spelling out the date of the end of the world or simply the grocery list for some old civilization. 
 
    “You can read this?” I asked Hana. 
 
    The bearmancer waggled her hand from side to side in the universal sign of someone who isn’t willing to bet the bank on something. 
 
    “I can read the broad general meaning, I believe,” the Vetruscan said. “I can puzzle out what the primary message is. Although the subtleties, the details, of what is written escapes me.” 
 
    I looked sideways at Penelope. Naturally, the Knowledge Sprite was gazing up at the wall of lettering with a fixed and avid look on her face, her all-blue eyes skimming carefully backward and forward. 
 
    I went to ask her a question, but the blue-skinned beauty preempted me with a finger held aloft, which made me close my mouth again. After about thirty seconds, Pen dropped her gaze and regarded me. Her mouth was a thin, thoughtful line. Her brow was puckered with consternation. 
 
    “I’m guessing that it’s not some sort of love letter? Or a bawdy song or limerick of some description?” I quipped, trying to lighten the somber mood that was falling over Penelope like a raincloud. “You know the type I mean, Pen; There once was a young sailor named Bates, who could dance the fandango on skates. But a fall on his cutlass had rendered him nutless, and practically useless on dates.” 
 
    Hana shot me a look that was at once exasperated and, at the same time, amused.  
 
    Penelope simply shook her head and said, “No. No, there’s no limerick here. No limerick, or any other kind of poetry for that matter, more’s the pity.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Hana said. 
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope shook her head, as if she couldn’t really believe what she was reading. “It's a dense and archaic text. And I only recognize the language because of some light reading that I skimmed through a few weeks before we headed to the Galipolas camp.” 
 
    “It’s something to do with the Shadow Nations, no?” Hana said. 
 
    Penelope nodded her head slowly, as if she was unwilling to admit such a thing could be true. 
 
    “It turns out that this temple that we’re standing in,” she said, running her eyes over the beginnings of the text once more, “was the birthplace of a religion or a cult or a sect of some kind that brought all the Shadow Nations together. There must, if I’m interpreting this correctly, have once been a whole host of smaller nations that were brought together in this place and where the Shadow Nations, as we know them, were formed.” 
 
    I looked around us at the fairly pristine hall. It was basically empty, so far as I could see, except for all the statues, obviously. There wasn’t really anything that would have pointed to this place being the must-visit destination for the Shadow Nations. Somewhere like that, I thought, would have been all far gloomier and more ominous and fucking subterranean, surely? That the who’s who of bad guys got together in this well-lit, spacious temple on top of a mountain didn’t really gel with my preconceived notions of how baddies acted. 
 
    I was on the verge of pointing this out when Penelope, who had been doggedly reading through the rest of the dense block of runes, said, “Whoa! Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! There’s more here. Much more!” 
 
    “What is it?” Hana asked. “What information is up there?” 
 
    Penelope was mouthing the words as she read them, almost reading aloud. It was evident to me that she was doing her best not to misinterpret what was carved into the wall. 
 
    “Okay…” she said after a few more seconds. “Okay…” Her eyes started darting about at the base of the wall, looking for something. Something specific.  
 
    “Okay what?” I asked. 
 
    I appreciated that Penelope was, basically, the brains of our operation—no surprise there, what with her being a Knowledge Sprite and all. Gods though, I got more than a little frustrated when people went off half-cocked and didn’t explain the mental revelation they were having as they were having them. 
 
    “In the top line of the text,” Penelope said, “there is mention of a special tomb.” 
 
    “A tomb?” Hana asked. “As in a place where someone or something is buried?” 
 
    Penelope shook her head, her blue hair flying around her face. “Sorry, I meant a tome,” she corrected herself. “My apologies. Like I said, this text, these runes, are very archaic and confusing. Many of the words have double meanings or triple meanings. 
 
    “A tome? A book?” I pressed, trying to keep the Knowledge Sprite’s mind on track. 
 
    “Yes,” Penelope said. “The text states that there should be—ah!” 
 
    She had been fiddling around at the base of the wall on which the runes were carved. There was a dull click, and a compartment in the white stone opened out. Penelope, showing little concern for any boobytraps that might be waiting for the incautious hand, reached into the hidden alcove and pulled out a slim, but dusty, book. 
 
    “More of a journal of some kind than a tome,” Hana commented. 
 
    The book looked old, but it was quite thin. When Penelope opened it, there were words written in crimson ink by a steady neat hand. 
 
    “Surely, isn’t blood?” Hana asked, looking at the cursive script. 
 
    “Nah, that’s not blood,” I said at once. “That’s red ink, I’d say.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Blood would dry as brown,” I said simply. 
 
    Penelope flicked through the thin tome. There was very little written in it, most of the pages blank. She stopped at a heavily decorated page and scanned through it with her finger. 
 
    “Well?” Hana asked impatiently. 
 
    “It will take more study,” Penelope said, “but it looks to me like this mentions some place called the Fateseeker’s Cavern.” 
 
    I looked at Hana, hoping that the name would ring some bell or other, but the Vetruscan’s face looked just as perplexed as mine felt. 
 
    “Is that here?” I asked the Knowledge Sprite. “Is that what this temple was called?” 
 
    Penelope cleared her throat. There was definitely a little sigh of resignation in there too. 
 
    “No,” she said, “it appears that this Fateseeker’s Cavern is found within the Subterranean. This little book mentions that there is a ‘contrivance’, to be found there. I assume that this contrivance is similar to the relic that you have in your pocket, Mike, because it is described as ‘holding power the likes of which the foe can only guess at. Power that can shape a mancer to become a weapon of unexampled valiance.’” 
 
    “Keep a good hold of that tome, Pen,” I said. “And keep slogging your way through the rest of that text up there, if you can. Hana you stay here and watch her back.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Hana asked me as Penelope craned her head up and began reading the runes on the wall. 
 
    “I’m going to find our wisp,” I said. “I’ve just realized that that floating magic detector of ours has vanished.” 
 
    I walked away, weaving my way through the statues, looking up at them as I passed and trying to identify the different creatures. 
 
    Could it be true? Could all those mythical beasts have been under this one roof? And, if they had been, what had been the reason for it? 
 
    I wandered through the collection of statues, softly calling out Will’s name. I had no way of knowing whether Will had some other name before we met him in the Subterranean Realms, but he had been responding to Will ever since I had started calling him that, so that’s what we used. As I searched for the wisp, I couldn’t help but wish that there might be some way that we could find to communicate with him—or her. Will was obviously smart, and he had one hell of a nose for sniffing out the rare and highly sought after. 
 
    I found the helpful little fellow over in one corner, doing the ghostly equivalent of snuffling about with his nose to the floor. 
 
    “What have you found now, Will, huh?” I asked. “This place is a fucking treasure trove, and we wouldn’t have really found it, if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    Will glowed in what I took to be a satisfied manner, then he zoomed around in a circle over one particular spot. Kneeling down, I saw that the clever little guy had found a loose tile, or else it was another hidden little nook. 
 
    Pulling free my belt knife, I knelt down and jimmied up the loose slab a bit, got my fingers underneath it, and heaved it up. The slab was a lot thicker and bigger than I had first anticipated. It was covered with a light dusting of grit and dust, which had concealed how far back it ran toward the wall. If it hadn’t been for my dragon-enhanced strength, I doubted I’d have been able to lift it unaided. The damned thing must have weighed all of four-hundred pounds. Maybe a little more. 
 
    Happily, I was a dragonmancer, and was able to pull the slab aside without so much as breaking a sweat. 
 
    “Will,” I said, looking down into the shallow depression under the slab, “we’re going to have to get you a raise.” 
 
    Will blinked slowly at me, the light he was giving off tinged slightly with a sickly green. 
 
    “They’re not even paying you?” I said in mock outrage. “Shit, that’s unbelievable. You’re going to want to get onto your employee rights, you know? See the Department of Labor, or whoever it is that you have to see. In the meantime, I’ll put some of this aside for you!” 
 
    I reached into the shallow hole and pulled out eight small bars of gold. I wasn’t sure what they would have been worth on Earth, but gold was gold, and I wasn’t in any sort of position to turn my nose up at eight bars of the stuff. What was more, nestled between a couple of the bars, was a diamond as big as a quail’s egg. 
 
    “Shit, I wonder what Big Greasy would give me for that?” I said softly, grinning as I imagined the avaricious smile that would no doubt have almost split the gnoll merchant’s head in half.  
 
    I pocketed the contents of the hole, but as I extracted the last couple of bars from the floor, I saw Will flashing in the corner of my eye, trying to get my attention. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    The wisp floated over the now empty hole. 
 
    “I got the treasure, man,” I said, “and I thank you very much for the tip-off. I promise, as soon as I find out what it is that you like or need, I will get some of it for you. Now, though, we better be getting back to the others.” 
 
    The wisp continued to hover over the hole, flashing sporadically, with a growing sense of urgency. 
 
    I frowned. “There’s more?” 
 
    One long, deep flash of warm yellow. 
 
    I reached back into the hole, feeling gingerly around with light fingers. There was a thick layer of dust down there. Cold dust. Brushing this aside, my hand closed on something rough and palm-sized. 
 
    “What do we have here?” I said, pulling out my hand. 
 
    It was an Etherstone. A goddamn Etherstone. Just lying there in the ground, and now safe in my hand. A dull yellow in color, almost the same shade of yellow as an egg yolk.  
 
    “Is this what you could feel, not the gold?” I asked.  
 
    Will flashed the affirmative. 
 
    “Definitely need a raise,” I muttered affectionately to the little glowing specter, “let’s get back to the others.” 
 
    The others were grouped together next to the wall where Penelope was still pouring over the runes. 
 
    “Did anyone find anything?” I asked as I approached. 
 
    “Nothing,” Saya said. 
 
    “Double nothing,” Tamsin agreed. 
 
    “Just statues and dust,” Elenari said. 
 
    “What about you, Mike?” Renji asked. 
 
    I held up my hand, showing them the dull yellow Etherstone. 
 
    “I found one of these,” I said. “Although, I should say that Will did. He’s a nosey little bastard, but boy does he find some goodies!” 
 
    Will flashed happily. 
 
    Renji, reaching out a long arm, snatched the stone from my hand and shoved it deep into one of the pockets of her fur coat. 
 
    “I believe this is mine,” she said in a good-natured voice, which was loaded with innuendo and the promise of very good things to come. 
 
    I laughed along with the women, but I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Hana looked a little put out by Renji’s forthrightness. 
 
    It seemed that she had wanted the Etherstone to go to her, which I totally understood. I was sure that Hana liked me just fine—more than liked me, if I knew anything about the fairer sex or anything about the sex that we had enjoyed just before we left on this mission. I figured though that Hana would be dwelling on what it might mean for her, and the Vetruscan Kingdom, if she was on the receiving end of some of my loaded super-swimmers. It would be her child—whatever that offspring might turn out to be—that would be the hope of her people. 
 
    Penelope called our attention back to the runes, saying that she had discovered something else in the harsh strokes of whatever language adorned the temple wall. I noticed, with a sense of foreboding, that her blue face had drained of color and was now a pale stone hue. 
 
    “Better spill the beans and give us the good news,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    Penelope licked lips that had gone suddenly very dry. 
 
    “The runes also speak, or at least make a mention of - of the Bloodletting Ceremony,” she said. 
 
    Saya whacked me on the arm. “The Bloodletting Ceremony! The likes of which that bastard Captain Cade was involved with, yeah?” 
 
    “That’s right, Saya,” Tamsin said. 
 
    Captain Remington Cade had been in charge of Rank One Dragonmancers at the Drako Academy. It had primarily been an administrative role, which was the reason he’d gone off the deep end. He hadn’t actually been a true Bloodletter, but he’d started some knock-off group that imitated them. The Bloodletters were a mysterious organization who captured dragons and harvested their blood from them in the hopes that they could make their followers as strong us dragonmancers were. This process was a bastardized version of the Transfusion Ceremony. 
 
    “What do the runes say about the Bloodletting Ceremony, Pen?” I asked, cutting Saya off before she could start waxing lyrical about what a bunch of assholes the Bloodletters were.  
 
    Penelope’s eyes ran across a section of the rustic text again. “If I’m interpreting this right, it says here that it is the Bloodletting Ceremony which creates the wild creatures, like the Frost Dragon you just took down.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Elenari asked. 
 
    “These wild creatures were forged through a heretical sacrilegious version of the Transfusion Ceremony, I think,” Penelope said. “I’m having to do a little bit of fill-in-the-blanks here, but it sounds like when these monsters were bled to death, there was a side-effect, a side-effect that the very first Bloodletters did not expect.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Renji said, in a measured tone, “the Bloodletting Ceremony did not kill these creatures.” 
 
    Penelope gave a perplexed shrug. “I guess not. According to the runes, rather than die and be reborn and seek out new mancers, these creatures became ‘wild’.” 
 
    I looked around at all the statues that surrounded us, at the multitude of creatures that, I had to assume, the Bloodletters, had drained of blood to further their own dark magic. 
 
    “So, these ‘wild’ creatures,” I said. “They’re zombies of a kind—neither living nor dead?” 
 
    Penelope nodded thoughtfully. “A little on the layman’s side of things as explanations go,” she said with a small smile, “but essentially correct, I think.” 
 
    “And it seems like that’s why these creatures, which would normally wait to form a bond with a new mancer when the time is ripe, haven’t been seeking out new mancers at all?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “Someone has been trapping, capturing, or intercepting them and then draining them of their blood,” Hana said. “It’s why dragons and bears are dying out. Why monsters from across all civilizations are reducing in number.” 
 
    Penelope sighed deeply. “Yes. The runes tell us that it first started millennia ago, back when this temple was still functional. But the Bloodletters have obviously increased in their sacrilegious efforts recently.” 
 
    I rubbed at my eyes. General Shiloh needed to hear about this as soon as possible, as did the Overseer. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, “looks like the Bloodletters are mixed up with the Shadow Nations—that the fucking Shadow Nations might have actually given rise to the Bloodletters!” 
 
    “Things are certainly pointing that way,” Renji agreed. 
 
    “How could things get anymore convoluted and fucked up?” I grumbled to myself, scratching distractedly at my stubble. 
 
    In retrospect, I was asking for it, really. With a comment like that, I should have known that the universe would chuck a big old metaphorical dog turd into my path. 
 
    The roar shook the hall of statues in which we all stood. It reverberated through the floor, bounced off the likenesses of unicorns, sphinxes, hippocampuses, and kappas. It was a roar of unbridled anger and resentment. 
 
    “Another dragon?” Elenari asked.  
 
    “If there are wild dragons, does that mean there are wild—” Saya began to say. 
 
    With very little fuss or warning, the temple shuddered, and a bear the size of a commercial fishing boat, the size of a small house, burst through the floor. 
 
    “That’d be a yes, then,” Tamsin said drily. 
 
    “A resounding yes,” Saya said. 
 
    Stone slabs slid off the bear’s bristling hide like water off a duck’s back. Its fur looked more like tightly coiled barbed wire than actual fur.  
 
    “Hana,” I said as the bear hauled itself slowly through the chasm that it had created in the floor, knocking statues aside as if they were made of straw instead of solid stone. “Hana, you know bears. What’s this thing likely to do?” 
 
    Hana didn’t answer right away. For a moment, I thought she couldn’t hear me over the din the giant bear was making as it excavated itself out of the chasm. Each of its claws was about as big as a bowling pin and twice as long. They were good for digging. Probably good for impaling intruders too. 
 
    Red eyes gleamed in the car-sized head. Mammoth, crooked teeth as yellow as antique ivory were covered in ropes of thick saliva.  
 
    “It’s a female,” Hana said abruptly. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked, instantly regretting voicing such an inane question. Who gave a fuck how Hana knew? 
 
    Hana was thinking along the same lines. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how I know, just that I do!” she told me curtly. 
 
    “And the reason she’s so pissed?” Saya asked. 
 
    “Because… she’s been hibernating, I think,” Hana said. “We’ve woken her up! With our scent or the noise we’ve been making.” 
 
    The she-bear, big and angry, managed to drag her huge ass out of the rubble. She stood, for a moment, glaring at us as we backed slowly away toward the exit. 
 
    “So, we woke her up and she’s cranky,” Tamsin hissed. “I feel her pain. But now what do we do?”  
 
    The she-bear bellowed, spraying saliva and chunks of old rotten meat. The noise was such that the cracks shot out from the already weakened floor and half way up the walls. A few of the stone effigies shattered. 
 
    I hefted my Chaos Spear in my hand, and my Onyx Armor materialized over my body. I was ready to throw my spear at the bear should she attack, but I desperately hoped she wouldn’t. After learning what these twisted wild monsters were, and how they had come to be, I felt more than a little bad about taking one down. It sounded like the creature had not known too much peace in its life—or afterlife.  
 
    The cracks in the walls shot quickly upward toward the ceiling, like lightning in reverse, and the whole structure started to crumble around our ears. 
 
    “What do we do?” Tamsin asked again, more urgently. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled. 
 
    We bolted for the door, Will leading the way. Dust and snow rained down, but the wisp’s glow was strong and steady, and we were able to follow him out of the growing madness that was the collapsing temple. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” I heard Hana yelling from behind me as I led the way after the wisp.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw the Vetruscan bearmancer chivvying the rest of the company through the ornate doors. Through the dust and snow, I could see Hana firing a couple of golden spells back at the bear in an attempt to slow it. 
 
    There was nothing I could do that would not compromise us all, so I turned and hurried after Will. 
 
    We all made it outside. Just. 
 
    I counted the company as they burst out into the open air behind me; Tamsin, Elenari, Saya, Renji, Penelope, and… 
 
    “Come on, Hana,” I muttered. “Come on, come on!” 
 
    I could see the Vetruscan running through the collapsing temple, through the hall into which we had initially entered through a crack in the exterior wall. 
 
    I reached out a hand and wrenched her threw the gap in the wall, with enough force to send her flying fifteen feet through the air to land in the snow behind me. Then, I dived backward as a massive paw reached through the gap, missing me by an inch or two. 
 
    The wall, already shaky and broken as it was, buckled under the impact of the giant she-bear throwing herself against it and fell inward. 
 
    “Get back!” I shouted. “It’s going down!” 
 
    The wall fell as we scrambled back through the snow. Dust and snow and ice filled the air, setting us all to coughing and choking. 
 
    When it had cleared somewhat, we could see that the whole side of the temple had caved in. 
 
    “I wonder if the bear—” Penelope began to say. 
 
    A deep, bass roar echoed out from the rubble. It shifted a little. Then the roar sounded out again, coming from a little further off. 
 
    “Sounds like she is satisfied that she has seen us off,” Hana told us, her dropping back briefly into the snow before she rolled up to her feet. “I think that she saw us intruders in her den. Now that we are gone and she has peace once more, I don’t think she’ll pursue us.” 
 
    I let out a little disbelieving laugh. “Look at us, meeting a monster that we didn’t end up killing.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” said Saya, helping Pen to her feet. 
 
    Now that we were outside, I noticed that the weather had cleared a little. A few fat snowflakes still circled down from the lowering clouds, but it looked like the storm had abated. The sun was even making a feeble attempt to shine a little light through the layer of wooly clouds.  
 
    All at once, twin shadows blotted out the weak sunlight. There was a rush of massive leathery wings, and the snow all around us kicked up like it had been caught in the downdraft of a helicopter’s rotors. 
 
    “Dragons!” I heard Saya yell out. 
 
    There were two giant dragons, in fact: Jazmyn and Ashrin in their Titan forms. They came to rest in the snow, not far from us. The one that I recognized as Ashrin turned to look at the ruined temple. 
 
    “We came as soon as we were told the storm was brewing again in the Pass,” Jaz said, and her words came out of her dragon throat in a deep growl. 
 
    “What news?” Tamsin called, voicing the question that was also on my mind. “I doubt this is a social call.” 
 
    Ashrin swung her reptilian head back to us and spoke in the soft and poisonous voice that so suited her Toxin Dragon. 
 
    “Hrímdale is currently under siege by the rebel forces,” she said without preamble. 
 
    Hana let out an inarticulate sound of shocked fury. 
 
    “After word got out about the Transfusion Ceremony and the deal Queen Frami brokered with the Mystoceans,” Ashrin purred, “the renegade Vetruscans were able to enlist many more soldiers to their cause, including more bearmancers.” 
 
    “No!” Hana cried, looking wildly about her, looking for something to hit, maybe. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked Ashrin and Jazmyn. “Why aren’t you at Hrímdale, helping them out?” 
 
    Jazmyn pushed forward her Crescent Dragon, Meoko’s, head forward. 
 
    “Queen Frami and the Vetruscans are not Mystocean,” she said in her rumbling growl. “You, however, Mike Noctis, are. And you are of far more import and value, I’m afraid to say, than these foreigners.”  
 
    It was harsh, but it was also true. To her immense credit, Hana only looked like she wanted to bitch-slap Jaz’s dragon in its bright blue-silver face for a second. Then she nodded. 
 
    “She’s right,” Hana said in a strangled voice. Turning to me, she said, “She’s right, Mike. You hold the key to creating more dragons, but you could also hold the key to creating far more than just that. Your safety is paramount, but I must get back to try and help my Queen.” 
 
    I was sure she would have summoned her bear there and then and taken off running, but for the hand I cupped her cheek with. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Just wait.” 
 
    I turned back to Jazmyn and Ashrin. “We’re going to go and help Queen Frami.” 
 
    Ashrin snorted a hot gust of wind that blew my hood back, but I ignored it. 
 
    “The Overseer wants the Vetruscans help in the Subterranean Realms, right?” I said rhetorically. “Well, she and General Shiloh are not going to get that if Queen Frami is dead, are they?” 
 
    Ashrin and Jazmyn exchanged glances. Although they were in control of Alzad and Meoko’s bodies, I could see the dragonmancers thinking from behind the huge reptilian eyes. 
 
    “This will be a risky thing, going to help Queen Frami at Hrímdale, Mike,” Jazmyn rumbled. 
 
    “It will be a direct contravention of General Shiloh’s orders,” Ashrin hissed. 
 
    “Not if you turn those orders ninety degrees and look at them from a slightly different angle,” I said with a slight grin. “You need to keep me safe, right? And I’ve been ordered to find this relic and to help cement the relationship between us and the Vetruscans. Queen Frami and her loyal Vetruscans are our new allies. We can’t have a rebel faction going and killing them now, can we? It’ll be hurting the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    Jazmyn and Ashrin still didn’t look convinced, but that didn’t matter. I was fucking convinced. Hana was my friend, as was Queen Frami, and you didn’t leave your friends to hang out to dry. 
 
    “I can use a dragon in multiple slots simultaneously, ladies,” I said, looking up at the two dragoons with steel in my gaze. “I’m more powerful than I have ever been. More capable, in some ways, than a dragonmancer has been in—in how long, Pen?” 
 
    “Eons,” Penelope said, blushing a little as the attention was focused on her. “For ages.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “I’d been hoping for a little more of a specific number, but eons is a damned long time.” 
 
    Ashrin let out a long-suffering sigh, and I knew that I had beat them down. 
 
    “How long do you think we’ll have good weather for?” I asked as I stared up at the sky.  
 
    “An hour, maybe a little more,” Hana said. “The weather is capricious beyond the Pass.”  
 
    “If we ride at full speed, we should be able to fly all the way back to Hrímdale and not have to take the dragons on foot. Hana,” I said, with both my hands on her shoulders, “you ride on Jaz’s back. We’re all flying now.” 
 
    “But they’ll see us coming from a mile away, Mike?” said Saya, ever the tactician. 
 
    I winked at her. “That’ll give them plenty of time to shit their pants then, won’t it? I doubt there are many things that sap the morale more than spying eight dragons heading your way with death in their eyes and vengeance in their hearts.” 
 
    Saya smiled and nodded keenly. 
 
    “I intend to test this new relic to the full extent of its powers,” I said to the others. “Now, let’s fly. Those rebels aren’t going to know what hit them.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The thing about a capital city that only has one land-based way in, is that it also only has one land-based way out. 
 
    Hrímdale was besieged by the Vetruscan rebels, which sounded bad on paper, but really only amounted to the insurgent forces having blocked the road into the township. They had, according to Ashrin, also barricaded the fjord too, so that, if they managed to take the city, the Queen would not be able to flee by boat. 
 
    Anyone who had ever seen Game of Thrones—so just me in all of the Mystocean Empire—knew how totally fucked ships were when it came to fighting dragons. When those ships were not even equipped with the giant ballista weapons that might have been able to kill a dragon in one shot, that went doubly. 
 
    How many dragons does it take to screw a naval barricade? 
 
    It sounded like the opening to some sort of bawdy joke, but the reality was about as far from a joke as it was possible to be.  
 
    We hit the barricade like a furious, fire-breathing hurricane. 
 
    Eight dragons, each breathing different colored flames, converged on the lines of enemy vessels that were strung across the mouth of the fjord. The enemy ships were currently held at bay by a line of Queen Frami’s longboats that were anchored just out of bowshot. Neither side looked like they wanted to be the one to kick off a naval battle, but seeing as the enemy had effectively blocked the only maritime escape route, they looked happy to wait it out. 
 
    They probably felt less happy about it when Noctis, with me on his back, led the eight dragons in low across the water. Like a flock of living fighter-jets, we hit the enemy vessels at about one hundred miles an hour. 
 
    Flames bloomed; red, yellow, white, pale green, and blue. Rigging and sails caught and went up like tissue paper, spars cracked, masts shattered and fell, and anchor chains ran like syrup across the burning decks. Men and women were blasted overboard—in pieces, chunks, or as a fine ash, more often than whole. 
 
    Noctis conjured and deployed a fireball from his throat of such explosive velocity that the longboat he hit actually lifted clean out of the water and burst apart, sending beams and planks and bits of sailors flying in all directions. 
 
    Ashrin, in her Titan form, grabbed the mast of another ship and rolled the whole thing over so that it was floating upside down, before Jazmyn set it ablaze. 
 
    The sailors who weren’t killed outright on our first pass showed great quickness of mind when they threw themselves over the rails of their stricken and burning craft, before we came back around to finish the vessels off. 
 
    It was the work of a few moments. Less than a minute. In that time, about eighteen renegade vessels were blasted to bits and sent on their way to the bottom of the fjord. 
 
    As we made a third pass, to make sure no ships remained that had been capable of moving, I cast my dragon-aided hearing and vision over toward the ships of the defending Vetruscans and heard them cheering us on. By the way that sailors were scrambling around the decks of the friendly vessels, it appeared that the skippers of the longboats were ordering their crews to move in on the busted enemy ships, probably to plunder, salvage, and take as many prisoners hostage as they could before the sinking ships went under the surface. 
 
    With a cry and a gesture, I motioned for the rest of the dragonmancers to follow me to the shore of the fjord. I wanted us to regroup and the plan I had formed while on the flight from the mountains to Hrímdale. It was a fairly straightforward scheme; I was going to try and convince the rebels to give it up and fuck off back to the wastes from whence they had come. If that didn’t work, I would threaten them, probably using the information that their naval force had been reduced to a couple of planks and a few scraps of sail cloth in the less time than it took to soft boil an egg to emphasize my point. 
 
    And if that fails? I asked myself as Noctis and I flew toward the fishing docks of Hrímdale, where the fisherman had taken on the guises of soldiers and bowmen. 
 
    “If that fails, then we fight,” Noctis said. 
 
    He spoke surely and confidently. Spoke as if he already knew the outcome of my proposed plan. 
 
    “They might want to talk,” I said, but my voice sounded unsure and unconvinced, even to me. 
 
    “They did not come across the country and through the Wilderlands, gathering soldiers and strength along the way, burning out farms and slaying whole outlying villages just so that they could talk to this Queen Frami,” Noctis said flatly. 
 
    “When you put it like that…” I said. “Sounds like you’re already resigned for a fight.” 
 
    Noctis did the telepathic equivalent of a shrug. “Dragons live to fight. Fighting is what we are born for. It is what we know. And I know that there is a fight coming, Mike.” 
 
    As we came in low and Noctis banked and slowed, I patted the Onyx Dragon on his muscled and scaled neck. “You know what, pal, I think you might be right.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I had learned, through some random book on historical warfare that I had come across while trying to sleep in the Arroyo Seco Regional Branch Library, that the depiction of medieval battles in movies was almost always done wrong. Sieges in particular. 
 
    Like I said, not very surprising, perhaps. Hollywood, after all, have to set their action within a given time slot and make it as engaging as possible for all those avid popcorn-munchers that have paid their hard-earned ten bucks to watch their movie. However, one of the recurring aspects of Hollywood medieval flicks, which they almost never included in those awesome siege scenes was having the defenders having a ditch dug at the base of their walls. 
 
    According to that book that I had read, if those silly idiots in Kingdom of Heaven or The Two Towers had just dug ditches, they would have brought themselves days or weeks of time. A two-yard ditch at the base of a five-yard wall effectively raises the height of the wall and gives you a seven-yard barrier. It also means that, to get siege towers or ladders up against it, your enemy is obliged to fill in the ditch. This gives the defenders ample opportunity to rain a merry storm of arrows down on them. 
 
    It was clear, that the Queen of Vetrusca had read that same book that I had. Either that, or she was endowed with far more common sense than your average Hollywood studio executive. 
 
    There were only a couple of small sections of wall to the front of Hrímdale that actually needed manning. This was thanks to the jagged and impassable hills that surrounded the fjord and the capital. Queen Frami’s antecedents had simply extended the natural barrier that these hill walls provided, building an overhanging eight-yard-high wall that a spider would have found near impossible to climb. They had also, to my satisfaction, dug a two-yard ditch right at the base of it. 
 
    The weak spot, as with any defending wall, was the gate. Luckily, though, Queen Frami had ordered the digging of a ditch in front of this too, just to make the approach that little bit harder for anyone with a battering ram. 
 
    I landed Noctis, and the other dragonmancers and their steeds hit the ground soon after me.  
 
    “Mike,” Jazmyn said, no longer in her Titan form. “We have been called to gather with the rest of the Twelve. You will have to see this through without us.”  
 
    “You’re going already?” I asked. “We’ve barely gotten the bloodshed started.”  
 
    “I am as disappointed as you are,” Ashrin said, also no longer in her Titan form. “The Empress has need of the Twelve—all of them. And that includes Jazmyn and I.”  
 
    What could the Empress possibly need right now? What could be more important than securing allies such as the Vetruscans for our mission into the Subterranean Realms? Whatever it was, I doubted Jazmyn and Ashrin would tell me.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I guess I’ll just kill a few assholes on your behalf.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Jazmyn said with a grin, before she summoned her Crescent Dragon. 
 
    “Good luck, Mike Noctis,” Ashrin said as her Toxin Dragon appeared.  
 
    The two high-ranking dragonmancers leaped onto their mounts and took flight.  
 
    “Well, that makes us down two dragonmancers,” I said. “Hopefully we’ll still have enough firepower to put down these rebels.” Or, hopefully, they would decide against fighting altogether. But that would remain to be seen.  
 
    We were soon greeted by Queen Frami, her military advisors trailing her like a line of chicks after a hen. 
 
    “So,” she said to me, “you managed to keep my ward safe, then?” 
 
    Hana, standing nearby, gave a curt nod and a small smile. 
 
    “It was touch and go for a second there,” I said with an easy grin. 
 
    The Queen gave me a quizzical look with her one eye. 
 
    “Giant bear,” I said, waving an airy hand. “Living inside of an abandoned temple. Standard craziness. There’s a lot to tell, Your Majesty, but it will have to wait.” 
 
    Queen Frami’s face hardened. It already looked like it was carved out of a block of granite, so that was saying something. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “There will be time for talk later. Presumably, you found what you were seeking, otherwise I don’t imagine that you would have all returned.” 
 
    I nodded but did not elaborate. I’d tell the Queen what happened if we survived whatever it was that was coming next, but I’d do it in private. 
 
    The Queen of Vetrusca looked like she was able to read my thoughts. She rubbed at her chin, and her eye flicked over to Hana. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I wish to know more, to hear the tale, but it will have to wait. First, we must deal with the traitorous scum that gather outside my walls.” 
 
    There was a chorus of bloodthirsty and appreciative grumbling at this from the martial advisors gathered around the Queen. 
 
    Words and phrases like ‘meet them head on’, ‘prove our mettle’, ‘merciless’ and ‘cold steel’ were shared with gusto. 
 
    Queen Frami appeared not to be listening to these men and women too closely. She struck me as someone who kept her own counsel most of the time and was not going to be swayed by a bunch of posturing underlings. 
 
    I cleared my throat and gave the military advisors a quick, meaningful glance. “Before start knocking off heads,” I said. “I’d like to try to reason with these rebels of yours, if you don’t mind, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The Queen looked dubious. “I will not lie to you and say that this is either a good idea or one that is likely to yield results. They might be traitorous rat bastards, but the forces gathered outside of these walls are still Vetruscans. I know them. We are a stubborn people and are not easy to flatter, bribe, or cajole into changing course once we have set our minds to one.” 
 
    “Still,” I said, “I think my Overseer would appreciate me at least trying. A battle will lead to a lot of losses, and if you’re going to help us in the Subterranean, it’d be good if you could provide as many soldiers as possible.” 
 
    The Queen considered this for a while. She looked at Hana, who gave her a very slight nod, imperceptible to the royal aides. 
 
    Queen Frami sighed. “Ah, what the hell? You may as well. I don’t give a succubus’ shit whether all those ungrateful turncoats out beyond the gate should perish and end up churned into the mud beyond the wall. I do, however, care what happens to those brave fighters of mine who are waiting to engage with the foe. The fewer lives expended while defending Hrímdale, the better.” 
 
    “But, Your Majesty—” one of the ballsier aides started to protest. 
 
    Queen Frami cut him off by raising a hand, which had the same effect as a frying pan to the face might. The grizzled man fell silent. 
 
    “Go and run your tongue, Dragonmancer,” Queen Frami said to me. “Be warned though, I’m doubtful that you’ll even be able to gain entrance to their command tent, wherever that might be. Such is the pig-headed mentality of those renegades that you’re more than likely going to be attacked as you approach. Have you given any thought to how the hell you’re going to get into the camp?” 
 
    I looked from Hana to the Queen. 
 
    “I’m just going to go right out through the front door. With a bit of smoke and mirrors, I think I can get into their command tent without anyone even noticing I’m there.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Mike,” Saya scoffed good-naturedly, “because you’re so subtle.” 
 
    “Just ask that Frost Dragon,” Elenari quipped not quite under her breath. 
 
    “Smoke and mirrors…?” Penelope said. “Really, Mike?” 
 
    I feigned offense. “Well, maybe not so much with the mirrors,” I said, “but I will definitely be making use of a little smoke.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was only the second time that I had made use of my Smog Dragon, Wayne’s, Smog Form ability, but it was most definitely a little easier on this occasion. The spell turned me into smog for a limited time. Made my body intangible, made me all but invisible. 
 
    Almost invisible, I should have said. I was still smoke, so I could still be seen. Luckily for me, though, where there is a siege there is fire. At least, where there is a siege there are usually a bunch of overzealous closet arsonists who can’t wait to get the braziers going so that they can heat up tongs, roast meat, or set an arrow on fire should one of the opposition come within shooting distance. 
 
    As it was, little old me drifting along at ankle height went totally unnoticed. It was more difficult than I had thought, actually locating the hub of the enemy operations. I attributed this to not having long-range vision as I had come to know it and instead having to rely on what I had come to learn and know about military encampments. After following the flow of traffic and the gossip among the enemy troops, I managed to float my smoky ass into the center of the camp. Once there, it wasn’t too difficult to slip through a tear in the leather of a tent that practically had ‘Big Nobs’ stamped across its entrance. 
 
    Once inside, moving across the floor with care and much concentration, I managed to get under the large table that sat in the middle of the rough command tent. 
 
    For a little while, I stayed put and eavesdropped on the six soldiers who were apparently leading this rabble of rebels.  
 
    The leader was a woman with pointed ears topped with tufts of silvery fur. Her short, messy hair was the same silver-gray color, as was the bushy tail that stuck out of the seat of her pants. This made me think that she might be a werewolf. Her eyes were a startling yellow, and her canines protruded below her bottom lip. Her bone-structure was flawless, but there was a sallow gauntness to her face that hinted at desperation and hunger. 
 
    The second female was an older dwarf with heavy lines above her brow and dark hair peppered with gray. The third female was overburdened with muscle, had only a single eye, and wore her long black hair pulled back into a severe bun. From the single eye, I figured she was a cyclops of some kind.  
 
    The other three soldiers were all males. There was a sharp-faced dude who looked like a humanoid lizard with bright orange eyes, and yet another was a male troll. The third and final male was an elf. 
 
    Three females and three males. Based on what I knew about the Vetruscans sharing the problem of no male mancers, that meant that there could be no more than three bearmancers in the tent.  
 
    I considered keeping myself hidden for a little longer to get more intel, but there was the matter of mana drain while holding the Smog Form. While the relic had boosted my mana levels way beyond what they had been before, they weren’t quite endless. It was, literally, a conscious case of holding myself together. Not just that, but the spell also involved keeping my mana from floating apart. 
 
    After only a couple of minutes, I’d already learnt that the rebels’ tactics were about as obvious and straightforward as I would have expected them to be. That wasn’t to say that the bearmancers leading this insurgent force were fools. There was just only so much that you could do when faced with a single wall and a single gate standing in the way of your objective: you try to climb over it or smash it down. 
 
    I released the Smog Form spell and resumed my normal shape. 
 
    I’m not a small guy, and when I popped back into existence, it resulted in me flipping the large table in the center of the room and sending all the maps and bits of parchment flying. 
 
    The result of my entrance, in the middle of what was supposed to be a secure camp, was electric. To say that the six soldiers gathered in the tent were taken aback would have been a gross understatement. 
 
    The sound of knives, axes, and swords being drawn greeted me, but not before the unified cries of surprise and shock. 
 
    I raised my hands immediately. The last thing that I wanted was to be spitted or sliced before I’d earned it. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” demanded the elf woman, who had recovered her senses and poise the quickest out of the bunch. “And how in the name of fuck did you get in here?” 
 
    I could feel a blade tickling at the hairs on the back of my neck, but I refrained from turning around. With my dragonsenses, with my elevated hearing and smell, I was aware of each of the men and women standing around me. I could smell the tangy sweat of the fearful and the mistrustful, and I could hear the thud-thud-thud-thud of elevated heart rates. 
 
    “My name’s Mike,” I said, “and before you go trying to stick me with your cutlery, I’d like to remind you that if I’d wanted to kill you, I could have done it a few different ways without you even knowing I was here. More than one of those ways, I’ll add, would result in this tent being little more than a smoking crater.” 
 
    The werewolf woman snarled at me. The atmosphere in the tent, which was already fairly fucking tense, ratcheted up a notch. 
 
    “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” the werewolf asked, her yellow eyes narrowing. 
 
    “One of whom?” I asked back. 
 
    “One of the fucking bastard Mystoceans that the traitor to tradition, Frami, has been welcoming into the Berserker Hall like a bunch of old fucking friends,” the lizardman said, his bright orange eyes bulging from his pointed head. 
 
    The lizardman took a hissing inward breath. His long, green fingers tightened on the bone handle of the pointed rondel dagger that he had clasped in his hand. 
 
    “Easy Ruz,” the werewolf woman growled. “Let’s hear what this meddling fucker wants before we decide to tear him apart, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah, Ruz,” I said affably, “keep it cool and let me lay out your options for you.” 
 
    Ruz ground every one of his many teeth and gave me a look that told me, in no uncertain terms, that he’d very much enjoy scooping my eyes out so that he could eat them. 
 
    “Speak your message then, Mystocean scum,” said the male troll, sounding a little hackneyed. 
 
    I smiled. “All I came here to do was warn you that, if you continue like this, you and all those who follow you are liable to end up being barbecued by dragons.” 
 
    The temperature inside the command tent dropped a few degrees at this proclamation. 
 
    “A warning,” the female dwarf said from where she stood with a throwing axe in her hand. “You came in here to warn us about your dragons. Boy, but you have some fucking stones on you, lad!” 
 
    “How dare you to speak to bearmancers like this, you fuck,” spat the lizardman, Ruz. 
 
    “Well, you’re not, bud,” I said, without even bothering to look at the furious guy. “The three ladies here now, they’re bearmancers almost certainly. But you three strapping dudes, I’d say that you’re just the self-appointed captains of the regular troops, right?” 
 
    Ruz said nothing, but the way he was grinding his teeth made me think that I’d hit the nail right on the head. 
 
    “I’ve got a lot of respect for the Vetruscans, and for the bearmancers who lead their armies,” I said, my eyes falling on the werewolf. “They’re good people; brave, honest and no nonsense. I dig that. That’s why I got leave of Queen Frami to secret my way in here. She wants me to try and persuade you to just give it up. I get that you’re annoyed at her. I get that she’s rubbed a lot of people the wrong way by opening up to the Mystoceans and veering away from tradition.” 
 
    “That she has,” the dwarf woman said. “That she has.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But that’s no reason to throw away your lives, and the lives of your followers.” 
 
    “What makes you think that it’ll be us throwing our bloody lives away, you stuck up prick?” Ruz snarled, thrusting his dagger at me in a slight feint that I was sure he hoped would make me flinch. 
 
    Instead, I caught the needle-sharp point of the waggling dagger between thumb and forefinger and twisted it out of the lizardman’s grip. 
 
    It fell to the floor. Stuck there quivering. 
 
    “There are eight dragonmancers waiting for you,” I said, loudly talking over the sudden outburst and tightening of assholes that followed Ruz’s disarming. Jazmyn and Ashrin had left, but I figured they didn’t need to know that. “Eight dragonmancers and gods know how many bearmancers.” 
 
    “That might be so,” the dwarf said nastily, “but if you think that us three lasses are the only bearmancers in our crew, then you’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “And if you think that the warriors and true patriots we have assembled here are the only folk we have waiting to spring at the throat of Queen Frami and her bunch, then you are sadly mistaken,” the looming troll dude said with ill-concealed relish. 
 
    “And when Frami realizes that she’s about to be crushed by the rock of our forces,” the werewolf bearmancer said, “and she tries to save herself and flee, she’ll find out that there’s nowhere to go and nothing waiting for her except the fucking proverbial hard place.” 
 
    The werewolf had leaned closer and closer toward me as she had hit me with that little monologue of hers. Her yellow eyes were lit with an inner light, and she was leering in a way that would have sent her minions and lesser enemies scurrying for their mothers.  
 
    “A hard place?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got a hard place waiting for her, if she tries to leg it, don’t we just!” the lizardman sneered. He had a good face for sneering, almost as good for sneering as it was punching. 
 
    I nodded in understanding. Well, it was going to be my very great pleasure to burst their bubble. 
 
    “You had a hard place waiting for her,” I said. 
 
    “Had?” the werewolf said. Her leer faded a little. 
 
    “I’m assuming you’re talking about your little collection of ships that you had strung out along the fjord’s opening?” I asked. 
 
    “Had?” Ruz spat. “What the shit are you on about, human? They’re anchored out there right now! Twenty-four ships! Two dozen longboats ready to sail in and mop up the last of Frami’s followers once we’ve pushed them back to the shore!” 
 
    The realization was settling on me that these six hardasses didn’t mean to let me just stroll out of that tent. Unless Ruz really was as stupid as he looked, people in charge of armies generally didn’t talk tactics in front of the enemy if they meant to let them go free afterward.  
 
    “Had?” the werewolf bearmancer repeated. Her stare had become fixed and frozen. 
 
    I reached into my pocket, and the bearmancers all started.  
 
    “It’s not a weapon,” I said, raising my other hand. “Just something I think you should all see.”  
 
     I had pulled out a sliver of wood. Might have been from the decking. Might have been from a mast. Might have been from a beam. I really couldn’t be sure.  
 
    I flicked it at the sixth person in the tent, the cyclops with the black hair. She snatched it from the air and looked at it through one cold, narrowed eye.  
 
    “Actually, it was more like eighteen ships,” I said to the dumbstruck lizardman. 
 
    A calculating silence settled like snow while the cyclops twirled the splinter of wood between her fingers. 
 
    “Gone?” she asked, and her trilling voice did not match her menacing appearance. 
 
    “All gone,” I affirmed. “Took the dragonmancers less time to do it than it’s taking me to say it. That’s the truth, not a boast.” 
 
    The cyclops scowled and passed the splinter of longship to the werewolf. 
 
    I looked at the werewolf. 
 
    “Final call,” I said. 
 
    The werewolf tried to remove her rigid smirk and imbue it with the threat that it had been filled with only a moment ago. Her lambent yellow eyes roved over me. 
 
    “Was that a threat?” she growled. 
 
    “No,” I said, “it was a chance. Your last one.” 
 
    The werewolf let a little breath out through her nose. 
 
    “You’re not getting out of this tent alive, human,” she said. “You don’t even have a weapon on you. I don’t know how you got in here, but you’re a male, so you definitely can’t be a dragonmancer.” 
 
    I sighed and gave her a rueful smile. “Is that so?” 
 
    The tent exploded outward and upward around me. 
 
    The concentrated concussion wave of my Forcewave spell expanded out from me with the force of a small bomb. The six war captains of the Vetruscans rebels hadn’t been expecting it. Even the three bearmancers were sent rolling and tumbling through the air, crashing through campfires and the neighboring tents, sparks and smoke and debris flying in all directions. They were flung backward, like they’d all be yanked away in different directions by giant elastic bands. The furniture was blown away after them. The heavy central table, either through luck or some unconscious desire of my own, flipped end-over -end and smashed down on top of the lizardman, Ruz, crushing him into the soft mud and grass. 
 
    I wasn’t going to hang around after that. I was no born diplomat, but even I could tell when peace talks had proved about as pointless as smuggling chocolate into Belgium. 
 
    It might have been a shock initially—explosions usually are—but it didn’t take long for the nearby soldiers around the camp to start rushing to arms. They poured into the space I’d created like water into the hull of a breached ship. 
 
    I backed myself in fights—you always have to. However, the weight of numbers could not be ignored in a situation like this. Plus, I had the responsibility of getting back to Queen Frami’s side of the wall and letting her know that the negotiations, such as they had been, had gone kaput. She was about to have a mass of pissed off soldiery heading her way pretty soon. 
 
    Roars, which I recognized as coming from the throats of Vetruscan war-bears, sounded out all around me, encircling me. The bearmancers in the vicinity had obviously summoned their mounts. There was a clamor of trumpets and bugles ringing; the call for women and men alike to gather their arms. 
 
    “Kill that foreign fuck!” the werewolf bearmancer shrieked, standing and fighting her way out of the tangled wreckage of the tent that she had been thrown into by my Forcewave. Her claws had extended, and her hair was standing on end. 
 
    I conjured my Onyx Armor, the black plates piecing together over my body in an instant, then summoned Pan to my Leg Slot and hopped nimbly onto his back. With his pair of curling ram’s horns protruding from his head, glinting dull silver in the moody light, and his two dark blue tusks jutting down from his upper jaw and past his lower one, he looked like a bad time for anyone who came near. 
 
    And so it proved. 
 
    A cluster of soldiers, eager to show off their prowess and nut-size in front of their commanding officers, charged forward. 
 
    Pan engulfed them in a beam of bright-red fire. It was so hot that a heat haze rippled twenty feet past where the actual gout of flame ceased. The rebel soldiers pelting toward us were obliterated and turned to dust. Those behind these unlucky fools were blasted from their feet, as if they were caught in the jetwash of a A-10 Thunderbolt II.  
 
    That gave most of the other soldiers in the immediate area a reason to pause and evaluate their life choices. 
 
    I took advantage to conjure one Entropic Mine, toss it, conjure another, and toss that too. I was yet to see these thaumaturgical weapons that Noctis’ mana produced in action, so I threw them a fair distance from me. 
 
    Then, I gave Pan the mental heels, and the sleek Tempest Dragon shot heavenward. 
 
    Behind us, there were a couple of strange noises, the kinds of sounds that a pair of concussion grenades might make if you threw them down a giant drai; a dull whumpf, followed by a strange gurgling, sucking sound.  
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I saw the Entropic Mines burst in twin clouds of silver-black Chaos Magic. The score of soldiers that had been caught in the blast radiuses were flung away like ragdolls in a hurricane, but then sucked back into a brief swirling black vortex before being crushed into globs of gory paste about as big as my fist. 
 
    I winced. I might have dwelt more on how that arcane weapon worked, but I had to let loose another Forcewave as arrows sprang toward Pan and me, fired from a bearmancer with an enchanted longbow. The spell powered by Garth’s mana stopped the arrows in mid-flight, and they dropped back down toward the bearmancer who had fired them.  
 
    I urged Pan to make haste. As we flew, I couldn’t help but marvel at the difference in combat that the relic in my pocket was making. I had been able to wear my Onyx Armor in my Chest Slot while also placing Noctis in my Left Arm slot to produce the Entropic Mine. To be able to have the same dragon present in multiple slots would completely negate the problem of multitasking during battle.  
 
    I felt power thrumming through me; the power of potential. I felt like a fucking shooting star just then, like a meteor. Unstoppable and inevitable. There would be a battle, certainly. Blood would be spilled. There would be blood on my hands. But it wouldn’t be my blood, or the blood of my friends. Not if I could help it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I touched back down and went to report to Queen Frami about what had just transpired between me and the rebel Vetruscans. I approached where the Queen, Hana, and the rest of my fellow dragonmancers were waiting for my report. 
 
    “Go well, did it?” Saya asked me, a knowing grin stuck on her pretty face. She was busy tying her sleek ash-blonde hair up into a tail so that it wouldn’t get into her eyes when the swords started swinging. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said, “good as gold. They capitulated entirely, threw down their weapons, and are going to go home and think long and hard about what they’ve done.” 
 
    “Really?” said Penelope. 
 
    “No,” I replied. 
 
    Penelope looked a little sad at that. 
 
    “No,” I said. “They’re going to come at the walls, and they’re going to come soon.” 
 
    “What happened, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Queen Frami asked. There was a significant smirk across her broad countenance. 
 
    “Well…” I said, and I related to them what had happened out beyond the gates. When I had finished, the Queen laughed a booming laugh. 
 
    “I told you, lad!” she guffawed. “Diplomacy is well and good—if you can tread on a warrior’s toes without messing up the shine on her boots, then bravo. Here, in this Kingdom, though, if you want to capture the hearts and minds of an enemy, then the preferred method is to grab ‘em by the balls!” 
 
    There was some appreciative murmuring from the gathered military aides at her back.  
 
    Queen Frami gave us a wink and turned to snap a few orders to her advisors and to Hana. 
 
    “All right, ladies, you know the drill,” I said, turning my attention to Tamsin, Renji, Elenari, Penelope, and Saya. 
 
    “Survive and win?” Saya said. She still had a smile on her face, but it had hardened now into grimace. I pitied the poor bastards who came across her first. Gorgeous as she was, she could become possessed of a battle fury that was almost unmatchable. 
 
    “Yep, if everyone could try and survive that would be great,” I said drily.  
 
    There was a murmur of agreement. Elenari loosened the twin emerald-pommeled daggers in their sheaths, Tamsin stretched her arms over her head, and Renji fingered the haft of her warhammer. 
 
    “Also worth remembering that we’re going out there without our coteries to watch our backs,” I said, “so make sure we all watch each other’s.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Penelope said. 
 
    “There are regular troops out there, and plenty of them,” I said, “but there are also bearmancers. They are who we should concentrate our efforts on. They are the heart of the rebels. Don’t let your guard down. Don’t let up. Don’t stop going for the heart of this force, not if you want to feast upon it.” 
 
    All of us exchanged looks. Dark looks. Fighting looks. Filled with excitement. I puffed out my cheeks. 
 
    “Mount up,” I said, “and let’s fly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All that stuff that I had read about, and somehow retained, about sieges and walls might have been all very well and good for medieval battles back on Earth, but I quickly realized that applying it to the battle of Hrímdale was going to be a bit tricky for two obvious reasons. The first was that the expert author of that book hadn’t taken bearmancers into his calculations, the second was that he had neglected to think of magic. 
 
    While the regular rebel soldiery applied themselves to filling the ditches and moving a covered battering ram into position, the bearmancers made themselves a nuisance to the men and women defending the walls. 
 
    The loyalist warriors manning the tops of the walls fired a withering hail of arrow fire down into the ranks of the rebel troops, but they couldn’t keep a sustained volley going due to the bearmancers. 
 
    The bears might not have been able to shoot fire from their mouths, but they were diffused with an alternate kind of magic that allowed them to show off different magical skills. 
 
    There was one huge bear who stood on his hind legs, scooped balls of dirt up from the ground with his spade-like paws, and quickly licked the ball with a bright red tongue. The mancer on his back then touched a flaming brand to the saliva-coated ball, and it burst into crimson flames, as if it had been soaked in paraffin. The bear then lobbed the ball, with unerring accuracy, up onto the walls. The flaming missile exploded on impact, and loyalists soldiers were blasted from their feet. Defenders were shredded, lit up like straw dolls, and fell screaming from the parapets to land in the ditch below. 
 
    Another bear had a scorpion tail and an armored back. With a flick of this tail, it sent spines, dripping in a smoking toxin, whizzing up to meet any dragonmancers that came in close. 
 
    There were a couple of bears, sleek black creatures with otter-like coats, that had churned up a great mass of mud and grass and disappeared into tunnels, followed by their mancers on foot. 
 
    The other dragonmancers and I did our best to quell the rising tide of rebels who were edging closer and closer to breaking into the Hrímdale, but we were sorely hampered by the longbowmen that the enemy had designated to the task of taking down any dragonmancer that strayed within bowshot.  
 
    The word rebel is sometimes seen as being synonymous with disorganized, but this was most definitely not the case with the Vetruscan renegades. They were bred for war, raised on the harsh conditions of their wild country, and they were no fools—except for that lizardman, Ruz, perhaps. 
 
    The longbowmen were able to pepper us with arrows from far enough away to make our dragonfire mostly ineffective, and they guarded the men and women filling in the ditches before the gates. 
 
    For my part, I simply tried to whittle away at the numbers of the enemy attacking the walls. 
 
    “Down there,” I said to Noctis. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon dove toward the base of the wall and hit a cluster of enemy troops with a bust of silver-black fire, turning them into greasy smears of soot laminated across the foot of the fortification. He banked sharply right, over the wall, as a hail of longbow shafts leapt up to meet us and rattled off the face of the wall.  
 
    As he executed this evasive maneuver, I used Garth’s Harpoon Stun spell to snag a female bearmancer who had handily managed to teleport up onto the wall using her bear’s mana and was slashing around her with one of those wavy-bladed Flamberge swords. Her bear was causing havoc with claws of bright blue light, carving through armor of the terrified soldiers atop the wall as easily as if it had been made out of baloney. 
 
    The harpoon hit her in the back of the neck and, as Noctis turned, I looped the pale pink magical chain around her throat and pulled it taught. The woman was yanked off her feet as we took off and dragged up into the air. Her feet kicked futilely as Noctis and I soared low across the rooftops of Hrímdale. With a savage jerk, I pulled the enchanted chain so tight that it cut right through skin, muscle, and bone and decapitated the woman. Her head tumbled away, looking quite surprised, while her body spiraled through the air and smashed through the shuttered windows of a bakery. 
 
    I swept low over the town, making sure that none of the enemy had yet breached it. As I did, Elenari passed me on Gharmon. The elf’s red hair was flying behind her like a tail of flame, and her green eyes shone with the light of combat. 
 
    “Saya just told me that they’ve tunneled through in places!” she called as Noctis slowed and I released the harpoon spell so that the rose-colored chain vanished. 
 
    “That will be those bears we saw excavating under the walls,” Noctis said to me. 
 
    “Follow me, Mike!” Elenari said. “Come on, there’s fighting in the street!” 
 
    Noctis swung around and zoomed after Elenari on her Emerald Dragon. 
 
    There was, indeed, fighting in the street when we arrived. Lots of it. 
 
    Rebels and loyalists clashed in the narrow confines of the roadways and side alleys that made up Hrímdale, screaming and shouting and cursing at one another. 
 
    Arrows zipped and whined around us as we came into land. They were so thick in the air, that I banished Noctis from my Leg Slot. I already had him placed my Chest Slot. My body was protected by the sleek, black armor that absorbed kinetic damage and transformed it into offensive Chaos Magic, which could then be fired at a chosen target through a conduit set into the breast plate. In the middle of the gleaming sable breastplate was something like a pellucid partition. It was the same shape as the onyx crystal hanging around my neck, only larger. It was partly filled with a swirling, silver fog.  
 
    I dropped the last thirty feet as Noctis vanished from under me.  
 
    I landed hard on something soft. Looking down, I saw that it had been an enemy archer. He was dead or, at least, heading that way. One of my feet had crushed the back of his skull like a fucking eggshell. 
 
    “Talk about putting your foot in it,” I said under my breath, and then I got to work. 
 
    No matter how good a fighter I was, no matter how alert I stayed, no matter that I had dragon-enhanced reactions and strength, I still received the occasional random blow from enemy and friend alike. The Onyx armor took the blows with ease and slowly transformed that received energy into usable mana. 
 
    I switched between Pan, Wayne, and Garth, using each dragon’s abilities as needed and as chance allowed. 
 
    Pan’s Lightning Speed spell enabled me to dart through a mess of scrambling loyalists and systematically knife about half a dozen savage and desperate rebels. By the time that I slid my knife into the ear of the last enemy fighter, the first one was only just realizing he was dead and slumping to his knees. 
 
    I ducked as one of the three bearmancers that Queen Frami had elected to receive the Transfusion Ceremony lashed out with a sledgehammer and hit one of her foes so hard that he went through the wall of a fisherman’s shack. She bellowed with delight at the extra power that the Ceremony had bestowed on her and hurled the twenty-pound hammer at a dwarfish woman heading toward her, catching her right in the kisser and pulverizing her head in a burst of gore. 
 
    I removed Pan from the Head Slot so I wouldn’t drain too much mana with Lighting Speed and channeled Garth into the Right Arm Slot, which gave me the ability to summon that handy-dandy automatic crossbow. 
 
    The lethal little device clicked and kicked in my hand as I popped out around the corner of a thin street and nailed an elven rebel to the side of a house. I turned my head as a crossbow quarrel whispered past the end of my nose, then shot the bowmen through the throat in return, causing him to topple from a roof and fall into a horse trough with a splash. 
 
    A door to my right burst open, and a hefty figure careened out of it and tackled me around the waist. It was a strange tree-like creature. Almost like an ent, but man-sized, with hair like the head of a broccoli and shining brown eyes. 
 
    It was strong too. When I smashed its head through a solid pine hitching post outside of a chandler’s shop, it just grunted and hit me in the chest with a backhand that sent me flipping backward. 
 
    My Onyx Armor soaked up the power of the blow, and I adjusted in midair and was able to land nimbly on my feet. 
 
    “Who are you, then?” I asked. I was mildly surprised that the walking tree had landed a blow on a dragonmancer that might have hurt considerably if not for the armor I was wearing. 
 
    The treeman screeched, a strange modulating cry and stumped toward me. 
 
    “Are you one of those guys whose bark is worse than his bite?” I quipped. “Get it? Whose bark is worse than—” 
 
    I leaned backward out of the way of a right overhand punch that would have taken a mortal man’s head off his shoulders. 
 
    Garth’s supernatural automatic crossbow was still in my hand, and I plugged a few bolts into the treeman’s kneecaps, but that only seemed to piss him off more. 
 
    A dangerous front kick made me step back, but I blocked the next punch with my forearm and then struck out with a roundhouse that flung the treeman sideways. He smashed through the wall of a stone pig pen. The pig ran off squealing indignantly. 
 
    The treeman got unsteadily to its feet and charged at me, with its green head down. I spun at the last second, grabbing the tree by its tunic. I dragged him around in a circle, building up momentum before I tossed him into the searing orange heart of a forge fire. He screamed for half a second before going silent as the flames consumed him. 
 
    I moved out into a square where chaos ruled. 
 
    A bunch of loyalists had been hemmed into the covered fishmarket by two bearmancers sitting atop their monstrous ursine steeds. The bearmancers were moving slowly in, corralling the soldiers back toward the far wall. 
 
    With the relative hammering that I had taken from Treebeard’s angry cousin, my Onyx Armor’s mana reserve was full and ready to be used. So, not to be one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I unleashed the beam of pent-up Chaos Magic. 
 
    The spell, a beam of sizzling monochromatic Chaos Magic blasted a section of a massive support joist apart in a burst of silvery-sable mist. The falling roof must have weighed five tons. It crushed down onto the bearmancers and their rides as they turned to see where the blast of magic had come from. Wood, slate tiles, and iron support work rained down, pinning them and inflicting heavy damage. They were bearmancers, though, and I could see that they were stirring under the rubble. 
 
    “All of you, get your thumbs out of your asses and attack!” I bellowed at the stunned soldiers I had just saved. 
 
    The warriors didn’t need a second invitation. With murderous cries, they fell on bears and mancers alike, hacking and stabbing with every weapon they had. 
 
    I had not moved far after leaving this grisly scene when I was thrown off balance by a deep, resounding booming roar that echoed through my chest cavity and set my ribs to vibrating. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I muttered. 
 
    “Fyzos!” Wayne supplied from somewhere in the back of my head. 
 
    I darted through an alleyway. I paused briefly to take care of a couple of water nymphs crouched behind barrels. They were firing crossbows at some loyalists holed up in an apothecary’s shop. I snapped the neck of one, wrenched the crossbow from the other, and swiped the taut string so hard and fast across her throat that I severed her artery. Blood sprayed across my chest as I kicked the dying rebel away. 
 
    I came around the corner just in time to see the honey-colored Force Dragon swoop in and land heavily in the middle of a mess of mud and bodies that must have once been a little square or park. 
 
    The rhinoceros-sized dragon landed hard, and Tamsin cartwheeled off his back with her spear at the ready, her teeth bared as she flew at a bearmancer that I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    While Tamsin engaged with the bearmancer, Fyzos pulled back his head, aimed at a cluster of renegade soldiers who’d come charging into the square, and let loose with a deep, reverberating roar like the one that had just rattled my bones. 
 
    The bandits, standing only ten or so feet from the dragon when he let rip, burst apart like half a dozen ripe tomatoes. Blood and viscera misted the air. Organs, limbs, and miscellaneous chunks of flesh thudded down around us. 
 
    Tamsin, through her bond with the Force Dragon, must have had a resilience to the sonic waves produced by Fyzos. The bearmancer was sent tumbling away from her, while her war-bear was pushed backward, its massive paws slipping in the thick mud. 
 
    Tamsin sprang at the downed bearmancer, but the bear lunged toward her. The four-legged beast’s mouth opened up wide, as wide as an anaconda’s might had it been as big as the bear. 
 
    Tamsin was forced to dodge aside and threw her spear into the gaping maw of the war-bear. The spear struck home, punching through the bear’s head and out the back. 
 
    The bearmancer howled with grief and swung an axe at Tamsin who, unarmed and out of position, was basically at the mercy of the other woman. 
 
    I put Noctis into my Right Arm Slot and fired a quick little Shadow Sphere at the woman, aiming for her axe arm. My shot missed but, thankfully, hit the axe instead, and it disappeared in a burst of black and silver mist. 
 
    The bearmancer snarled and jumped on Tamsin. The two women went down in the muck, rolling over each other as they fought for dominance. 
 
    I was just about to make my way over to help Tamsin further when an echoing cry came to my ears. 
 
    “Mike! Mike!” 
 
    It was Hana. She sounded like she was up to her eyebrows in trouble. 
 
    “You good?” I called to Tamsin, who was currently pinned with her back to the ground and the bearmancer’s hands around her throat. 
 
    Tamsin squirmed and kicked out and the bearmancer was propelled into the air like she had been shot from a cannon. She smashed through the second-floor window of a bowyer’s shop and disappeared. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Tamsin said, her white smile flashing through the mud that now plastered her red-skinned face. “Oh yeah. Me and this bitch have only just gotten started.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ve got to run,” I said. 
 
    “Off with you then,” the hobgoblin said and launched herself into the air and through the destroyed window. 
 
    I sprinted down the streets, making use of my dragon-strength to throw obstructions out of the way. 
 
    I sent a two-wheeled cart flipping through the roof of a hovel, taking out some enemy bowmen. Cart and men fell through the roof in a cloud of dust and thatch. 
 
    I used my Blink ability to short-range teleport through a tumult of fighters that busted out through the doors of a large barn. They were hacking and yelling and stabbing and the confusion would have taken me too long to fight my way through. 
 
    Charging along a road occupied only by the dead or dying and heading toward Hana’s cries for help, I was suddenly accosted by a group of two traitors; a dwarf and some blue-skinned asshole. 
 
    “No time, no time,” I hissed as I pelted toward them like a runaway horse. 
 
    I grabbed up a hayfork that was stuck into a pile of horse manure as I sprinted along the road. It felt light as a feather in my hand, as easy to wield as a willow switch. 
 
    I ran the blue-skinned guy through with my rustic weapon almost by accident, so fast was I running and so quickly did I meet the foe. He looked down at the four shit-covered prongs sticking out from his gut and then up at me. 
 
    “Yeah, your day’s not likely to get much better, pal,” I said and lashed out with a kick. He flew off the end of my pitchfork and catapulted backward into the dwarf behind, sending both tumbling away like they were two leaves caught up in a gale. 
 
    The panting breath of two more rebels arriving on the scene came to my ears.  
 
    I twisted, the pitchfork moving so fast in my hand that it appeared to bend around my body as I spun it around my waist. It cut through the two newcomers, spilling the guts of one across the dirt, while the second, taller insurgent merely had the tendons in his knees severed. Both dropped screaming. 
 
    “Mike! Hurry!” Hana’s voice wasn’t panicking, but it was edging in that direction. I doubted that it was fear for herself as she did not strike me as the kind of warrior to call for help if she was in a tight corner. That could only mean…  
 
    “The Queen,” I growled. 
 
    My leg muscles compressed, and I launched myself, teeth gritted, right over a two-story house on the outskirts of the town, near the edge of the fjord where the fishing boats were moored. 
 
    At the peak of my jump, I activated my Wing slot and boosted toward the crowd of warriors gathered on the dockside and fighting frantically. 
 
    Queen Frami and Hana were there along with a few of the Queen’s personal guards. They were hemmed up against the shoreline by at least twenty insurgent warriors. There were two bearmancers among them, one of whom the Queen was fighting hand-to-hand while the other grappling with Hana. 
 
    I cut the spell that had given me wings and dropped to the ground, landing near a stable behind the opposing force. 
 
    The Queen and her remaining guards were not going to last long, epic fighters as they were. Queen Frami was slashing left and right with her massive, wicked-looking sword, but it was only so long before she tired and was overwhelmed, even if she did take down her bearmancer foe.  
 
    “Hey!” I yelled. 
 
    Not very imaginative, but projected with the force of my dragons, it made about ten of the enemy warriors jump around to face me. 
 
    I picked up a picketing pole and threw it at the man directly in front of me. It hit him in the guts, and he was hurled thirty feet backward and into the fjord, sinking without a trace.  
 
    The remaining nine men, to their credit, didn’t waste any time and charged. No point giving your adversary time to do the same again, is there? 
 
    “Go at ‘em, Cyan,” I said as I put her into my Leg slot. 
 
    Cyan, the Faerie Dragon, popped into being in front of me, in all her resplendent dragony glory. 
 
    “No!” the elven woman leading the charge cried. 
 
    Cyan opened her mouth, lined up the row of enemy warriors pelting toward us, and let loose with her rainbow-like flame. The myriad colors soaked the soldiers, and they were glued to the spot mid-run. I summoned a Shadow Sphere in both hands, then pulled them together so they formed a single, massive ball of writhing Chaos magic. With a grunt, I tossed the basketball-sized sphere into their midst. The nine renegade soldiers exploded into wisps of nothingness as they were engulfed in the reality-altering magic. 
 
    That, it went without saying, turned the tide of the localized battle somewhat. 
 
    Queen Frami took heart from the wholesale destruction and cut the head from her distracted bearmancer opponent. Her guards, outnumbered but hardier, cut down their more numerous foes. 
 
    Out on a pier, Hana rolled under a desperate raking slash from the enemy bear, swept her sword up, and eviscerated the huge dark green animal. The bear flopped over the side of the pier and into the water, while the mancer bonded to it staggered as the connection that bound them was cut. 
 
    Hana swept the legs out from beneath her enemy and plunged her sword so hard into the woman’s chest that it went clean through the thick wooden boards on which she was lying. 
 
    The tables turned, I swapped smiles with Hana and gave Queen Frami a thumbs-up. 
 
    Then, a bear as big as one of the fisherman’s shacks crashed out of the dockside fish market in a spray of salt, broken barrel wood, and flying fish of assorted species. 
 
    The giant bear was a rich golden color. Its teeth were like tusks, spaced widely and protruding in all angles. Its piercing orange eyes burned with a flame that I could only describe as mad. They were the eyes of a cornered thing that expect death, that has always expected it, and has woken each day looking for it. 
 
    The claws of the hulking beasts were big enough to double as the blades of a scythe. Blood drenched its golden fur, although I didn’t think any of it belonged to the bear. Old scars crisscrossed its back, which looked to be bald at first glance. Then I noticed that the naked hide was swarmed with scars and studded with broken spears and old arrows. It was almost like a natural leathery armor. 
 
    Queen Frami roared. It was a roar of rage and pain and disappointment and disbelief. 
 
    I came to stand next to her, as the huge bear padded toward us, its claws leaving furrows in the mud. 
 
    “Who in the shit is this big bastard?” I asked, trying to get my breathing under control. 
 
    The Queen did not answer. Her one eye was glued on the approaching behemoth. 
 
    “That,” Hana said in a hushed voice, wiping her sword blade on the tattered hem of the fur coat that she still wore, “is the Queen’s sister, Dagna.” 
 
    “That’s a Vetruscan?” I asked. 
 
    “In Titan form,” Hana said. 
 
    “That’s my sister,” the Queen growled, and her voice was thick with wrath. “She left us many moons ago. I heard that she was the leader of these rebels, the chief upstart, but I never believed the rumors because they could never be verified by anyone whom I trusted. Now, though, I see it is true…” 
 
    Hana shook her head sadly and looked sideways at the furious monarch. 
 
    “We had thought she might return home,” Hana told me. 
 
    “Well,” I said, cracking my fingers, “I guess she has.” 
 
    I conjured the Chaos Spear, but Queen Frami held out a hand. 
 
    “No, Dragonmancer,” she said, “this is my fight, and mine alone.” 
 
    There was no arguing and no reasoning with that tone. I wouldn’t have tried anyway. Some things are just written in stone. 
 
    Queen Frami transformed into a Titan Bear herself; a huge house-sized beast with iron-gray fur and white claws. The fur across her back and shoulders was matted, just as her dreadlocks were when she occupied shape as a woman. Her one eye burned with a similar orange flame as her sister’s, but it was less manic and more controlled. 
 
    The two bears squared off, but there was very little posturing, which I admired. It seemed that talking shit and playing tough guy was not much of a thing in the Vetruscan Kingdom, and that was all to the good. 
 
    The two sisters bellowed challenges at one another and went at it. 
 
    The fighting from the township had pushed and spilled out and up to where we were now gathered watching the Queen and her sister duke it out for supremacy. 
 
    I caught sight of Elenari wielding her twin daggers, sending arterial spray in all directions. Penelope used her fairly innocuous-looking spell, which conjured vines and flowers out of nowhere, to pull down the side of a building on top of a band of rebels chasing after her. 
 
    As the fight between the two sisters in their Titan forms got underway, a hush fell across the fighting men and women, blanketing loyalists and rebels alike so that all hands were abruptly stilled. All fighting, from both sides, stopped as every eye turned to watch the two bears. 
 
    Queen Frami’s obviously unhinged sister, Dagna came charging in like a roided-out rhino and clobbered the Queen with a series of bone-shaking smacks with her enormous paws. The Queen lowered her head and took the blows on a skull that must have been thick enough to survive a 14.5mm incendiary tracer round. 
 
    Queen Frami fell slowly back under the blows, her head down, for all the world looking like she was the old dog who was being batted down by the younger, stronger pup. 
 
    Dagna, smelling victory, tried to grab the Queen by the back of her beefy neck, but Queen Frami shrugged her off, whirling on the spot so that Dagna was flung off and ended up crouched on one of the piers. The Queen herself was still on dry land. 
 
    Dagna bellowed her rage and rose up on her hind legs so that she could have quite happily peeked in through the third-floor window of an office block. Her right paw rose high, and her orange eyes flashed fire. The massive muscles in the Queen’s sister’s back shunted back and forth as she prepared to bring down a crushing blow on the rightful monarch’s head. 
 
    The pier beneath her gave way under her weight and collapsed. 
 
    Dagna found herself suddenly up to her waist in salt water, and at half the height as she had been before. 
 
    Queen Frami struck with a speed more suited to a snake than a bear. Her gigantic head lunged out and caught her sister under the jaw, her own jaw tightening around the usurper’s throat. 
 
    Dagna’s eyes bulged, and she let out a strangled roar. 
 
    Queen Frami heaved up and snapped her sister over her head, bringing her clean out of the water and slamming her hard onto her back on the fjordside. 
 
    The breath rushed out of Dagna, the golden bear going limp. 
 
    Queen Frami planted her massive paws on her sister’s chest, reset her grip around the golden bear’s neck, and just ripped the head clean off. 
 
    There was an awful squelching, wet, tearing sound as muscle and skin parted. Part of Dagna’s spine came with her detached head, and globs of spinal fluid splattered across the dockside. Steaming blood gushed out of the ragged wound.  
 
    Queen Frami spat her sister’s head out, and it landed with a very final thud in the middle of the space that had been cleared by the stationary fighters. It transformed from that of a bear into the visage of a woman that looked like a much younger version of Queen Frami. 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    Then, because there’s no moment to capitalize on your foe’s shock like when they’ve just seen their leader lose her head, Hana raised her arms and cried, “Dagna is dead! All those rebels who fought with her, capitulate or die!” 
 
    The Vetruscans were savage, wild and brave. They were excellent fighters and fearless warriors. But they also turned out to be very pragmatic too. 
 
    Weapons were thrown down. The clatter of shields, swords, axes, bows, and every other type of gear of war as they hit the floor filled the immediate area and expanded out into the town as the news spread. 
 
    Quickly, and with no commotion at all, Hana organized the rounding up of prisoners, gesturing at the captains to divide Hrímdale into sections and sweep them for any resistance. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Queen of Vetrusca had readopted her human form. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, “are you all right?” 
 
    Men and women were yelling all around us, but there was nothing to suggest that there would be any more fighting. It seemed that a leader-on-leader fight was one of the oldest and most generally accepted ways for Vetruscan civil skirmishes to be resolved. 
 
    It was like we had all been hurtling along at two-hundred miles per hour in a bullet train and someone had thrown the emergency brake.  
 
    Queen Frami went to the fjordside and dragged out her sister’s headless corpse, which had now reverted to that of a woman. She reached down, flipped open her sister’s blood-soaked cloak, and rifled through the dead woman’s pockets. Secreted away in the depths of a pocket that had been cunningly hidden into the lining of her fallen sister’s tunic, the Queen found an Etherstone. It was a perfectly smooth orange-brown color; a tiger’s eye. 
 
    Queen Frami held it thoughtfully in her palm for a moment or two, running her bloody and callused fingers over the stone. She was looking at it, but her single eye appeared to be looking through the Etherstone, and I knew that he was lost in some distant memory. She stirred and shifted when I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Here, take this,” she said to me. “I knew that my sister would be carrying this family heirloom. She stole it from me a year or so ago, when she first defected. I always thought that she would come back and return it, although not in such a manner as this.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked. 
 
    The Queen grabbed my hand and pushed the Etherstone into it. “Of course I’m fucking sure, Mike,” she growled, her eye glinting. “I’m a damn queen, aren’t I? We’re always sure, just as we’re always right, didn’t you know that?” 
 
    She winked at me, although it might have just been a blink, of course. 
 
    I snorted and slipped the stone into my pocket. 
 
    “I have heard what you are capable of, Mike Noctis,” Queen Frami said, “and after the loyalty that you have shown here today in battle, what better way is there to seal the alliance between the Mystoceans and the Vetruscans than in a child born of us both?” 
 
    I laughed at that. It was a nice little bit of queenly wording, of political maneuvering. She was giving me the gift of the Etherstone, sure, but it wasn’t as if she was going to get nothing out of offering up her ward, Hana, too. 
 
    The Queen must have caught on to what was going through my mind because she put a heavy hand on my shoulder and held my gaze. 
 
    “Yes, that’s fucking politics, isn’t it?” she said in a low voice. “But this is not: I owe you my life, and my crown too, most likely.” She flicked the bone and wood crown that still sat upon her dreadlocked head. “My thanks to you, Mike. Believe me when I say that I am not sure that I can ever repay you, but I will try my hardest to find some way.” 
 
    Don’t let up in a fight. Press and press and press until your opponent is beat. It was a mantra of mine, and I perceived that it was an insight that might work in negotiation too. 
 
    I’d never used the tactic on a monarch, though. 
 
    “I can think of a way, if you’ll forgive me for throwing it out there so brazenly, Your Majesty,” I said. “The best bearmancers leading the expedition against the Bronze Citadel would go some way to leveling the score between our two nations.” 
 
    Queen Frami’s face was still for a long second or two. Then it split into an honest smile. She clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Damn me, but you’ve got some grit in you! If that is what it takes to make us even in your eyes, then I wholeheartedly pledge to send my best and boldest to Galipolas, to march side by side with you and the rest of the Mystoceans. In fact, I’m going to lead my bearmancers myself.” 
 
    Hana stepped forward then, and I thought that she might object to Queen Frami going off and risking her neck in foreign parts. 
 
    “You are a pioneer of the Vetruscans, Your Majesty,” she said. “You are pushing the boundaries of our Kingdom like none have done for years and years uncounted. I would very much like it if you would grant me leave to come too.” 
 
    The Queen looked from me to Hana.  
 
    “I am eager to fight alongside Mike Noctis once more,” the Odin-like figure said to her ward. She turned her one gray eye back to settle on me. It was shining with a knowing light. 
 
    “And it seems I’m not the only Vetruscan Bearmancer who has that opinion,” she said, motioning with her head at Hana. 
 
    Hana smiled shyly at me. Somehow, she still managed to appear shy even though she looking as tough and uncompromising as any female ever had, with her shaved head splattered in mud and blood and her armor showing through the holes and rips in her fur coat. She stepped toward me, her deep red eyes fixed on my face, her crooked lips parted ever so slightly. She lay one of her small, steady hands on my gore-covered chest. 
 
    “I think, Mike, that, if the Queen has finished with you now, I might repay you a little by leading you to a long soak in one of our mineral pools,” she said quietly.  
 
    I looked over at the Queen. The giant warrior raised a single bushy eyebrow. 
 
    “Politics,” she said. “Not always a total pain in the crotch, is it, Dragonmancer? I shall see to it that none disturb you for as long as you need.” 
 
    Hana led me away from the scene of the battle, through the mess of Vetruscan loyalists who were busy relieving the rebels of their weapons and the enemy bearmancers of their crystals. Before we could get very far, someone hailed the two of us. 
 
    “Mike! Hana!” 
 
    It was Renji, hurrying along behind us. 
 
    “Now that we have victory for Hrímdale,” the djinn said in her slow, sultry voice, “and seeing as diplomacy is in the air, shall we see whether you have the skill to take care of two birds with one—” 
 
    “Load?” I finished. 
 
    Hana and Renji exchanged looks. They spoke volumes. 
 
    “Good thing I now have two Etherstones, eh?” I said with a broad grin.  
 
    Battle and bloodshed. 
 
    I could have sworn they were better than champagne and oysters in that neck of the woods.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Battle and blood, adrenaline and fury. 
 
    Champagne and oysters, lust and relief. 
 
    There was a comparison in there somewhere, but I couldn’t see it, not right at that moment. I had other things on my mind. 
 
    Hana led the way along the side of the fjord, skirting and stepping over corpses until we were clear of where most of the fighting had taken place. The closer we got to Berserker Hall and the Queen’s private lodgings, the less dead we encountered. Really, the rebels had not even come close to penetrating to the heart of Hrímdale. If the Queen had elected to stay sitting on her throne in Berserker Hall, not a one of her enemies would have caught sight of her. 
 
    But sitting back and letting others run the risks had, I guessed, never been Queen Frami’s style. 
 
    Renji and I padded along some way behind Hana, who was leading us toward the thermally heated rock pools that she had taken me to after the battle in the hall. She was some way ahead of me and the djinn, as we strolled in a slightly dazed, vaguely elated fashion around the final outcropping and made our way to the limestone pools and their naturally occurring screens of lingonberry bushes. 
 
    “Fighting for your life,” Renji said in my ear, “really does help to put things in perspective.” 
 
    “I’ve remarked on that myself before,” I agreed, pulling her tight against me and feeling the hardness of her body against mine. “Life can be all too fleeting in this crazy place.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Renji said in her deep, chocolatey voice, “but every warrior should travel to the brink of destruction and into the mouth of war; to test their appetite for violence, truth, and love of life. Then, when they return, they will no doubt be the better for it.” 
 
    “Reminds me of something someone very clever once said back in my world,” I said, giving the djinn’s hip a squeeze. 
 
    “And what did this very clever person say?” Renji asked, her own slipping down to my ass. 
 
    “I forget exactly,” I said, “but it was about how, in life, you weather storms. Most of the time you won’t even know how the hell you weathered them when you come out the other side. Sometimes you won’t be certain that the storm is even over. There’s only one thing that you can bank on.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Renji probed. 
 
    “When you walk out of that storm, whatever it is, you won’t be the same person you were walking into it.” 
 
    “Wise words,” Renji said, biting at my earlobe as we emerged from behind a large lingonberry and saw Hana up ahead. “Wait,” the djinn said. She reached into a pouch at her waist and drew out a pinch of something. “Open your mouth.”  
 
    I frowned at her. “What—” Before I could say anymore, Renji grabbed my head and shoved the pinch of whatever it was into my mouth. I had the instinct to spit it out, but instead, I tasted something familiar. 
 
    Dragondust. 
 
    “Just need to make sure you’re running at full capacity,” Renji said with a silver-toothed grin.  
 
    I laughed at her. “You really are clucky, aren’t you?”  
 
    Renji shrugged. “Come, Hana may have started without us.”  
 
    Hana was lounging on one side of a steaming pool, basking in the water up to her chin, her pale arms spread out on the stony lip of the natural bath. Her dark red eyes were turned up at the corners, as was her crooked mouth. 
 
    Momentarily, I worried that there might be some sort of female friction between Hana and Renji, seeing as we hadn’t really discussed what might go down next. But then I recalled that Hana had already shared me before, and Renji was a tranquil character who knew the score as far as I was concerned.  
 
    Saying I had fantasized a lot about this moment—about what it might be like taking Hana and Renji at the same time—would have been a lie. Honestly, I had never thought about this particular combination of women, but that was only because my reality had been blessed with so much good shit that I had never felt like I had to imagine anything better than what had been thrown into my path.  
 
    The coy and excited smile playing around Hana’s lips as she sat up and surfaced from the hot pool implied that she might have given this more thought than I had. 
 
    “Come,” she said, with water streaming down her slender neck and perky breasts, “here, Dragonmancer.”  
 
    Renji and I stepped down into the organic hot pool. The water lapping at my knees was delightfully warm, the perfect temperature for easing the kinks out of weary muscles. It had a wholesome mineral tang to it, a smell somewhere between earth and sea. It smelled like new life. 
 
    This pool was fairly shallow, made for relaxing not swimming. Renji instantly dropped down to her hands and knees, so that her perfect turquoise bubble butt was pointing in my direction, just visible over the top of the water. She crept slowly and seductively toward Hana. The shaven-headed Vetruscan reached out and pulled the silver-haired djinn toward her, and they kissed hungrily. 
 
    “I’m getting to like maintaining the political side of our two nation’s relationship happy, aren’t you?” Hana said, pulling away from Renji. “It’s a responsibility that I’m growing more enthusiastic about by the day.” 
 
    She wiped some crusted blood from Renji’s throat, being careful to trickle water down the other woman’s neck. 
 
    For a couple of minutes, I simply knelt, dumbfounded, in the hot pool and watched the erotic show play out in front of me. My cock twitched under the water, as the bearmancer and dragonmancer kissed gently at first, before getting a little more heated and sloppier, tongues licking and lapping at each other’s mouths. 
 
    The fantastically hot water was beginning to soothe away the aches and pains of the battle, but there was one muscle that was stubbornly refusing to relax.  
 
    Eventually, I managed to pry my eyeballs away from the sight and stir myself from the daze I had entered. It was time to get involved. 
 
    I slipped further into the water, though my eyes continued to move slowly over the glorious sight of the two naked females in front of me. 
 
    Hana dipped her hand back into the water and rubbed it over Renji’s chest, washing away some more grime that had accumulated under her armor. Renji’s big, dark blue nipples stood up like a couple of guard-dogs coming to attention at the scent of some steak. 
 
    The bearmancer rubbed at Renji’s shoulders and neck. She ran her hands over the djinn’s slick skin, causing goose flesh to rise for an instant before the water warmed it again.  
 
    Renji sat now, like a conquering hero, leaning against one end of the spacious pool, while Hana administered to her. Renji’s muscular legs were spread wide, and Hana was nestled up against the slightly bigger woman as she washed her down. 
 
    Renji groaned gently and slipped a hand beneath the surface of the water. She began to rub at Hana’s crotch while the Vetruscan continued to run her wet hands over her breasts, gently chafing Renji’s nipples with finger nails and, every now and again, leaning forward to bite the skin around the other woman’s nipples. 
 
    I reached out and ran my own hand over Hana’s wet back, making her shiver and moan with a barely mastered longing. 
 
    “I feel your eyes on me, Mike,” Hana said, the sound of laughter in her voice. “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    “I liked what I saw the moment I saw it,” I said. “From the moment I had to bring Bearne down with my Harpoon Stun.” 
 
    Hana threw back her head and laughed. Then she turned and looked at me, her face suddenly dead serious. “I still haven’t punished you for that yet, have I?” 
 
    I playfully slapped her ass. “I look forward to that.” 
 
    “I’m yet to think of a truly adequate way to have that debt squared,” the bearmancer replied. 
 
    “We can brainstorm after we’re done here,” I said, running my hand across her wet buttcheeks and squeezing each of them in turn.  
 
    “A fine idea. Now, you better join us properly, Mike,” Hana said softly, giving Renji’s nipples a firm tweak so that the djinn gasped and bucked up against her. “My Queen will expect me to look after you, seeing as you are her guest of honor.” 
 
    My cock throbbed with a building lust and intensity. The need for carnal gratification, even with the blood and dirt that was still crusted over the three of us, was a burning itch in my crotch.  
 
    “You just sit back and let Hana and I clean each other up a little more first,” Renji purred, a wicked grin lighting up her usually composed and mellow features. Her silver teeth sparkled in the sunshine, as did the silver ring in her septum. 
 
    “You want me to wait?” I said, unable to keep the note of longing from my voice. 
 
    “Like the gentleman that we all know that you aren’t,” Renji said solemnly. 
 
    I moaned and reached for the silver-haired beauty, but Renji slapped my hand down. With both women’s piercings, I might have been caught in the clutches of some punk sadomasochists. 
 
    “Then Hana and I will take good care of you,” she said, in her most authoritative quartermaster’s voice. “You just sit back and enjoy us working for now.” 
 
    I did as I was bid. I had learned enough in my time at the Drako Academy to know that, very occasionally, it was prudent to bow to the knowledge of a colleague, whether it be in the training arena or in the hot pool. 
 
    Renji squirmed against Hana’s wet, fit body, the water sloshing like a tempestuous maelstrom. Hana’s hands continued to glide over Renji’s turquoise skin, occasionally leaving nail marks in their wake. She carried on toying and teasing the djinn dragonmancer’s nipples until I could see that they were stiff enough to hang my sword belt on. Then, slowly, deliberately, she moved her hands down, under the water, following the humping motions that Renji was making in the watery depths. Renji moaned loudly and started to fuck Hana’s hand as the Vetruscan woman fingered her with reckless relish. 
 
    Every now and again, both Renji and Hana glanced directly at me as they played with each other, their mouths open, tongues moist and stuck between their teeth, eyes brimming over with pure carnality.  
 
    “Do you like watching, Mike?” Renji asked in her husky, deep voice.  
 
    “Of course he does, Dragonmancer,” Hana said. “Just look at his eyes. He’s. . . ughhh.”  
 
    Hana started bucking more and more forcefully against Renji’s hand, grinding hard against her, forcing her back into the corner of the pool. Despite being the smaller woman and bearing a wound on her shoulder that I had only just noticed, a sexual frenzy drove Hana and lent her prodigious strength. The muscles across her shoulders stood out like cords. Spit flew from her lips as she bared her teeth.  
 
    “That’s it! That’s where I want it, Mystocean, right there!” Hana said into the other woman’s ear, all the while looking at me. She gave Renji a couple of playful little slaps across the face, bringing a darker blush to her pale blue cheeks. 
 
    Her motions became jerkier, even more forceful. Renji grunted and gasped as Hana crushed her into the corner of the pool but continued pleasuring the woman under the hot water. 
 
    Suddenly, Hana convulsed, the muscles in her back tightening. She let out a breathy gasp of pleasure, biting her knuckles to stop herself from crying out louder. Then she suddenly stood up in the pool, water cascading down her thighs and legs. She was breathing hard, her stomach muscles showing on her athletic torso. She crooked a smile at me. 
 
    “That was a close!” she sighed. “Almost Renji carried me over the brink! I don’t want to climax like that, not that it wasn’t good.” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. “Full marks for self-control.” 
 
    Hana held out her hands, and Renji grasped them. With surprising ease, the bearmancer hoisted Renji up out of the pool and sat her on the smoothed stone edge. 
 
    She spread the other woman’s unresisting legs so that she was almost doing the splits on the edge of the pool. Renji inhaled sharply as water ran down between her heavy tits, down the planes of her stomach, and over her wide-open sex.  
 
    Hana went down on the other woman like a man in a desert falling to his knees at some oasis, tonguing and slurping at Renji’s slit while the other woman ground her pelvis into the bearmancer’s face. 
 
    Hana was submerged to her shoulders in the pool, while Renji had her legs stretched as far as they could go. 
 
     I had the best seat in the house. Renji’s soaking wet pussy close enough to touch. I was near enough to see the smears and flecks of her girl juice covering Hana’s face as she probed at Renji’s box with her tongue, running it in circles around her clit. 
 
    Hana grunted and growled like some feral beast, like a bear maybe, while she ate Renji out. She used her fingers to open the other woman’s vaginal lips as wide as she could so that she could get her tongue as deep as possible. 
 
    It did not take long, a few minutes at most, before Renji said breathlessly, “Take Hana. Take her, Mike. Take her now. Make us dragonmothers, both of us.” 
 
    Showing her flexibility, the Vetruscan stood up out of the water and bent invitingly at the waist. Hana wiggled her ass in my face. 
 
    I surged up out of the water and, in one smooth motion, grabbed Hana by her hips and thrust into her gaping, tight sex from behind. 
 
    Hana cried out with pleasure, reaching backward to spread her asscheeks for me. 
 
    With that insertion, a surging tingle of magic flowed through me, from the tip of my cock all the way through my body. It was a feeling that I couldn’t really quantify, a roiling confusion of energy that ripped through me, but I had never felt the likes of it before, not with any of my dragonmancer conquests at least. 
 
    Dimly, I wondered whether it was the dragon magic and bear magic coming together. 
 
    Hana cried out in ecstasy as I pumped away at her from behind, my tingling balls slapping into her clit with a wet smacking sound.  
 
    The weird energy I had felt on first entering Hana morphed into the more identifiable feeling of a need that required fulfillment. It was building and building and building. 
 
    “Harder, harder, harder!” Hana ordered me, her words jerking out of her as I rammed my cock into her. 
 
    I started fucking the bearmancer with a renewed vigor. Trying to touch some place inside of her that would send her over the edge. 
 
    “Fuck me!” Hana cried. “Show me what you can do, Dragonmancer.”  
 
    Dragon met bear. Bear met dragon. 
 
    Renji was now lying on the mossy ground that surrounded the pools. She opened her legs wide and pointed them at the clouds. 
 
    My climax reached up to claim me quite unexpectedly, almost too unexpectedly. Without time to communicate what I was doing, I dumped Hana on the edge of the pool, beside Renji on the mossy ground.  
 
    I grabbed Renji and hauled her up so the two females lay side by side. 
 
    “What are you - oh!” Renji said. 
 
    I plunged my cock into her and blew my load, gasping as it flooded out of me. 
 
    Then, I pulled out, feeling the next pulsing load building, and rammed my prick back into Hana. 
 
    The bearmancer shuddered as she came, turned on by the sight of me jizzing in both her and the woman she had just shared me with. 
 
    I repeated the exercise a few more times on each side until my cum filled both the djinn and the bearmancer. Twin glows illuminated the bellies of both Renji and Hana.  
 
    Mission fucking accomplished.  
 
    I collapsed backward into the pool to float, satiated and exhausted. 
 
    Staring up at the sky, I heard Hana echo the thoughts that had blazed in my head just before I came. 
 
    “Bear meets dragon,” she said in a spent voice. 
 
    “Dragon meets bear,” Renji said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several days passed. Much of my time, and the time of my fellow dragonmancers, was spent cleaning up and repairing Hrímdale. 
 
    This unavoidable but monotonous laboring was broken when Penelope found me one day with great news. Renji and Hana had just given birth. 
 
    “What?” I said when Penelope repeated herself for the second time. 
 
    “A dragonling,” Penelope said. “Renji had a healthy dragonling!” 
 
    I grinned and handed the beam that I had been lifting on my own to four Vetruscan villagers, who staggered under its weight. 
 
    “And Hana?” I asked, wiping my palms on my breeches. 
 
    Pen smiled. “Best you go and see for yourself.” 
 
    I summoned Cyan and jumped on her back. Before Penelope could say another word, I was in the air. Mounted on the Faerie Dragon, I rode for the cabin that had been set aside for the Mystocean contingent.  
 
    Hana and Renji were sitting on a large woolen blanket spread on the grass.  
 
    “Go stretch your wings,” I said to Cyan. “I’ll let you know when we’re done.”  
 
    “I can’t meet the new siblings?” Cyan asked.  
 
    “In a little while,” I said with a smile. “Go on, now.”  
 
    Cyan took to the air, and I approached the new mothers. 
 
    A dragonling was curled around Renji’s neck, sleeping. It was the uniform gray color of all dragonlings when they were first born and had not been introduced to their Etherstone. 
 
    “A girl!” Renji said quietly, when I approached. “I’m going to call her Brenna.” 
 
    I glanced down at the little sleeping creature. It looked about as content, curled around her mother’s neck, as anything that I had ever seen. 
 
    “Great job, Renji,” I said. 
 
    “And this,” said Hana, pulling aside a blanket and drawing my attention away from the djinn and my latest progeny, “is Rifa.” 
 
    Under the blanket, nestled against Hana’s thigh, was a small ball of gray-silver fluff.  
 
    “Rifa,” I said, mimicking Hana’s words. 
 
    The ball of fluff, silver in color, uncurled. 
 
    “A bear cub,” Hana said. “A male bear cub.” 
 
    “That’s. . . that’s incredible,” I said. “He’s incredible.” 
 
    A rush of affection flooded me as the little bear cub looked up at me. 
 
    Rifa was fairly nondescript, having not yet been introduced to his Etherstone, but his little coal-black eyes glittered up at me with a sort of fierce intelligence that reminded me unswervingly of Hana. 
 
    “He’s fucking fantastic,” I breathed. 
 
    Rifa growled sleepily at me, then tucked back into a ball and nestled down beside Hana. 
 
    “So, when are you ladies thinking we should have them link with the Etherstones?” I asked. 
 
    Renji held up a placating hand. 
 
    “Peace, man,” she said. “For once we find ourselves at liberty to take our time with this. We have the stones. We have security. Let the dragonling and the cub sleep.” 
 
    I nodded. I couldn’t argue with that, and I knew better than to try it with a new mother. 
 
    “The Queen is on her way to see the newest bear to be born to the Vetruscan Kingdom for…” Hana shook her head in wonder. “I don’t even know how long. We will organize a time to have the newborns introduced to their crystals after that.” 
 
    “How the hell will the cub, Rifa, even take on the bond and the power of the stone?” I asked.  
 
    “That,” said a familiar yet totally unexpected voice from behind me, “remains to be seen.” 
 
    I whirled and came nose to nose with the Seer, Claire. With her long neck, long silver hair worn in intricate braids, pale skin, and almond-shaped eyes, one bright greenish-blue like a robin’s egg and the other a ruby red, it could be no one else. 
 
    I blinked. Stammered a little. Then, I let my brain try and catch up. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Claire said, with an easy smile. 
 
    I nodded dumbly. 
 
    “Walk with me, Mike Noctis,” she said. 
 
    Claire wore her usual simple white dress that trailed behind her like a train of summer clouds. I followed her, trying not to tread on the hem of the gown. 
 
    The Seer came to a halt on the lip of the lawn, where a gap in the surrounding trees allowed us a view of the fjord. 
 
    “So?” I blurted. “What are you doing here, Seer? Not that I’m not glad to see you.” 
 
    “It seems Mike Noctis, Dragon Breeder, that you are something far rarer even than you first appeared to be,” Claire said without preamble, smiling again at how taken aback I was. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I keep telling myself that things can’t possibly get any more supernatural, anymore insane, but I should really learn just to quit telling myself anything by the sounds of it! What do you mean, Claire?” 
 
    The Seer gazed penetratingly at me with those incredible mismatched eyes of hers, the red and the blue. 
 
    “It seems that you are far more than the savior of dragons, Mike Noctis,” she said in that ethereal, calming voice. “You may very well be the savior of all magical creatures.”  
 
    “That’s a hell of a title to live up to,” I said with a wry smile. “No pressure!”  
 
    The Seer grinned. “I thought I knew much about you. What with my predilection for the future. You have, I freely admit, come to teach me many things about your race. One thing above all others has stood out to me. You are resilient as anyone I have ever encountered. There might be a lot of pressure resting upon those brawny shoulders of yours, but I am confident that you will be able to bear it.” 
 
    We were silent for a while, the two of us staring out over the calm fjord. The water was so still that it could almost have been painted on to the ground, like one of those perspective drawings that artists are always sketching up on pavements in cities the world over.  
 
    “Seer?” I said, my eyes following the drifting journey of a gull. 
 
    “Yes, Mike?” Claire said. 
 
    “It seems that the Etherstones, above all else, are the keys to the rejuvenation of the Mystocean Empire’s dragon numbers. Now that we have a fair stockpile of the dragondust, if we just had a collection of Etherstones, we could make the Mystocean Empire the great power it used to be. We could drive the Shadow Nations and the Bloodletters and all the rest of those bastards off the curling edge of the map.” 
 
    “That is true,” the Seer said simply. “It is true, but it is also a big ‘if’. We do not have a cache of Etherstones. At least not right now. If our intel is to be believed, there may be such a cache in the Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    A question hung in the air between us, so I asked it. 
 
    “Just where the hell do the Etherstones come from anyway?”  
 
    Claire shrugged, her white dress streaming out behind her in the wind coming down off the hills. It was a wind that might very well have passed through the mountains, past that temple in which we had uncovered the truth about the Shadow Nations and the origins of the Bloodletters. It was a chill breeze, but the scantily clad Seer did not seem bothered by its frigid fingers as they sought out the openings of my jacket. 
 
    “I have no knowledge of the Etherstone’s origins,” Claire told me. “But, if you’re going to live up to your potential, you must find more of them.”  
 
    “I can’t just wait around until someone hands me one?” I said, tongue-in-cheek. “It’s worked pretty well for me so far.”  
 
    Claire chuckled lightly. It was a good sound. Although the Seer and I did not spend much time together, the time that we did was time that I always enjoyed. 
 
    “The one you received from Queen Frami, I think, is the last that will be given to you so easily,” she said.  
 
    “You sound pretty certain,” I said. 
 
    Claire smiled and tapped her chest with one finger. “Seer,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve foreseen that?” I asked.  
 
    “I have,” she replied succinctly. 
 
    The two of us gazed out across the water. The future lay out there; a future that involved the finding of more Etherstones and the marching on the Bronze Citadel, among other things. 
 
    “You can almost see it, can’t you?” Claire said softly by my side. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “The future,” she said. “It’s trembling just beyond the curtain of the unknown, about to spring into being, even as we stand here.” 
 
    The wind was picking up more now, whipping baby whitecaps up from the surface of the fjord. 
 
    “And you can see it,” I said. 
 
    “I can see lots of futures,” the Seer said with her trademark obscurity. 
 
    “Got any advice for me, then?” I asked, though I wasn’t hopeful. I could feel a faint smile tugging at my lips, knowing that what I was about to hear would probably help me little. 
 
    Claire linked her arm through mine. She patted my hand. 
 
    “Try to repress that human instinct to not live in the present,” she said. “Embrace the animal side, the part that does not need to plan or think of the future.” 
 
    The faint smile broadened on my face. 
 
    “You’re basically giving me the mystic’s version of ‘hang in there, everything will be all right in the end’ is that it?” I asked. 
 
    Claire’s smile was quite unreadable. 
 
    Above our heads, Cyan, the Faerie Dragon wheeled in the fickle light of the sun. Her iridescent wings shone and flickered, sending rainbows flashing across my vision. She swooped low, dived, and plunged into the waters of fjord. 
 
    “What the…!” I started to say. 
 
    Cyan burst back out of the river, something long and thrashing clutched in her claws. 
 
    “A giant eel,” Claire said. “The fjord is full of them. They are a delicacy in Vetrusca.” 
 
    I watched the Faerie Dragon land on the yawn a little distance away.  
 
    “I’ve never seen a dragon like her before,” I said. 
 
    “They have a lot of surprises up their sleeves,” Claire told me. “There is much about them that you won’t see coming.” 
 
    “Like the future?” I said. 
 
    “Just so,” the Seer replied. 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    “There is one thing I can always be certain about the future bringing with it,” I said to the ethereal figure holding my hand. 
 
    “What’s that?” Claire said. 
 
    “Dragons,” I said. “There will always be dragons.” 
 
    End of Book 4
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