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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Snow blanketed Hrímdale in an unbroken and perfect layer. The town capital of the Vetruscan Kingdom was built on an enormous fjord surrounded by mountains. The mighty home of bearmancers gleamed in the flat glow of the sun, which sat like a glowing coin behind a thin layer of cloud. 
 
    The town was built almost entirely of wood felled from the forests blanketing the slopes of the impossibly steep hills that enclosed Hrímdale in a natural boundary. Those trees were as white as everything else now, looking like sugar-dusted pinecones in the distance. 
 
    A few buildings were crafted from stone, the more important structures; the undercover fish market, the blacksmiths, armorers, and other places that a township such as Hrímdale could not easily afford to have accidentally burned down. 
 
    All the buildings, both stone and timber, had steeply pitched roofs that allowed the heavy snows to slide off and form mounds around them. Now that winter had arrived in earnest, the Vetruscan Kingdom in its sure and frigid grip, there was a lot of snow. That might have been a pain in the ass if the villagers had needed to clear it, but with twelve-hundred-pound war-bears acting as snowplows, it wasn’t too big of a deal. 
 
    I stood out the front of the Berserker Hall, which passed for the chief municipal building in this Norse-like land, and sipped my spiced blood orange cider. The mulled drink was the perfect accompaniment to my thoughts. 
 
    A lot had changed in the weeks that had elapsed since the battle of Hrímdale, when Queen Frami had thrown down her usurper sister, Dagna, and literally ripped her head off. Winter descending out of the mountains like a soft, silent ghost had only been the start of things. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” asked a soft, lilting voice reminiscent of the Baltic. 
 
    I turned to find Hana padding toward me, her feet crunching on the unbroken snow, her footsteps leaving a trail next to mine. 
 
    “What sort of maniac would mind having you join them?” I asked. 
 
    Hana smiled. She was clad in a warm fur coat as I was, and her arms were crossed over her chest. Her breath smoked in the cold air. Her eyes, which were large and the deep, dark color of good red wine, were alert. The habitual collection of silver rings around the edges of both her ears, as well as the studs she wore through each nostril, glittered in the wintery light. 
 
    She’d started to grow her hair out on top of her head, but she kept the sides shaved. I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but in only a few weeks, it had grown to almost shoulder length. I figured that, perhaps, it was a result of her having undergone the Transfusion Ceremony with her bonded bear, Bearne. Hana, along with five other bearmancers, had undergone the ceremony. At first, it had only been the three bearmancers, but after the victory over the rebels, no one objected to another five being transformed into much stronger versions of themselves. The rest of the Vetruscan bearmancers were practically lining up for their turn, but the Mystoceans had limited the number they would take through the ceremony. Something about not wanting to arm their (all-too-recent) allies with superpowered warriors that could one day pose a threat to the Empire.  
 
    “Where’s Rifa?” I asked, referring to the silver-furred male bear cub that I had sired with Hana. 
 
    “Back at your cabin. Renji is looking after both Rifa and Brenna,” Hana said casually. 
 
    I nodded. Brenna was Renji’s dragonling; the latest female edition to my growing family. 
 
    “She’s still planning on Brenna consuming her Etherstone today, after the meeting?” I asked. 
 
    Hana made a little noise in her throat which I took to be a yes. 
 
    “And we’re still no closer to figuring out how to get a bear to consume an Etherstone?” I asked. 
 
    It had been a conundrum with which all of us dragonmancers and bearmancers had been wrestling. None of us had managed to uncover a solution, not even Penelope the Knowledge Sprite, who was generally agreed to be so clever that sometimes, when she was overly enthused about something, it was hard to understand a single word that came out of her mouth. 
 
    Hana shook her head. She looked frustrated, and I could understand why. We had a spare Etherstone ready to give Rifa so that he could attain his adult form, but we just didn’t have the know-how on how to administer it. A dragon used its fire to melt and ingest the crystal, but a bear… 
 
    I was about to give Hana some good old empty words of comfort when she held up her hand and cocked her head back toward the Berserker Hall. 
 
    “They’re done?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Hana replied. 
 
    The two of us turned to face the freshly repaired, massive, battle-scarred oak doors of the hall. The low rumble of voices that had been running like a river for the past however many hours had ceased. There was a scraping of heavy wooden furniture, the stomping of heavy booted feet, and then the doors were thrust open by a couple of Vetruscan guards. 
 
    Queen Frami, looking like the female version of Odin the Allfather, strode out into the flat light of day. A little smoke from the massive braziers that had been lighting and heating the Berserker Hall swirled out behind her, lending her a goddess-like—not to mention slightly hellish—aura. She was imposing; with matted gray dreadlocks, an eyepatch, and a huge sword hanging from her hip. Amid a warlike people, it was easy to see how she had risen to command such respect. 
 
    General Shiloh, the commander-in-chief, head honcho, top dog, and overall big-balls daddy-o of the armed forces of the Mystocean Empire, strode out of the Berserker Hall behind Queen Frami. 
 
    The General, with her big, square build, close-cropped hair, and predatory eyes, would have fitted in with the Vetruscans had she only been born in a different time and in a different place.  
 
    She had arrived only a few days ago, marking the start of a fresh epoch in Mystocean-Vetruscan relations. She was the first General from the Mystocean Empire—the first military officer of any rank— that had been cordially received by a Vetruscan monarch in living memory. 
 
    It was a sign, or so Queen Frami said, of the growing trust and confidence between the old enemy nations.   
 
    The two hulking, commanding women, leading the procession of minor administrators, captains, and other men and women stumped out to where Hana and I were waiting for them. 
 
    “Noctis!” General Shiloh barked, with her usual sledgehammer through a door approach to conversation. 
 
    “General,” I said in return. She might have been a gruff old bruiser, but it was hard not to like General Shiloh. 
 
    “If it isn’t the father of the Empire’s freshest dragonling and its first bear cub!” the General said brusquely while Queen Frami and her contingent of advisors gathered around Hana and lowered their voices in discussion. 
 
    I bit back the retort that I wanted to utter at Brenna and Rifa being referred to like they were property of the Mystocean Empire. I knew the General didn’t mean it like that—well, not entirely like that.   
 
    “That’s right, General,” I said, only a little stiffly. “A male bear cub and another female dragonling.” 
 
    Despite the intense cold of the day, General Shiloh had her forearms bared. I noticed once again how they were covered in a short bear-like fur, the same chestnut color as her hair. Obviously, the hair kept her warm, for she showed not a single sign of shivering. Once more I wondered what race she might be, and whether there might not just be a little of the Ursidae about her. Her keen gray eyes glinted in the light of the silver sun that hung in the hazy sky. 
 
    The brawny woman, whose only concession to the cold was a musk ox skin cloak worn over her usual all-sable battle gear, clapped her callused hands together happily. Under the hem of the hairy cloak, I caught sight of the silver dragon claw on each of her meaty shoulders. 
 
    Her battle dress was not the sort of crisp, deep sable that a general might ordinarily be expected to wear. Rather, it was the worn and scuffed attire of a soldier who wore nothing else and rarely found the time or inclination to buff out the dings and scratches. Mud was spattered up the back of her breeches, and a roughly stitched cut that I recognized ran down one rolled sleeve. Her boots were travel-worn and caked with snow.  
 
    “You know, General,” I began, “Brenna is going to be entering adulthood shortly. If you and the Queen want to tag along to my cabin, you’ll get to see something that not many have seen in eons.” 
 
    “That’d be bloody splendid, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in her bass voice. “I’m sure that Queen Frami and I would be delighted.” 
 
    Dropping the stiff grunt to officer routine that we had going on, I leaned in and asked the General, “What do you think of the Queen, General? She’s a good sort, don’t you think?” 
 
    The General peered over at Queen Frami, who nodded at the two of us while she continued relating some quickfire instructions to her entourage. 
 
    “I think that she is a woman and leader after my own heart,” the General said carefully. “From what you told me in our debrief when I first arrived, she is not one to be treated lightly on the battlefield or at the negotiating table. After spending more than a week discussing, ironing out, and bargaining, I can say your appraisal of her was spot-on. She’s as sharp as a dragon’s tooth and just as deadly.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, she is. But do you trust her?” 
 
    General Shiloh considered as she watched Queen Frami. “I trust her to act in the best interests of her country and her countrymen.” 
 
    “I feel the same, General,” I agreed. “She’s a woman of her word, but when fortunes shift and the reliability of our friends are tested, I think that we’ll find her still standing in our corner.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the General growled out of the side of her mouth. 
 
    “Now dragonmancers, Hana here tells me that there is some exciting news concerning the latest dragonling?” Queen Frami said as she came to stand in front of General Shiloh and me, Hana trailing behind her. “Apparently, the dragonling is due to transmogrify into its adult state, is that right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Correct, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The Queen slapped one hand onto General Shiloh’s broad shoulder and another onto mine. 
 
    “Well then,” she said eagerly, “let’s go and have a fuckin’ gander then, eh? Lead on, Mike, lead on!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We emerged from the woods, and I was greeted by a lovely sight: Penelope, Knowledge Sprite and Librarian of the Grand Library of the Drako Academy. She stood outside the ornate and luxuriously appointed cabin with which the dragonmancers had been furnished. 
 
    The thin clouds had thickened a little, even in the short walk from the Berserker Hall to our guest accommodation, and the occasional fat flake of snow drifted down from the sky. It was very peaceful here, the sounds of Hrímdale muted by the thick blanket of snow that draped the fir trees surrounding us. I felt very calm, as if I was walking through a Christmas postcard or across the tin of box of gingerbread holiday biscuits. 
 
    Penelope was standing in front of a crackling fire. She was dressed in her routine all-blue robes, her blue hair loose down her back. At the crunching sound of our approaching footsteps, she turned and raised a hand. 
 
    “Hey there, Pen,” I said, beaming at her. 
 
    Penelope bobbed her head in greeting, but it seemed like the combined presence of General Shiloh and Queen Frami had momentarily robbed her of speech. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Glizbe, where are the rest of your comrades?” General Shiloh asked. 
 
    Penelope tried to answer, standing up a little straighter, coughed and cleared her throat. 
 
    “They’ve, uh, just gone inside, General,” she stammered in a strained voice. “They’ve just gone in to fetch Brenna and her Etherstone, so that we can, uh…” 
 
    General Shiloh waved her into silence. 
 
    “Take a breath and calm yourself, Penelope,” she said with her gruff kindness. “The Queen and I don’t mind waiting. The weather is fine after all.” 
 
    Queen Frami smiled at these words. “It is indeed. There are some peculiar folk that do not think much of the snow, but to me, and to all Vetruscans, it is just another kind of good weather.” 
 
    While we waited for Renji, Tamsin, Elenari, and Saya to come back out with the dragonling and the Etherstone, I ventured to ask a question that was probably a little above my paygrade. 
 
    “So where are we off to next, General?” I asked. 
 
    General Shiloh refrained from giving me a verbal beating there and then in front of the Queen. However, she did raise a bushy and quite threatening eyebrow. 
 
    “Here, in the open, is hardly the place to discuss such delicate matters, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in a flat voice. 
 
    Wishing, not for the first time, that we could all just get along and share information like people and not soldiers, I nodded my understanding. 
 
    “Just thought it might be beneficial for us to know where we might be headed next, General,” I replied amiably. 
 
    “All in good time,” General Shiloh said, turning her gaze to the crackling fire of pine logs that Penelope was still standing by. 
 
    Queen Frami looked from me to General Shiloh and grunted a laugh. 
 
    “It is a common belief that the Vetruscans are sticklers for secrecy and cloak and dagger tactics,” she said, “but I see now that we might not lead the field in that regard after all.” 
 
    General Shiloh put her hands behind her back. “I just think that it is more prudent for us to wait until we have seen the coming of age of this new dragon and move inside, before we start discussing the actions that we have agreed need to be implemented.” 
 
    “So, there is something afoot, then?” I asked enthusiastically. 
 
    “If you don’t stop with the questions, the only thing that is going to be afoot is my boot up your ass, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh growled threateningly. 
 
    The Queen and I exchanged looks, but somehow, I managed to keep a straight face. 
 
    General Shiloh started muttering something, but the Queen held up her hands placatingly.  
 
    “I think we have already decided on the most crucial point,” Queen Frami said. 
 
    “What’s that, Your Majesty?” I asked, studiously ignoring the General’s smoldering eye. 
 
    “Whether there is enough trust between our two peoples to not only fight side by side but also fight together.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Your Majesty,” Penelope said in a querulously shy voice, “but I’m not sure I understand the difference.” 
 
    “I guess there’s all the difference in the world between fighting with the man at your side and fighting for him,” I said. 
 
    Queen Frami bowed her head in agreement, and even General Shiloh looked pleased that I had made that distinction. 
 
    The back door of the cabin opened My four fellow dragonmancers trooped outside, down the steps, and across the lawn toward us. 
 
    Saya led the way, as she did in most situations. The graceful and athletic elven beauty, Elenari, followed. The red-skinned hobgoblin, Tamsin came after her. In the rear, strode Renji, the blue-skinned Djinn. 
 
    Both Renji and Tamsin were clutching little creatures in their arms. Renji held the sinuous little form of the latest dragonling, Brenna. Tamsin was looking after Rifa, the bear cub. The two juvenile creatures were, though they were obviously of different species, the same silvery gray color. 
 
    “Ah, so here we are! The new arrivals!” General Shiloh boomed keenly as the four dragonmancers came to stand by the fireside. 
 
    “Yes, General,” Renji said in her cool, calm voice. “This is Brenna, and we are going to introduce her to her Etherstone so that she might start her journey into adulthood.” 
 
    “Excellent, excellent,” General Shiloh said. Her eyes were shining with genuine curiosity and excitement. “Let’s get on with it then, eh?” 
 
    “As you will,” Renji said. 
 
    Renji set the lithe little form of Brenna on the ground near the fire. Being only the size of a small cat and completely devoid of any obviously discernable scales, Brenna looked like she should have frozen to death in less time than it took to sneeze. Instead, the dragon fire that burned fiercely within the little body actually melted the snow around the dragonling, so that within only a few seconds, she was sitting in a pile of slush. 
 
    Renji, after giving Brenna an affectionate motherly pat on the head, reached into her pocket and pulled out the Etherstone that I had given her. She set the smooth, light blue stone in front of Brenna and then stood up. 
 
    Brenna cocked her little gray head up at Renji, looked carefully at the Etherstone and then around at the rest of us. 
 
    “Go on, Brenna,” I said encouragingly. “Digest that chunk of rock right there and you can become what you were always meant to be.” 
 
    Brenna looked up at me, a thoughtful line creasing the otherwise smooth forehead. Then, her head snapped around on the slender neck, and she let loose with a blazing bright beam of blue fire at the Etherstone. 
 
    Queen Frami let out a soft exclamation as the searing finger of flame hit the Etherstone and a couple of icy sparks showered out at the touch. For a few seconds, the fire bore into the crystal with seemingly little effect. Then, a bubble formed within the heart of the Etherstone, and suddenly, like a souffle deflating, the magical gemstone collapsed in on itself. 
 
    Just like that, solid rock had been reduced to a puddle of liquid goop under the brilliant intensity of the baby dragon’s flame. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to get your fingers caught in a burst of that, would you?” Queen Frami said to herself, looking at Brenna with renewed respect. 
 
    The little dragon shuffled forward, craned her head toward the bubbling pool of molten rock, and dipped her snout into it. With long, deliberate draughts, she sucked all the liquid Etherstone into herself. Molten rock is hot, to put it mildly, but by the casual and contented way that Brenna settled her bulging belly to the ground, you might have thought she’d just polished off the last of a vanilla milkshake. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the dragonling had curled up in the snow and dropped into a deep sleep. Even as the nine of us watched, the dragonling seemed to crust over in a covering that was neither ice nor rock but looked like a mixture of the two. It was the strange cocoon of sorts in which dragonlings underwent their mysterious transformation. 
 
    For a while, we all simply stared at the little statue curled in front of us. 
 
    “So… How long does this usually take?” General Shiloh asked, looking at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve only actually been present for a couple of these moments, General.” 
 
    “It varies, General,” Penelope predictably piped up. If there was one thing that made her more uncomfortable than speaking up in front of her superiors, it was leaving anyone ignorant of something that she knew the answer to. It was a case of being able to take the Knowledge Sprite out of the Grand Library, but not being able to take the Grand Library out of the Knowledge Sprite. 
 
    “Varies by how much?” General Shiloh asked, a bite of impatience in her tone. She was used to giving orders and seeing results, but not so good at waiting for them. 
 
    Penelope shrugged. “I imagine that an hour at the very least would need to elapse before we might see Brenna awaken.” 
 
    General Shiloh glanced up at the sky then down at the little dragonling, frozen in stasis. 
 
    “She’ll be all right out here, even with the snow setting in?” she asked crisply. 
 
    “Dragons are hardy creatures, General,” Saya said. “In the state that she is in now, I doubt she’d perish if a landslide settled over her. Dragons stayed dormant as forests grew up around them and mountains fell apart, if you look back in the scrolls. They just wait for the ideal conditions to bust on out. A bit of snow won’t hurt Brenna.” 
 
    Queen Frami patted General Shiloh on the arm and nodded toward the cabin. 
 
    “Might as well step into the warm, pour a few drinks, and fill in these warriors of ours, General, don’t you think?” 
 
    General Shiloh looked like she had half a mind to post a guard by the dormant dragonling but was worried of offending our host. 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said. “I won’t deceive you and say that my throat isn’t parched after all those hours of blather that we’ve been inflicting on one another.” 
 
    Queen Frami snorted in agreement. “Aye, politics can take a running jump as far as I am concerned,” she said as she led the way toward the cabin. “Vetruscans have always been unbending in the idea that they should be loyal to the land, but loyal only to politicians and leaders when they bloody deserve it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We all piled into the spacious parlor, and Elenari poured drinks for the two leaders. The rest of us helped ourselves and waited on the Queen and General Shiloh to take seats around the scrubbed and sturdy dining table. We sat down after them in no particular order. 
 
    “Now,” Queen Frami said, after she had braced herself up with a good gulp of smoking mead, “the General and I have a common bond. We cannot abide any fucking about when it comes to operational procedures. The job of a leader’s attendants is to lay the meat of a problem out on the butcher’s slab, but it is the role of the chef to trim the fat. With that in mind; will someone tell me whether we know how to get a bear cub to consume an Etherstone?” 
 
    All of us exchanged looks around the table, but no one said anything. 
 
    “I would say that, although there has been a deal of hypothesizing, Your Majesty,” Hana said, “none of us know of a way to bring Rifa to adulthood.” She swallowed and looked across the table at me. “And it is not as if all of us are not equally invested in his wellbeing.” 
 
    There was a scattering of curt nods around the table. Each of the women there had carried and birthed one of my offspring. They knew the quiet distress that Hana would be feeling at not being able to make sure that Rifa survived. 
 
    I knew I was feeling the strain. I had gone through it already with Saya, when we had been searching for the stone that would save Wayne, our Smog Dragon, from withering away. That was the fate that awaited Rifa if we could not figure out how he was to ingest the stone that would give him his full powers. As far as I knew, these juvenile magical creatures were born with a stored amount of mana that carried them through the first weeks or month of life. If they did not make a connection with an available Etherstone, they weakened, faded, and died. 
 
    Queen Frami sighed as she gazed at Hana, who had been her ward for years. 
 
    “It is as I feared and we speculated in the councils we have been holding,” she said. “The knowledge of how to do this was lost many years ago, so far as I know, so it will have to be sought out again.” 
 
    “How could it be lost?” Elenari asked in a low and serious voice. 
 
    Queen Frami looked carefully into her tankard. “The old texts were all consumed in a fire...” 
 
    Even a certified oxygen thief, which no one at that table was, wouldn’t have needed too long to figure out where the fire that Queen Frami had mentioned had come from. 
 
    “I remember that time in our existence,” Noctis said, his ancient voice suddenly blooming in my head. “It was a time in the histories of beasts and humanoids that was fraught with danger and uncertainty.” 
 
    “You remember it?” I replied telepathically. 
 
    “Of course he does, Dad,” Garth chimed in, his tone painting a picture of his reptilian eyes rolling. “Dragons never forget.” 
 
    “I thought that was elephants,” I retorted. 
 
    The conversation was cut short then by Queen Frami saying, “Yes, the records were lost in fire and smoke many long years ago. When things were less… sophisticated, maybe. Anyway, there’s little to be gained from raking up old smoldering coals.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, if I might be so bold, and with the General’s leave of course, I was wondering whether I might try and help with this?” Penelope said abruptly. 
 
    “Help?” Queen Frami asked. 
 
    “Help how, Dragonmancer Glizbe?” General Shiloh growled. 
 
    “In the best way that a Knowledge Sprite Librarian can, General,” Penelope said, her voice growing somewhat stronger and more assured. 
 
    “The Grand Library,” Tamsin muttered. 
 
    Penelope inclined her head. “Let me fly back to our encampment at Galipolas Mountain and then take a ship back to the Academy,” she said. “I can go to the library at the Drako Academy to see what I can dig up. Surely, there can be no harm in doing that?” 
 
    The General considered this, pursing her lips and tapping thoughtfully at the rim of her mug. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after a few moments of cogitation. “Yes, I see no harm in it. You are a fine warrior, Dragonmancer Glizbe. You continue to show more and more promise. More than I really thought you capable of when you were first brought to us. I shall be sad to send you away, but the remaining dragonmancers should be able to hold their own. Or so I hope.” 
 
    Penelope smiled cautiously. “So, can I go?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the General said bluntly. “And you had best get off straight away. From what I have learned of these times, ever since Dragonmancer Noctis landed in our midst, I would say that time is of the essence. Go!” 
 
    Penelope got to her feet and made for the door. 
 
    “And Dragonmancer Glizbe?” General Shiloh barked as Penelope stepped over the threshold and prepared to take flight into the snow. 
 
    “Yes, General?” the Knowledge Sprite asked. 
 
    “Just remember that folk are prone to attribute it to luck when you have acted more sensibly than they have. You are one of the most sensible and moral dragonmancers I can remember commanding. Have a safe and lucky flight.” 
 
    Penelope bowed her head, gave us all one last look, and then departed. The door shut softly behind her. 
 
    “General, if you please,” Queen Frami said, without further ado.  
 
    General Shiloh stood up and procured a rolled-up scroll from somewhere under her musk ox cloak. She spread the scroll out with a practiced flick of her wrist, and it unraveled along the table. At the other end of the dining table, Queen Frami slammed a knife into the edge of the scroll to hold it in place and stop it springing back into a roll. 
 
    I leaned forward with great interest. Even at a glance, I could see that this was a map of what lay outside the borders of the Mystocean Empire. I mentioned this to the General and she gave me a look that suggested I had uttered one of those increasingly rare comments that branded me as an obvious foreigner to this world. 
 
    “This kind of sensitive information and cartography is kept close to the breast of only the highest members of the Empire, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she told me. “The fact that I am the first General in over fifteen-hundred years to be sitting down and sharing a map with a Vetruscan of any kind can attest to the milestone that you all here are a part of. In truth, even you, dragonmancers as you are, would very seldom be allowed to see maps like this, depicting swathes of country to the west and south.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because if we were to ever get captured by one of our border enemies, the first thing they would try and torture out of us would be what we knew about the surrounding lands, not only our own country,” Tamsin said succinctly. 
 
    “Correct,” the General said. 
 
    “And that’s why we’re only shown certain sections of maps, depending on what area we’re being sent out to explore or fulfill a mission in?” Saya asked. 
 
    “Also correct,” General Shiloh affirmed. 
 
    “That makes sense then, I suppose,” I conceded.  
 
    “Very generous of you to say so, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said.  
 
    Queen Frami chuckled. 
 
    “Now, as you are all aware,” General Shiloh continued, “our next tactical maneuver was going to be to take the fight to the Shadow Nations and hit the Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement to these words. 
 
    “But no longer, General,” Elenari said. It was a statement of fact, not a question. 
 
    “But no longer,” General Shiloh said. 
 
    “As part of this new understanding that our two lands have with one another,” Queen Frami said, “General Shiloh and I have pooled our joint knowledge on this Bronze Citadel. She and I have, after careful deliberation, decided that we need more hard intelligence on the bastion.” 
 
    “Why’s that, Your Majesty?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Because my chief spy and tracker, Scrutor, has made it closer to that damned place than anyone else,” General Shiloh said, “and she informs me that the Bronze Citadel looks far better guarded than we originally thought.” 
 
    This surprised me. I had been there when Scrutor had made her initial report to General Shiloh, as had Hana. Back then, the stronghold had looked about as physically imposing as a silverback gorilla wielding a pair of chainsaws in a street brawl. To hear General Shiloh say that it was even more heavily fortified and manned that first thought was no casual thing. 
 
    I exchanged looks with Hana. I could tell that she was of the same opinion. 
 
    Still, there had been one other important development at the end of our last adventure in the Fey Pass. I now had in my possession the strange device, whether it was man-made or organic I still wasn’t sure, that allowed me to place a dragon simultaneously into different slots. I had increased my power substantially, and so I would be an irreplaceable asset for the fight against the Shadow Nations. 
 
    “Not only that,” Queen Frami chipped in, “but from the reports supplied by General Shiloh’s talented scout, it would seem that there are multiple smaller fortifications leading up to the Bronze Citadel itself. These may have to be dealt with before we even attempt to take the Bronze Citadel by force. And done in such a way that no word of their defeat reaches those forces massing in the Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    “So what is it that we’re going to be doing?” Saya asked, leaning forward so that her elbows were on the table. “You want us to go out intel gathering, General?” 
 
    The General grinned at Saya. “No, Dragonmancer Scopula. I simply pick the right tool for whatever job needs doing for our Empire. In this instance, I don’t think you’re the best tool for this particular job. It requires stealth, finesse, and tact. When I was debriefed about your latest antics, the impression I got was that you five dragonmancers and this bearmancer, Hana, showed so little finesse that you managed to bring down an entire castle on top of a giant bear, isn't that right?” 
 
    Saya grinned wolfishly. “It wasn’t a tactful sort of day, General. The sky was raining drakes and Mike had to bring down a wild Frost Dragon that was intent on—” 
 
    General Shiloh held up her hand to stop Saya, who immediately ceased her explanation. 
 
    “I’m not saying that it wasn’t well done,” she said, flashing us all a grin, “just that your particular skill set is more suited to another mission that Queen Frami and I have devised.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the Queen said. “There are plenty of surreptitious and merciless bastards that can gather intel out there, on both our sides; the clandestine wars that have become standard operating procedure in these politically charged times have bred such warriors. However, for a mission that requires a warrior to go charging headfirst into the unknown with a smile on their face and a song in their hearts, against odds that’d make a regular trooper quail, there’s no beating a fuckin’ mancer!” 
 
    I grinned. The Queen was right there. Never a truer word spoken. Me and the rest of my mancer friends always left fear at the door. 
 
    “So, if we’re not gathering intelligence, then we’re…?” Hana probed. 
 
    “I’m guessing this surely has something to do with the mention of the Fateseeker’s Cavern?” I suggested. 
 
    It was the only point in my debriefing with General Shiloh that had made the burly woman really sit up and take notice. As soon as I had mentioned the place that Penelope had deciphered from that wall in the snowy mountain temple, General Shiloh’s ears had pricked up. 
 
    “An incisive piece of reasoning, Dragonmancer Noctis,” the General said. “And quite right, though I should remind you that the sharp-witted are apt to cut themselves if they’re not careful.” 
 
    “Noted, General,” I said, grinning. 
 
    “Aye,” said the Queen. “Your mention of this Fateseeker’s Cavern got the General and me to thinking. Prodded us into a quick bit o’ correspondence with that Overseer of yours. All three of us are in agreement; if the Shadow Nations deemed the place important enough to inscribe it on their temple wall, it might follow that there is another relic of some sort there that could help us undo the bastards.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Hana said deferentially, “is there any evidence to support your guess?” 
 
    The Queen smiled grimly. “Hana, if there was evidence, the General and I might have been tempted to send a few battalions to go and retrieve this relic. As we have only the mention of the Cavern, we deemed it more diplomatically prudent to send you. A few powered up mancers might be able to make less fuss getting in and yet have more chance of getting out alive, should things get… undiplomatic.” 
 
    “Which,” General Shiloh said, cutting my question down in mid-stride, “brings us to this region in the south, here.” She stabbed a thick finger at a large space on the map. 
 
    “A land that is beyond our southern border,” Queen Frami said. “Where the snowy wastes give way to sand and dust and dunes.” 
 
    “A desert land, home to a desert people,” General Shiloh growled, pouring herself another drink and knocking back half of it in one go.  
 
    “It is the land of Akrit,” Queen Frami said. “Land of the Akritites and home to the great and wealthy capital city of Akrit.” 
 
    “They named their capital city after their land?” Saya said. “Not very original, is it?” 
 
    “The city was not named after the land, Dragonmancer Scopula,” General Shiloh said reprovingly. “Rather, the land was named after the city. Akrit used to be one small oasis settlement in a land of many small settlements. After a time, its power and sway traveled up the Silver River. Centuries later, the rulers of Akrit commanded all the watering holes and deserts that you will set your eyes on. The land of Akrit was born.” 
 
    “It is a place where mancers control and ride and fight on the backs of giant cats…” Queen Frami added, raising a thick eyebrow. 
 
    A thoughtful silence enveloped the table. 
 
    “Giant cats,” I muttered, my heart rate picking up at the idea of seeing a cheetah as long as a stretch limo, or a lynx built like a polar bear. “That’s fucking badass!” 
 
    “Speaking of badass,” Renji said, standing by the window and looking out into what would have been called the backyard back on Earth, “it looks to me like Brenna is shedding her cocoon!” 
 
    We all hurried out into the strengthening blizzard and down to the spot where we had left the dragonling. 
 
    The area was covered in fresh, pristine snow now, but where Brenna had been lying there was now a seething, swirling vortex of snow. The snow was being sucked into the ground like a giant plughole, but that didn’t seem right to me. Water vapor was billowing off the snowy eddy like geyser steam.   
 
    Suddenly, there was a rumbling, cracking detonation from just under the ground, under the surface of the whirling snow.  
 
    Brenna burst into being in a cloud of snow and ice, forcing all of us to throw up our hands to stop ourselves catching a face full of slush. 
 
    Brenna gave a musical, shrieking call as she emerged, which shook snow from the branches off the trees nearest to us. She was the clear blue color of glacial ice and semitransparent so that I could see the very faint outline of a heart the size of an armchair pumping slowly and calmly in her great chest. Her tail reminded me of a jointed lance of some kind, and it was tipped with a silver-blue barb that had a very glaive-like quality to it. Her eyes and nostrils burned white in her long, equestrian face. Her head and neck were festooned with glittering barbs that looked more like ice than bone.   
 
    “That’s got to be an Ice Dragon if ever there was one,” Renji breathed in delight from where she stood next to me. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” I said, my eyes wide. Reaching down, I clasped the djinn’s hand, and she squeezed mine in return. 
 
    “You are both of you on the button with your surmise,” Brenna said, speaking into both mine and Renji’s minds at the same time. “I am indeed an Ice Dragon, Mother and Father.” 
 
    Her voice, though I heard it in my head, was nonetheless as musical and modulating as the roaring call that everyone could hear. It was a voice of flutes and diamonds, of mountain streams and falling snow. 
 
    With a cracking sound like a berg shearing off an iceshelf, Brenna opened her gorgeous translucent sapphire wings, each tipped with another icy spike. She turned her head to consider all of us who were all looking at her in complete awe. 
 
    “Mother, Father,” she said politely, “would you mind excusing me? I yearn to try out these new wings of mine and see if I cannot best Pan’s fastest climbing time to the cirrocumulus.” 
 
    I looked at Renji. “Your call, Mom.” 
 
    Renji turned and smiled up at the newly hatched Ice Dragon. 
 
    “You have the thread of the infinite at your wingtips, Brenna!” Renji said aloud. “Don’t let us stop you from reaching for it!” 
 
    With a compression of giant muscles, Brenna’s legs crouched and then launched her skyward. Her wings thumped with enough force to send Tamsin staggering a step and made a sound like a fighter jet breaking the sound barrier. 
 
    Looking around, I noticed that I was not the only one who was grinning like a damned fool as the Ice Dragon rose into gathering snow-laden clouds, a flash of sapphire against the misty white, and disappeared with an ebullient roar.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was decided by General Shiloh and Queen Frami that only a small four mancer team would be sent into the desert land of Akrit. 
 
    As the most powerful dragonmancer by some margin, there was no question of me being left out. The fact that I could now, using the strange device that we had picked up from the dragon and bear-guarded castle temple, occupy multiple inventory slots with the same dragon was a tactical advantage that could not be overlooked. 
 
    Obviously, Penelope was out of the running, now that she was almost back at the Drako Academy and about to start her search for how a bear cub was meant to break down solid crystal in a way that would make it easy to digest. 
 
    I had made a tentative suggestion that to Tamsin after Brenna had taken off on her maiden flight and we had all trooped back into the warmth of the cabin. 
 
    “What if we got one of our dragons to melt the crystal down so that the bear could suck it up like the dragonlings do?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah,” the hobgoblin said, shaking her head and slipping her arm through mine as we walked back toward the steps, “the interiors of dragons are built like blast furnaces, like smelters, you know? Their insides have to deal with a phenomenal array of heats and pressures on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, “so guzzling down a gallon or two of molten rock doesn’t really take too much of a physical toll on them.” 
 
    Tamsin squeezed my bicep to tell me that I was right. 
 
    So, along with myself, it was decided that I would be accompanied on this excursion by Tamsin and Renji from the Mystocean Empire. As a show of goodwill, though more likely she wanted an inside woman, Queen Frami insisted that Hana also tag along to represent the Vetruscan Kingdom. 
 
    “I hope that me coming will not cramp your style in any way, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Hana asked me. She gave me a half-smile that pulled at the corners of her shiraz-colored eyes. 
 
    “You coming anywhere could never cramp my style,” I said softly to her, my voice laced with so much innuendo that the beautiful bearmancer actually punched me on the arm and laughed. “But what about Rifa? Won’t you being far from him cause issues? He can’t come along with us, can he?”  
 
    Hana shook her head. “There is a special place, an ancient place, where he can rest. As is the case with regular bears, they can hibernate. He will be safe here without me, but we should not leave it too long. As soon as Penelope finds out how to feed the Etherstone to him, I will be here for him.” 
 
    The following morning, Saya and Elenari came to see me as I was checking over my pack for the journey. 
 
    “What sort of provisions do the bearmancers take on extended journeys?” Elenari asked me as I replaced the packets of wrapped food that I had been investigating. 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” I said, “I think that salted herrings play a pretty big part.” 
 
    Saya pulled a face and brushed a strand of her ashy blonde hair back from her eyes. “Salted fish? Just the thing for the desert.” 
 
    “Almost as good as dry Weetabix,” I laughed. 
 
    Saya cocked her head to one side. “Earth thing?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Earth thing.” 
 
    “You three may well laugh at our choice in provisions,” Hana said, walking around the side of the cabin with her own pack slung over her shoulder, “but, in all fairness, the salted herrings are rich in nutrients and will keep you alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, but fish… in the desert?” Saya asked dubiously. 
 
    Hana grinned. “If your dragons are anything like Bearne when it comes to their sense of smell, the herring will only be a last resort for when we cannot risk a fire or have no time to hunt.” 
 
    “There’s hunting in the desert?” Elenari asked. 
 
    Hana snorted softly. “I forget that you have never visited the flat expanses and rolling dunes of Akrit. Yes, there’s hunting to be done there. Animals and magical beasts have adapted to life there, just as they have done at the tops of the frozen mountains, at the bottoms of lakes and everywhere in between. Our mounts will help us bring down meat, and they will also help us find the watering holes and oases that are dotted sporadically throughout Akrit.” 
 
    “Did I tell you how glad I am that you’re coming along?” I said to Hana. 
 
    The bearmancer grinned, nodded to Saya and Elenari, and walked off to say her goodbyes to Rifa. 
 
    “Speaking of coming along,” I said, fastening the last strap on my pack and sitting back on my haunches. “Why the hell is it that you two aren’t coming with us? I tried to ask General Shiloh last night, but she just told me to watch my step, as carefully as if I was walking over eggshells.” 
 
    “And what did you say to that?” Elenari asked me, one red eyebrow raised slightly as if she already guessed the answer. 
 
    “I told her that I had never understood that expression. If you’re walking on eggshells, then surely that means the eggs are already broken, so who gives a shit.” 
 
    Saya laughed, leaned forward, and kissed me on the cheek. “Ah, a part of me wishes that we were coming with you, Mike.” 
 
    “Only a part?” I asked innocently. “And what part would that be exactly?” 
 
    Saya laughed again and struck me good-naturedly in the shoulder. 
 
    “Quit with your messing about,” she said. “I mean it. However, Elenari and I have other duties to concentrate on.” 
 
    I stood up from where I had been squatting and looked at Elenari. My eyebrows were raised in a silent appeal for her to elaborate and not leave me on tenterhooks. 
 
    The elf rolled her eyes at me and looked at Saya, who shrugged and said, “He is our husband.” 
 
    Elenari leaned in toward me so that I had to bend a little to meet her. Her lips tickled my ear in a deliciously warm way. 
 
    “General Shiloh had word from the Overseer,” she told me. “Saya and I are to be trained up so that we can be inducted into the Twelve!” 
 
    I leaned back and stared into Elenari’s dazzling green eyes. Then I flicked my gaze sideways and caught Saya’s bright blue ones. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, “that is… that is massive news!” 
 
    “Shhhhh,” Elenari said, swatting at me with the back of her hand but grinning all the same. 
 
    The Twelve were a specially chosen dozen dragonmancers whose sole occupation was to carry out the direct orders of the Empress Cyrene of the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    “Shit, so that means that you’ll be getting trained up by Ashrin and Jazmyn?” I asked. 
 
    Saya nodded her head enthusiastically. “That’s right! Fuck, Mike, can you imagine getting taught the art of fighting on dragonback by two of the most skilled warriors of our time?” 
 
    A movement over by the treeline caught my attention. It was Hana. She was waving at me. 
 
    “I’m going to have to imagine it,” I told the two women standing in front of me. 
 
    I clutched each of their faces in my hands in turn and kissed them hard on the lips. 
 
    “Looks like we’re taking off,” I said. “Remember, I’m absolutely stoked for you guys. Delighted! But, you’re still my wives, don’t forget about me when you’re strutting about as part of the Twelve, hm?” 
 
    Elenari laughed lightly. “I don’t think you have to worry about Saya and I eclipsing the deeds that Fate has in store for you, Mike.” 
 
    “Yes,” Saya said, “it’s obvious that you are a mancer that has been marked for glory by whatever gods organize such things, Mike.” 
 
    “Marked for glory,” I scoffed. “I feel like I spend most of my time getting the shit kicked out of me, only just scraping through. I spend a lot of my time dusting myself off and getting to my feet so that I can take another whooping by life.” 
 
    “And is there anything more glorious than that?’ Saya asked me seriously. 
 
    She had a point there. 
 
    “Take care of our children, Mike Noctis,” Elenari said, “and good luck.” 
 
    “You too,” I said, shouldering my pack.  
 
    We took off in the clear cold light just after dawn. There was no wind to speak of. I was riding Wayne, reasoning that his broken white, black, and gray hide, the color of wood ash, would blend more easily into the cloud above us. 
 
    Tamsin, Renji, and I—with Hana riding behind me—ascended into the sky. I felt the combined delight of my dragons running through my veins. 
 
    “Have you any idea what lies in wait for us in this desert land that they call Akrit, Father?” Pan asked me in that polite way of his. 
 
    “Nope, not a clue,” I replied.  
 
    “Except for the giant cats, right, Dad?” Cyan, my other female dragon progeny said. 
 
    “Except for the giant cats, that’s right,” I agreed. 
 
    “Cats in the desert doesn’t sound right to me,” Wayne said as he leveled out, flapped his wings a couple of times, and began to cruise the thermals. 
 
    “Why, brother?” Garth asked. “Why should cats be somewhere and not somewhere else?” 
 
    “Fur in the desert sounds hot. Uncomfortable,” Wayne, the Smog Dragon, insisted. 
 
    “Fur works both ways, I think,” I said, digging up a bit of National Geographic magazine supplied knowledge. “It’s an insulator. Keeps their own body heat in during cold weather and stops them taking in too much heat in hot conditions.” 
 
    “That makes logical sense,” Pan agreed. “It would also be the perfect survival adaptation for creatures living in an environment where it fluctuates between bitterly cold at night and searing hot in the day.” 
 
    I smiled to myself and zoned out of the science lesson taking place in my head. It was incredible how quickly I had adapted to having my brain turn into a sort of family lounge room, where the consciousnesses of Noctis, Garth, Wayne, Pan, Cyan, and Brenna could all chat to one another. 
 
    Below us the countryside was a carpet of rippling, undulating white that led to the foothills of low mountains on the southern horizon. These southern peaks, known to the Vetruscans as the Bear Teeth, were where we would cross over into Akrit. 
 
    We flew over the Vetruscan southlands; barren and empty except for great herds of peryton—massive deer with the wings of birds folded across their flank—grazing in their thousands.   
 
    At the end of the second day, we crossed the natural barrier of the Bear Teeth, dropped down to where the air temperature was a little less brisk, and suddenly found ourselves looking out over the desert of Akrit. 
 
    “It’s so… flat,” Tamsin said, her voice carrying over the rushing roar of the wind thanks to that innate magical ability that allowed dragonmancers to communicate with one another. It didn’t matter whether it was during the heat of battle or in the middle of a thunderstorm, we could talk to one another as easily as if we were sitting across a table and enjoying a nice caramel latte. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied, “that’s the desert for you.” 
 
    It wasn’t entirely true, but I could see what the hobgoblin meant. For someone like Tamsin, who had spent her childhood and adolescent years in the giddy heights, tangled forests, and labyrinthine passages of the Grimteeth Mounds, it must have looked damn flat. Where the Bear Teeth mountain range stopped, there were a few miles of lackluster hills and craggy gorges and then the peaks simply dropped away into dust and sand and flat expanses of sand swept rock. 
 
    That night we camped on the very edge of a vast expanse of sand that stretched out as far as the eye could see—even an eye as acute and far-seeing as that of a dragonmancer. We rolled out our blankets on a natural step of sandy rock, which looked to be the last solid piece of ground for the next three miles at least. I doubted that beyond the horizon there was anything but more sand and grit, but I couldn’t be certain. 
 
    The low plateau was barren of anything except a few scrubby bushes and a couple of desiccated tree trunks bleached bone white by the sun and dried until they were the texture of pumice. 
 
    Using my dragon-fueled muscles, I actually punched and pummeled a shallow indentation out of the solid rock so that we could light a fire which would not be seen by any eyes out in the desert. 
 
    We spent the night relaxing on our bedrolls and talking of this and that. The quiet of the desert was different to the quiet of the mountains. There was less to it; there was no sound of the wind whispering through the branches and needles of the trees, no chatter of birds, no rushing chuckle of moving water. There was only the occasional mournful squeak of some creature out in the night, the hiss of moving sand stirred by a lazy breeze and the crackle of the dry wood burning in our impromptu fire pit. 
 
    It was a lonely place. Desolate, but magnificently peaceful too. 
 
    The next morning, we set off, taking to the air once again.  
 
    Fyzos, Tamsin’s Force Dragon mount, was a deep, honey yellow color, with a triangular head stuck at the end of a medium-length neck. His black wings beat in time with Brenna’s, who I was flying, and his unicorn-like horn that stood out from his forehead glinted in the early morning sun. 
 
    When I had first seen Renji’s Steel Dragon, Corvar, the creature had reminded me of a cross between a Komodo dragon and a full-on armored knight; all scintillating, smooth, mirror-bright flanks, and a tail like a mercury bullwhip. The beautiful beast had been so shiny that I could have used its torso as a shaving mirror, then. Now, she was of such a size that a squad of ballerinas could quite easily have practiced their cabrioles and tour jetés along her sides. As I watched her admiringly, Corvar regarded me out of one glittering white eye, opened her mouth, and darted a long, forked quicksilver tongue out to taste the air. 
 
    Crossing that great empty expanse of desert might have been a real pain in the ass if not for our dragons. As it was, it was like taking a scenic flight the likes of which I could never have dreamed of taking back when I lived on Earth in Los Angeles. 
 
    Every now and again, Hana would let out a little gasp, or else she would hug me a little more tightly, as she saw something that stirred her. Casting an eye over my shoulder to make sure that the bearmancer was not going to freak out on me, I saw a couple of silvery tear tracks running from the corners of her large eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    Hana beamed. “Of course I’m okay, Mike Noctis!” she replied with gusto and heart, pressing herself hard to my back. “Would you not look at what we are doing right now? We are blessed, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I—I guess so…” I said.  
 
    “You guess so?” she said mockingly, giving me a pinch in a place that was not protected by my armor. 
 
    “Ow,” I laughed. “All right, yeah, we’re blessed. We’re flying over a desert at daybreak on the back of a dragon. What’s not to like about it? We’re on the leading edge of an adventure, right where mancers should be, right?” 
 
    “That is absolutely right,” Hana purred in my ear. “Right on the leading edge of an adventure—that special place that makes you feel strong, even if you might not actually be strong.” 
 
    I looked out over the spreading vista; barren, yes, but beautiful too. 
 
    “Entering the unknown via the air like this,” Hana said thoughtfully, “is different to doing it terrestrially, do you not think? You get to see the potential new light that is about to enter your life from a bird’s eye view. That light, that adventure, is simply waiting out there for us to grasp it, and all we have to do is reach for it. The only thing anyone is ever fighting is themselves and their obstinacy or fear to throw themselves into some new exploit!” 
 
    “Mike!” Renji suddenly called from where she was soaring on my right-hand side. “Mike, look down there! What do you make of that?” 
 
    I looked to where Renji was pointing. Far below us, and a little to the southeast, was a convoy of about a dozen large black specks surrounded by maybe thirty little black specks. 
 
    I squinted. 
 
    “Looks to me like a caravan of some kind,” I said. 
 
    “That would make sense, Mike,” Noctis said. “In a land as parched and sandy as this, travelers who go on foot would need to go from one watering place to the next if they hoped to get across the rolling dunes alive.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do about them?” Tamsin asked me. 
 
    “Do about them?” I replied. “Nothing. They’re not our concern. Fly on and leave them be.” 
 
    Our path of flight took us over the caravan so that I was able to make the specifics out a little more clearly. The enormous wagons were pulled across the sand on wide sled runners, rather than wheels, which made sense to me. While the size of the wagons being pulled was impressive, they were nothing compared to the things doing the pulling. 
 
    They were massive elephants the size of houses, or so they looked to me. Huge and dusty brown, they must have been terribly powerful because the wagons themselves were heavily armored to protect them from whatever it was that might fancy stealing them. Every now and again, one house-sized beast would give out a low trumpeting below and shake its enormous head from side-to-side. Unlike an elephant, these gigantic creatures had their ears folded over their heads so that they were protected from the harsh rays of the sun. 
 
    We passed a couple more of these caravans in the space of the morning. They were scattered about the landscape, looking like creeping insects from the height we were traveling. Each convoy was heading in the same general direction. 
 
    “No doubt to one of the water sources that Noctis mentioned, Dad,” Brenna explained telepathically. 
 
    It was when we were soaring over the fourth of these wagon trains that we witnessed the ambush. 
 
    With a kind of weird sudden, inexorable slowness, the sand beneath the fourth caravan started to stir and shift. 
 
    “Mike,” Tamsin said, “are you seeing what I’m seeing?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “That does not bode well to me,” Renji said. 
 
    “Nope,” I agreed. 
 
    “Shall we get down there?” Tamsin asked me. 
 
    The sand was drumming now, dancing like the water on the back of an alligator when it’s calling in the mating season. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “let’s go. I think those travelers are going to need our—”  
 
    A massive sand-worm creature emerged out of a giant sand dune like a leviathan from the depths of the ocean. It was a slithering mass of shining beige skin and dull bristling hairs from which tons of sand cascaded as it burrowed up into the air. It must have been three stories high lying down and gave off a reek like fresh ass and old scallops. It must have been about four-hundred feet long and weighed as much as a couple of Airbus A380s. At one end, which I hoped was the mouth, was a hole filled with foul jagged teeth that looked like they rotated somehow. 
 
    “Goddamn… And I thought the English had bad teeth,” I breathed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite not having any visible eyes, or any other distinguishing feature bar the cavernous mouth, the worm exuded an almost palpable air of malevolence and predatory rancor. 
 
    Hana, Tamsin, Renji, and I dropped from the air on our three dragons like a trio of hunting hawks. The great swaying sausage of the worm’s body pulsated, its mountainous muscles shunting back and forth under the thick, impenetrable-looking skin. Within its giant mouth, filled with teeth as yellow as old ivory and sharp as steak knives, ropes of milky saliva dripped and dangled. 
 
    “All in all, I’d say that thing is as ugly as they come!” Tamsin cried. 
 
    The desert worm reared up with a slowness that was terrible to behold. Below it, the caravan was breaking formation, as every person tried to head for a safety that didn’t exist in that open wasteland. The wagons and the giant elephants that towed them were moving ponderously this way and that, the massive beasts of burden goaded to greater speed by the whips of their drivers.  
 
    Then the desert worm fell, mouth first, onto one of the wagons. There was a huge spray of sand as the wagon and its luckless elephant and driver were engulfed. Then the worm sank slowly out of sight beneath the quivering sands. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s fucking nuts!” I yelled. 
 
    With the disappearance of the worm, I thought that it might be a good idea for us to figure out a game plan should it come back. It had, presumably, just gobbled up an entire wagon and house-sized elephant, but for something the size of that worm, it probably would have counted as little more than a snack. 
 
    “Game plan?” Tamsin said. “How’s this for a game plan, Mike? We fucking kill that thing!” 
 
    “It lacks refinement,” Hana said in my ear, “but I think that will be our best course of action. Besides, we have no time to come up with anything better.” 
 
    “How’d you figure that?” I asked. 
 
    Hana pointed at the surface of the desert, some two-hundred feet from where the worm had just performed its duckdive-cum-faceplant. 
 
    “Fuck it, that’s the plan we usually go with anyway, isn’t it?” I said. 
 
    With the speed of thought, I willed Noctis into my Head, Chest, and Right Arm slots. 
 
    In the blink of a dragon’s eye, I was wearing my Onyx Armor; the sleek, black armor that absorbed kinetic damage dealt by my enemies and transformed it into offensive chaos magic, which I could then handily fire at a chosen target through a conduit set into the breast plate. Protecting my head was a semi-translucent helmet styled somewhere between a motorcycle helmet and a medieval jouster’s lid. It came with a totally clear visor, which faded out to a smoky finish in my far peripheral, and a slight deadening of my hearing. 
 
    A silver blur in the corner of my vision told me that Hana had drawn her sword. I could just make out the sound of the bearmancer chanting under her breath too, though whether she was praying or readying a spell was beyond me. She was speaking in her own language for one, and the helmet hindered my hearing too.  
 
    A couple of seconds after Hana and I had made ourselves ready, the worm burst back out into the light of day like a maggot burrowing out of the heart of an apple. Sand poured from its flanks like sea water from the deck of some vast vessel. Once more we were hit by that appalling stench, as if the thing had been chowing down on smashed assholes on toast instead of the wagon and elephant super-combo.  
 
    “Attack at will!” I called, and willed Brenna into a dive. 
 
    Shit, but that Ice Dragon could move! 
 
    Hana clung onto me with both hands, and I felt her drawn sword hit me in the back of my helmeted head. 
 
    “Get me down there!” Hana ordered in my ear. 
 
    I knew better than to argue the merits of that idea with her.  
 
    I swept in low over the worm’s ginormous back, from the tail end, and Hana sprang away. As Brenna metaphorically hit the gas, Hana fell away from us. Just before she landed on the broad segmented back of the worm, she summoned her war-bear Bearne and landed neatly astride him. Then she set off at a gallop toward the desert worm’s head end. 
 
    Trying to make sure that the worm didn’t realize that it was carrying a passenger, I had Brenna rip low over the worm’s head. Glancing back over my shoulder, I saw that the thing’s great maw was opened wide, revealing those rows and rows of teeth that disappeared back into its glistening throat as far as I was able to see. 
 
    “Note to self,” I muttered, “do not fall in there.” 
 
    Even as close as I was to the stinking fucker, I could not see any eyes, though the worm must have seen me. It drew in a deep, slow breath, an inhalation of such power that I actually felt my long brown hair pulling backward at my scalp.  
 
    Brenna did not falter, though, even when the worm let out a rattling, gurgling, belching roar of annoyance. Clearly, dragon as she was, she wasn’t one to be put off by some foul, rank son of a bitch yelling throatily in her face.  
 
    Instead, she pulled up into a vertical rise, allowing me to let loose with a barrage of palm-sized Shadow Spheres. 
 
    The magical orbs of silver-black Chaos Magic, smacked along the worm’s hide, vanishing a few of the wrist-thick hairs here and there, but otherwise doing nothing at all. 
 
    “Didn’t think so,” I muttered, gritting my teeth. “It’s just too fucking big. Too fucking magical just to be vanished.” 
 
    I banked hard right, or at least Brenna did, which was a fine bit of flying as it turned out because the worm had a trick up its… ass. Its rear end twitched and heaved and then a bunch of the thick hairs, each at least three inches in diameter and about two yards long, were flung out in all directions. 
 
    With the aerial agility of a goshawk, Brenna weaved through the barrage of flying, spiky missiles, as I held on and let her do her thing. I watched as one of the flying missiles arced down and impaled a man running for his life across the sand, skewering him like a gory humanoid shish kebab. 
 
    While Brenna and I were otherwise engaged, the worm slithered and dragged and heaved itself toward the closest wagon to it, radiating that unmistakable aura of malice ahead of it in waves. 
 
    Its slow, seemingly unstoppable progress was arrested for the few moments when Renji dropped out of the air and used her Metal Stars spell on it. Bursts of metallic stars apparated and swirled around the djinn’s silver haired head and went whipping out to meet the target. Zooming around the worm like a blizzard of shrapnel propelled by magic, the stars sliced deep gouges in the flanks of the worm. 
 
    The worm gargled a gross, saliva-filled roar at Renji, but before it could fling more ass spines in her general direction, its attention was caught by Tamsin executing a flawless corkscrew on the back of Fyzos. 
 
    Fyzos skimmed along the desert worm’s right side and let loose with an eruption of dragonfire from his mouth. The dragonfire was a barely discernible burst of pale yellow and did not burn so much as punch through the thick skin of the worm, ripping it up. 
 
    Tamsin, clinging onto her mount with her strong thighs, then pulled Fyzos into a swift about turn and flew back down twisted rent that her dragon had just made in the worm’s side. She unsummoned her dragon, and her spear materialized in her hand, the spear that I had seen her use to devastating effect on countless foes. She dropped right in front of me, balancing on the snout of my dragon.   
 
    Muscles bunching in her back, shoulders and neck, Tamsin lobbed the spear into the exposed flank of the desert worm and then used her magical spell on it to rip it free of the wound. She did this in rapid fire, so that the worm’s side was punctured and torn in the same way that a piece of cloth was under the ministrations of a particularly violent sewing machine. 
 
    The worm thrashed in what I assumed was pain and anger and, maybe, a little bit of fear too. There can’t have been too many things in that desert that could have bested a monster of that size and strength. Not usually at any rate. 
 
    Not ever being one to pass up an opportunity to capitalize on an enemy’s weakness, I slotted the mana of Garth, my Pearl Dragon, into my Left Arm slot. A harpoon was fired from my open palm, a long length of pale pink thaumaturgical chain streaking out behind it. The hook of the harpoon embedded itself in the edge of one of the gashes that Tamsin had made, and Brenna helped me rip the wound wider. 
 
    I was expecting a gratifying gush of hot blood to pour forth—the color of radioactive goo maybe, or pus yellow. At first, I thought that was exactly what had happened, though there was no gush but only a few big black drops that welled from the wounds to drip down the flanks of the worm. 
 
    Then, I realized that, instead of large globules of shining black blood, what I was actually seeing was… 
 
    “Beetles?” I said, confusing etching my words. 
 
    “Parasites,” Noctis said. 
 
    How he knew that bit of information didn’t matter. What mattered was that there were horse-sized scarab beetle things squirming out of the desert worm’s wounds. 
 
    “Shit, they’re heading for the worm’s back!” I said aloud. 
 
    “Mike,” Renji called, “have you seen those damned things?” 
 
    “There are giant beetles where there should be blood, how am I not going to see that?” I called back. 
 
    “Hana!” Tamsin yelled helpfully, pointing at the bearmancer. 
 
    Hana was currently up near the very tip of the head end of the worm, hacking and digging and slashing with her sword at the desert worm’s gargantuan head. I guessed she was trying to dig her way all the way to its brain, if it had one. Even with her recently acquired extra strength, which she had taken on after the Transfusion Ceremony, she was struggling to get through the thing’s hide. Bearne was helping her at her task, ripping and tearing at the foul flesh and hide of the worm with his shovel-sized paws and razor claws. 
 
    Neither of them were facing in the right direction to see the oncoming half dozen giant scarabs, with their powerful jointed legs and clicking pincers. 
 
    “I’m going!” I cried before I communicated telepathically with Brenna. “Make that wound wider, I think I have an idea for when I get back!” 
 
    Tamsin leaped from Brenna’s snout, summoning her own dragon so that it would catch her fall.  
 
    Within a couple of wing beats, Brenna had us traveling at least ninety miles per hour. Her angular shape and slick, icy scales meant that she had as little wind resistance as a Formula One car. 
 
    Within seconds, we were face-to-face with the worm. 
 
    Up close and personal, the monstrous maggot stank even worse; something that I would not have believed possible. It was the sort of stench that you could taste in the back of your throat, that set up shop in the passages of your nose, that imprinted itself in your mind for years to come. It was the sort of smell that would doubtless get into my clothes to such an extent that eradicating it would require a flamethrower, an exorcism, or a long soak in a cesspit or sewage tank. 
 
    I dove down toward Hana, just as the first of the scuttling mustang-sized scarabs crested the worms slithering, heaving side and spotted her. 
 
    My first Shadow Sphere hit the scarab on the back of its carapace and exploded it into wisps of sweet, sweet nothingness. That was the tester. Up until that point I was half braced to fling myself off Brenna’s back and fight the fucking things hand to claw. I hit two more of the scarabs with consecutive Shadow Spheres. 
 
    Before I could nail the other three, Brenna ducked down closer so that she was tighter to the worm’s body. Struck by sudden inspiration, I used my Forcewave spell to blast the final trio of scarabs off the worm’s back. The three giant bugs fell to the desert below where they were promptly crushed into the sand by the desert worm’s thrashing and rolling. 
 
    “Hana!” I yelled. “It’s time to go!” 
 
    The bearmancer looked up from where she was doing her cranial excavations and saw me hovering in the air a little above her. Then she looked over at the worm’s head. 
 
    “Pick me up, will you?” she asked. “I’ll give this repugnant thing another distraction so that the caravan travelers have a better chance of getting away.” 
 
    Hana jumped back onto Bearne’s broad back, and the war-bear took off along the top of the worm’s head before I could ask precisely what Hana was planning. 
 
    “Women…” I muttered and urged Brenna on. 
 
    As Bearne lumbered toward the precipice of the worm’s head, Hana leaned down and, with what must have been every ounce of her enhanced strength, managed to carve a gash in its slightly less well protected head. Then, as the worm halted in its movement toward one of the escaping wagons, like a naughty puppy that had been smacked on the nose, Bearne leaped out into the void. 
 
    “Fucking women!” I said again, this time with much more vehemence in my voice. 
 
    Brenna darted past the stationary worm’s head, heading down to cut off Hana’s freefall. As she tumbled through the air, Hana vanished Bearne back into his crystal, and Brenna zipped under her and caught the bearmancer on her back. Hana landed with a jolt behind me, almost slipped off sideways, before I managed to reach back with one arm and steady her. 
 
    “Close call,” Hana said into my ear, in a voice that was tight with an exhilaration that I could well empathize with. 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” I growled through a hard, white smile of pure determination. 
 
    Brenna swept low over the desert and returned to the place where Tamsin and Renji were continuing their assault on the desert worm’s flank. They had made the wound bigger now, just as I had asked, and Tamsin was taking care of any of the gross subcutaneous scarabs that squeezed out. 
 
    Harnessing Noctis’ mana into the Left Arm Slot, I conjured an Entropic Mine into being. The mine was a sort of arcane explosive which, when it was triggered, sucked everything in the nearby vicinity into a vortex and made it implode in on itself. It was, to my mind at least, a localized black hole. 
 
    With the Entropic Mine in one hand, I also focused Pan’s mana into Weapon Slot A and my Stormhammer crackled into life in my spare hand. The weapon was a one-handed warhammer that caused localized lightning strikes when you struck an enemy with it. Hoisting it high, I aimed at a fresh gash that Renji had just made, using the power of the storm to blast open the wound. Then, I tossed the Entropic Mine inside the hole. 
 
    “Better to be too thorough than not thorough enough,” I thought to the dragons that shared my head, hoping to instill in them a bit of fatherly wisdom. For good measure, I tossed in four more Entropic Mines in quick succession. 
 
    “Retreat!” I bellowed at Tamsin and Renji as Brenna bolted for the figurative hills. 
 
    Our three dragons headed for the horizons, in three different directions. 
 
    There was a long, thrumming pause. 
 
    Then, the Entropic Mines detonated. 
 
    The sound was like a plug being pulled using TNT, like the Oroville Dam rupturing in reverse. It was cataclysmic, and yet at the same time, it was vaguely underwhelming. 
 
    The skin of the desert worm rippled outward in an expanding set of concentric wavelets. The whole mountainous beast seemed to flux and flex, kink and buckle, though it stayed in the exact same spot it had been in when I had thrown the mines into its wound. 
 
    Then, as if an invisible giant had simply reached down from the vault of heaven and taken the worm in a fist as humongous as the desert itself, the worm was crushed in on itself. It was like seeing a fleshy, squashy, gut-filled chip packet being scrunched up, though it went far beyond the limits of that. 
 
    In an instant, in a shattered second that nonetheless managed to somehow stretch for minutes, the desert worm was squeezed down and imploded into a capsule about the size of a trash can. 
 
    Its remains hit the sand with a conclusive thud. 
 
    Tamsin, Renji, Hana, and I floated down to the sandy deck, far enough away from the body of the worm so as not to be too powerfully afflicted by the potent stench still radiating from it. 
 
    We looked around at the surviving members of the caravan that were scattered around the patch of desert surrounding the site of the battle. I could see one guy in a robe and headcloth held down with heavy woolen coils gesticulating at the dead worm and then pointing at us. He looked, bizarrely, upset. 
 
    “I bet that’s the head merchant or whatever you call it,” I said to Hana, indicating the gutted man. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” the Vetruscan bearmancer asked me. 
 
    “Only a merchant could be more pissed off that he has lost one wagon load of merchandise than relieved at having survived an attack by a giant sand maggot,” I said.     
 
    “People are incredible, aren’t they?” Hana sighed.  
 
    “People’s ability for self-interest is what’s incredible,” I said with a dry laugh. “But there have always been those people who know what is right, and the others who know what will sell.” 
 
    Hana laughed sardonically. “So you have that truth in the Mystocean Empire too?”  
 
    “The Mystocean Empire. On Earth. The multiverse over,” I said. 
 
    Silence once more claimed the desert. The desert silence was one of those things that could be fended off for a while, but not indefinitely. 
 
    Then, into the profound silence that can only be experienced in the middle of a desert in the middle of the day, there came a deafening roar that cut through the pressing quiet like a blowtorch through a popsicle. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I asked my companions, casting about for the source of the sound. “Something else that wants to kill us?” 
 
    “Over there,” Noctis said, guiding my senses in the direction of a rising sand dune, which towered over us like a bronze wave. 
 
    On the top of the dune, I saw a woman. She was sitting, hands resting casually on her hips, atop nothing less than a giant saber-toothed tiger. I could make little else out of the warrior sitting astride the vicious and regal-looking cat, but that might have been because the saber-toothed tiger drew the eye like Portland draws hipsters. 
 
    I grinned as I feasted my eyes on the badass apparition, even as I conjured my Chaos Spear to be on the safe side and made sure that I was still helmeted. 
 
    “A catmancer,” I said. “I was hoping it wouldn’t take long to meet one of these guys.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    None of the wagon drivers, nor the caravan owner or chief merchant or whoever he was, bothered to thank us for saving them. We got a few suspicious nods from some of those accompanying the massive, elephant-pulled sleds. Apart from that, they continued as if the giant desert worm hadn’t appeared and munched on their fellows. 
 
    By the time we had regrouped, made sure that the surviving members of the caravan were safely on their way, and checked that the four of us and our dragons were unscathed, the catmancer had disappeared from the top of the dune. 
 
    “What the… Where did she go?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “Let’s get back up in the air,” I suggested. “There’s nowhere that she could have gone that we won’t be able to see from a couple of hundred feet up, is there?” 
 
    The four of us did as I proposed. I brought forth Noctis for Hana and me to fly on. 
 
    When we were one-hundred and fifty or so feet above the rising and falling dunes, we looked around us. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you,” I said to no one in particular, “but I’m as confused. Where the hell did that catmancer go?” 
 
    It was a good question. 
 
    As I had noted before, there was nowhere for her to go. The desert stretched out from us in every direction. In that vast expanse of barren land, the line of sled wagons that had left us looked like they were no more than a stone’s throw away, though they must have been about half a mile at least. All around, the dust flats and sand dunes rippled away like a golden ocean. 
 
    We had discarded the furs we had worn on our flight over the mountains and were now attired only in our fighting gear and long, hooded ponchos, which shaded our heads, fronts, and backs, but left us able to quickly reach our belted weapons from the side. 
 
    The sun beat down mercilessly. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Renji said solemnly. She cast around, shading her eyes with her blue-skinned hand. 
 
    “Can you smell anything? Can you hear anything?” I asked Noctis telepathically. 
 
    Noctis thumped his wings, adjusting them minutely so that they caught the copious hot air that was rising off the baking sand and allowed him to hover without expending too much energy. 
 
    “All I smell is heat and dust and time,” he said slowly. “The desert dries out scents fast, and the wind carries away what’s left. The only thing I hear is the shifting of the sand.” 
 
    “Balls,” I muttered. 
 
    “What’s that?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” I replied. 
 
    My gaze skittered out from directly below us to the caravan continuing on its stately march toward its destination. My eyes followed on in a straight line, looking toward the southeastern horizon, in the direction the caravan was heading. 
 
    There, where the azure sky met the orange plains, glinting and winking like a bunch of dropped needles, was what looked to me like a city. From this distance, I could be sure of nothing except that some of the buildings must have been pretty large; towers and minarets by the way they stood up on the skyline. 
 
    “The city of Akrit,” I murmured. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    It was while I was looking out at the desert municipality that a flicker in the air below caught my eye. 
 
    It was just a bird, golden in color so that it blended in with the sand that spread out beneath us like a pool of molten bronze. It was winging its way toward the city, flying with economical deep wing beats that leant it some phenomenal speed. With its bullet-shaped head, wedge tail and angular wings, it looked as if it was made for hunting swift prey.  
 
    “Mike?” Renji called, breaking my concentration. “Do you think we should look for that mancer?” 
 
    I shook my head and pointed toward the distant city. “Nah, let’s keep pressing on. If that’s Akrit, it should only take us two or three hours to reach it. We’ll dismount outside the city walls and go in on foot. I’m no diplomat, but flying over the city walls at high speed on the backs of three dragons is probably not the best way to ingratiate ourselves to the powers that be.” 
 
    “Very astute,” Tamsin said sardonically. 
 
    “Awfully tactful,” Renji added sweetly. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, grinning over at them. “Now that we’re all in agreement, let’s fly!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, we didn’t have to worry about showing up uninvited and unexpected. 
 
    We landed outside of the Akrit city walls in a swirling downdraft of grit and sand. There was a steady stream of travelers, merchants, farmers, and soldiers going in and out of the city, through an impressive double gate of beaten bronze that flashed and winked blindingly in the glare of the sun. 
 
    Not surprisingly, people stopped in mid-stride to stare as our three dragons touched down, beating their wings and sending sand and dust in clouds all over the place. 
 
    We had only just dismounted and dispelled our dragons when a contingent of heavily armed and flashily dressed soldiers arrived on the scene. It was immediately apparent that they were not just a bunch of grunts that happened to be passing by on their way home to the barracks after a random patrol. 
 
    “Very pretty,” I heard Hana say from over my left shoulder. I could not help but notice the slight note of derision in her lilting voice. 
 
    “They do look very… official,” I said, trying my hand at a bit of prudent statecraft early on. 
 
    “Official?” Tamsin said, snorting. “Can you imagine trying to fight in those fucking robes they’re wearing?” 
 
    I gave the hobgoblin a quick look that told her that we should probably at least try to not piss off these people before we had met their leader and asked him nicely to help us. 
 
    Tamsin smirked at me and made a gesture like she was locking her lips with an invisible key. 
 
    There were a nice round three dozen soldiers in the company. I saw nymphs, dryads, faeries, and a lot of ifrits among them. Each wore a pair of golden-hafted axes at their bejeweled belts and a large scimitar on their backs. Their helmets were pointed and draped with purple cloth that fell over their shoulders like mulberry-colored hair. They were mostly wrapped and shrouded in purple robes, which made them look more like holy men than warriors, but I caught glimpses of shining bronze armor under the mantles. Instead of the boots that the warriors of the Mystocean Empire and the Vetruscan Kingdom wore, these soldiers wore sandals that twined up their calves and were fastened under their knees by leather thongs. 
 
    I made a mental note to go for the feet if it ever came down to a fight. I wasn’t sure if that counted as fighting dirty: if you were dumb enough to turn up to a line dance wearing flip-flops, you couldn’t complain if you got your toes trodden on, could you? 
 
    One of the warriors, a female with intelligent green eyes and a couple of severe frown lines in between her brows, stepped forward. If it hadn’t been for that giant stick that she seemed to have wedged firmly up her rectum, she would have been kind of hot. 
 
    “Looks like she’s been on the receiving end of a brown flamingo,” Tamsin whispered under her breath. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, watching the woman walk slowly over to where we were waiting for her with our hands clearly visible.  
 
    “A sex position,” the hobgoblin said. “The recipient has their head stuck in the lavatory bowl while the contributor fucks them up the ass.” 
 
    I blinked and looked sideways at the stunning raven-haired hobgoblin but said nothing. I had no words for that. 
 
    She winked and smiled her wicked white smile, showing off her demonically sharp teeth.  
 
    “Greetings, travelers from afar,” the woman said stiffly, “and welcome to the glorious city of Akrit, Jewel of the Desert.” Her accent was thick with a little of the Jordanian and a little of the Brazilian to it, if I were to compare it to similar accents at home. 
 
    “Greetings to you,” I said just as stiffly. It wasn’t that I felt awkward meeting this chick, but I wanted to do the Mystocean Empire proud in my comportment. We were, after all, emissaries now. I didn’t think it would do to just say, ‘Hey bud, how’s it hanging? Do you mind showing us to your leaders so we can get the hell on with our business?’ 
 
    The woman waited for a beat, as if expecting me to elaborate. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    “Rumor of your coming reached us from over the desert,” the female commander said. 
 
    In a flash of recollection, I recalled the golden bird flying away from us as we hovered in the air over the crushed corpse of the giant worm and tried to catch a glimpse of the catmancer that had inexplicably disappeared. 
 
    So, it had been a messenger pigeon of sorts, not just some lonely hunting bird. 
 
    “I thought it might have,” I said. “Let me guess, the person in charge is awaiting us, right?” 
 
    The female commander didn’t do anything so crass as to look surprised at this statement, but she came pretty close.  
 
    “That is right,” she said, giving me an appraising look. “If you and your companions will follow me, we will take you to the Shaykh.” 
 
    “The Shaykh?” Hana asked. “Who is that?” 
 
    The female soldier looked surprised at the question. “He is... the Shaykh,” she said. 
 
    It was clear that she had never had to explain what that was to anyone before. She sounded like a Canadian having to explain to another Canadian what syrup was. Amazement and distrust warred in her voice, as if she thought we might be having fun at her expense. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But what does he do?” 
 
    “The Shaykh is the ruler of all Akrit,” the female commander said. She waved her hand at the shining bronze gates set into the glaring white stone walls, at the pinnacles of the towers displayed over the parapets like beautifully intricate mushrooms. 
 
    “He rules the city?” Renji asked. 
 
    “He rules all,” the female commander said simply. “Come. You will follow us now.” 
 
    In actual fact, we followed her and her alone. The rest of the charismatic commander’s heavily armed company fell in around us. It was obvious that, if we stirred so much as a single aggressive hair, we were due to be terminally perforated in no short order. 
 
    They could try at least, bless them. 
 
    We were ushered through the hulking gates, which stood ajar so that the steady stream of traffic could flow unencumbered. The commander guided us through the warren-like streets of the outer city and into the heart of the most amazing and bustling metropolis that I had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    It reminded me of some lost civilization, of Babylonia or something along those lines. I felt like I had visited Akrit before via the History Channel or the movies, but walking the streets of such a place was surreal in the extreme. 
 
     There were, as we had glimpsed from outside the walls, marvelous towers that rose into the air like perfect stalagmites of ivory and gold and bronze. These tall towers were capped with bulbous rooms with enormous windows that must have commanded incredible views of the surrounding desert. 
 
    There were markets of spices, the names of which I didn’t even bother to ask, piled into high pyramids. Roasted desert lizards and snakes hung from hooks on vendor’s carts. I saw a small drake being employed to roast a rack of magically rotating foul, and some strange little gerbil-like creatures that were being pitted against one another in a ring, which reminded me of a cock fighting ring. 
 
    People openly stared at us as we passed. They didn’t try to communicate with us, either because we were obviously strangers here or because of the ring of glowering soldiers that surrounded us. 
 
    “This place is fucking amazing,” I said to Hana as we passed a giant bed of coals that was being used to grill chunks of meat carved from a dead coiled reptilian creature as wide as a man and as long as two Winnebagos. 
 
    “I agree,” Hana said, staring around with wide eyes. 
 
    The sheer riot of color and smells and sounds was enough to turn anyone’s head. I was glad that we were being guided to wherever it was that this Shayk dude lived because otherwise I would have been lost in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Eventually, after wending our way through the madness and the hustling bustle of what felt like tens of thousands of Akrit’s citizens, we fetched up outside the pearly white gates of another wall. 
 
    “This way,” the female commander ordered us. 
 
    The gates were opened by stern-faced soldiers, and we trooped inside. The main body of the guard did not follow us but marched off down the length of gleaming white wall toward a building that I assumed must be a barracks. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked the female commander. 
 
    “You, honored guests, are now inside the walls of Shaykh Antizah’s Akrit palace,” the stiff-faced woman replied. 
 
    I looked around, as did the others. 
 
    “Not bad,” Tamsin said, looking up at the flowing water and vegetation that covered the terraced walls of the incredible palace. 
 
    The golden skin of the female commander’s face flushed a darker shade of copper. 
 
    “How kind of you to say, honored guest,” she said coolly. “Now, if you will allow me, I shall take you to meet the Shaykh, who does you the great honor of waiting for you.” 
 
    Not too long afterward, after being led through a series of gardens in which jeweled fruit hung from the branches of carved ebony trees and fountains tinkled musically, we found ourselves seated on cushions around a low table. The table was groaning under the weight of all sorts of tasty treats. At the table’s head was a handsome man with a neat black beard speckled with gray. His eyes sparkled with the sort of malignant cunning and deadly calm of a rattlesnake. 
 
    Standing over his left shoulder, like an ever-watchful sentinel, was a breathtakingly gorgeous woman who reminded me sharply of Elizabeth Taylor in the 1963 version of Cleopatra. Dark shortish hair, eyes that were like burning liquid coals in her perfect bronze face, and lips that were crooked up in one corner as if she were in on some private joke that no one else was smart enough to understand. She had the build of a rock-climber; all hard, wiry muscles. Her skin was flawless. She carried no weapon but exuded the sort of aura that told me that she wouldn’t need one to kill me if I had been a mere man and not a dragonmancer. 
 
    She was a fucking twelve out of ten, in my book. 
 
    There was something oddly familiar about her too.  
 
    “Welcome, honored guests,” the man said as we arrayed ourselves around him. “Welcome and well met. I am the Shaykh Antizah. Behind me is my most trusted mancer. It is she who sent word of your coming.” 
 
    That was why she set the bells of recollection to ringing in my head. It had been her who we had spied sitting on top of the dune. This gorgeous woman was the mysterious disappearing catmancer. 
 
    I wondered how she had managed to avoid our detection and, now that I came to think about it, how she had managed to get back here almost at the same time we had. Surely, she could not have outrun us. We would have seen her. 
 
    There were a few riddles that would need untangling here, that was for sure. 
 
    We made a round of introductions, and the Shaykh listened to our names attentively. I could practically see him storing them away for later. 
 
    “I know little about your homelands,” the Shaykh said. “But I know that we should wait until after the meal to discuss why you are here. In the meantime, let us eat and drink and talk about little things.” 
 
    So we did. We made the sort of idle, polite chat that diplomats must spend half their lives making. It was the sort of pointless natter that I couldn’t really stand, and I was glad when everyone had eaten as much as they could and we pushed our golden plates away. 
 
    “Now, for coffee and talk,” Shaykh Antizah said amiably. 
 
    The guy had been all sunbeams and honey blossom thus far, but there was something about him that I didn’t trust. What it was I couldn’t say exactly, but I thought it might be that there was something missing in the depths of his eyes. Or, perhaps, something was moving around down there that shouldn’t have been there at all. 
 
    “Now,” said the Shaykh as his attending servants poured us small cups of coffee, “as strangers to this land, please let me explain the customs of Akrit to you as regards coffee.” 
 
    “You don’t just drink the stuff?” Hana asked in her lilting voice, eyeing her steaming cup. 
 
    The Shaykh smiled a mirthless smile. 
 
    “No,” he said. “If a guest visits another Akritite for coffee, it can often be more than a social visit, you see. If after receiving his coffee, the guest does not sip from it, but rather places it in front of him, it would indicate that he has something to discuss. The host will then allow the guest to ask what it is he came for.” 
 
    Seeing this as my cue, I made a point of not sipping from my cup. 
 
    “Ah, Dragonmancer… Noctis, was it?” Shaykh Antizah asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. 
 
    “What is it you wish to speak of, my friend?” Shaykh Antizah said in his unctuous voice. 
 
    “Are you a mancer yourself, Shaykh?” I asked. 
 
    A flicker of what I thought was probably annoyance passed over Shaykh Antizah’s face. He gave a little delicate cough and said, “No. No, I am not. I have catmancers in my service, in my harem, like the woman you see standing behind me, but I am not a mancer, no.” 
 
    “Your whole harem is made up of catmancers?” I asked. 
 
    The Shaykh Antizah licked his lips. It was clear that he was cognizant of every little bit of information about himself that he drip-fed to me. He was a sly dog, this man. 
 
    “That is right, my friend,” he said. “My particular tastes run to beauty and power, I admit.” 
 
    A sly dog who had his own harem of catmancer women. Not bad.  
 
    My fellow dragonmancers drank their coffee, content with letting me do the talking. 
 
    “You have yourself a harem too, I see,” Shaykh Antizah said. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d have the, ah, nuggets to say that,” I said before I could stop myself. 
 
    Hana chuckled, and a faint line appeared in Shaykh Antizah’s forehead. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said, “how can I be of service to you, Dragonmancer Noctis? Clearly, you came all this way for a reason.”  
 
    “To cut to the chase, Shaykh,” I said, “we are here because we wish—we would very much appreciate, I should say—to make use of your access to the Subterranean Realm.” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah sipped his coffee. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tamsin down her whole beverage and hold her cup out for a refill. 
 
    “May you excuse my temerity when I ask why?” Shaykh Antizah said. 
 
    “To be honest, Shaykh, I only know that my Empress requires access to the Subterranean Realms via your Kingdom’s entrance because she believes there is something of vital importance down there,” I said. “Vital to defeating a foe that our two countries share.” 
 
    It was a little clumsy, but I wasn’t a diplomat, and it is a hard thing to ask a man for his help while simultaneously telling him to mind his damned business. I had no idea whether the Shaykh even knew about the Shadow Nations. He might do. He might be in league with the douchebags for all I knew. 
 
    “You know nothing else?” Shaykh Antizah asked slyly. 
 
    I thought of mentioning the Fateseeker’s Cavern. The guess of General Shiloh, the Overseer, and Queen Frami that there might be something that could either help us or hinder the Shadow Nations in our building war.  
 
    “I can tell you nothing else, Shaykh,” I said. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah considered my request for a long time. 
 
    “You know,” he said eventually, “the rules of hospitality in Akrit are very strict. In my father’s day, a man came to him and begged his help, just as you are asking mine now. He pushed his cup toward my father and asked for a horse so that he might escape some men that were after him. My father asked him why these men were persecuting him. His guest replied that he had killed a man in cold blood, a man they knew and loved. My father asked the name of the man that his guest had murdered. The guest responded with the name of one of my father’s own brothers.” 
 
    “Did your father carve his heart out of chest with a spoon right there and then?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “No,” Shaykh Antizah replied, still looking at me. “No, he gave the guest his best horse from his stable and bade him ride for the horizon. He said he would give him three days before he set out after him. The man took the offer. Four days later, my father had his former guest flayed. His torture lasted six days.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I think I see what you’re saying. The Akritites are not people to betray or lie to?” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah smiled a smile that would have looked better on something that habitually sunned itself on riverbanks.  
 
    “I will allow you to use our entrance into the Subterranean Realm, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you, Shaykh—” I began to say.  
 
    “But, in return I want an evening with one of your women,” Shaykh Antizah said. 
 
    I gave the man a long, cool look. It wasn’t that cool look I sometimes gave someone before I stomped a mudhole in their ass, but it was pretty close to it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to the most powerful man in the land of Akrit, “but that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    There was a heavy silence. The girls drank their coffees and had their cups refilled. 
 
    The Shaykh, to his credit, held my eye. Then he chortled, as if we were simply pulling each other’s legs. 
 
    “Of course, of course. A simple miscommunication,” he said easily, after the silence had passed its use by date. 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said.  
 
    Under the table, one of my knuckles popped, I was balling my fist so hard. 
 
    “I was merely testing your resolve. And I see it is strong. In that case, why don’t you simply fight in our arena? One battle, against our best. I have officials visiting from other principalities under my dominion, and an entertaining show would do well for my relationship with them. Do this, and I will grant your request.” 
 
    There was more to it than that, I was sure. I cast an eye at the gorgeous robed catmancer bodyguard standing over Shaykh Antizah’s shoulder. She had shifted, and that simple movement had set my Spidey senses to tingling. 
 
    If I hadn’t known any better, I would have said old Shaykh Antizah was lying to me. 
 
    Still, I had no other options just then, and that was as plain as the nose on my face. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. 
 
    Tamsin’s hand shot out, and she waggled her cup angrily for more coffee. 
 
    “Ah, one quick piece of advice, my friends,” the Shaykh said pleasantly, turning his attention to the hobgoblin and her tiny coffee cup. “An Akritite will seldom ask for more than three cups, as without words, it would indicate they are requesting help with settling a score.” 
 
    Tamsin looked thoughtfully at the Shaykh and then lowered her cup. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah nodded and stood, shaking out his pristine white robes. 
 
    “I will have my men escort you to your suite,” he said graciously. 
 
    He turned to me, and the rattlesnake eyes glittered coldly, though his words were warm. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis, I look forward to seeing your prowess in combat,” he said. 
 
    A moment later, his slippers pattered along the marble corridor as he strode away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We were escorted through the palace by two armed men dressed as servants but had ‘professional soldier’ written on them in foot-high letters if only you had the eyes to read it. When we arrived at our rooms, the four of us poured generous goblets of the sweet, fragrant wine that was apparently a regional specialty of the Akrit. 
 
    The chambers we been assigned would have been labeled as luxurious by all except those born into the families of Russian oligarchs. Shaykh Antizah might or might not have heard the saying ‘money can’t buy taste’, but even if he had, he hadn’t let that stop him in his interior decorating. The place was practically furnished in gold, silk, ivory, and all the other trappings that those people with very big wallets and very little originality seem to think are key when prettifying their homes. 
 
    There were soft couches all over the place, bowls of fruit and buckets of ice, magically kept from melting I supposed, with jugs of wine set in them. A giant harp sat in one corner and a stuffed hippogriff in another. There were jewels and precious stones embedded into most of the walls and a stunning mosaic of a river scene running across the ceiling. One side of the room was completely open to the elements and only shut in by a series of semi-transparent white curtains. Through this partition, which swayed in the soft river breeze, I could see the flickering of flames coming from braziers set along a capacious balcony. 
 
    “Pretty nice layout,” I said in a casual voice. “Comfy.” 
 
    Hana snorted softly. Her eyes were wide, and I was sure that for one coming from a land like Vetrusca, where necessity and practicality was first and foremost when building anything, all this blatant wealth must have been particularly overwhelming and jarring. 
 
    There was a truly enormous bed sunken into the floor near the center of the room. It was covered in an assortment of silks, throws, and cushions that would have had an avid seamstress or tailor creaming in their pants. 
 
    For a while, we simply kicked back and enjoyed not being in the desert, or being painfully diplomatic and polite with that slimeball, Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    First and foremost, dragonmancers were trained how to win battles, fights, scraps, and sorties—not the hearts of unscrupulous and Janus-faced shaykhs. The coffee ceremony and the meal that had followed it had, on paper, been casual and polite affairs. Except all four of us elite warriors had been aware that it would only take a slip of the tongue for us to land the Mystocean Empire in the brown and sticky stuff. 
 
    The fires in the braziers outside died down to a comfortable glow, and the beeswax tapers burned southward. Hana and Renji had slumped onto a couch together, slurping wine and chatting sleepily. Tamsin and I were on another couch across the large room. 
 
    I was meaning to explain to her the idea of video games, but the hobgoblin just couldn’t seem to grasp the idea of fighting monsters or killing zombies on some sort of man-made device when there were real zombies and monsters out there for the killing. My explanation that on Earth we actually had no such fabulous creatures or dangerous undead to fight didn’t seem to be shedding any light on the issue. 
 
    I craned my neck to ask the other two women if they were able to follow my explanation. However, my question died on my lips when I saw that Hana and Renji had fallen asleep, their empty wine goblets in their hands and an empty wine jug set on the side table in front of them. 
 
    Tamsin saw where I was looking, and a sly smile spread across her sultry, red-skinned face. Her yellow eyes were slightly narrowed when she turned them on me. 
 
    “So, it would appear that you and I are the last two standing, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Looks that way,” I agreed in a low voice. “Do you reckon we should wake them up and get them into that big ass bed?” 
 
    Tamsin made a show of considering this for a second or two. She was dressed in a plain black shift now, having changed out of her battle garb along with the rest of us when we had been shown to our room. I guessed it was the one item of clothing that she wore under her leather and armor. It was tight and short. I had not realized just how short until the soft hiss of her fingers gliding across her own thighs drew my attention to the fact. 
 
    “Let them sleep a little while,” she said in her quiet, seductive voice. “We have come far in a short time. Let them rest.” 
 
    “And us?” I asked, though judging by the stirring in my breeches, there was at least a part of me that thought it could guess the answer. 
 
    “Ah, alas, there is no rest for the wicked,” Tamsin said softly. 
 
    She leaned in and kissed me. I was enveloped in her warm, musky scent; a smell which sent my brain packing to the Caribbean, despite the fact that the closest I had ever gotten to the Caribbean was a bottle of Mount Gay rum and a stolen Romeo y Julieta cigar one New Year’s Eve. 
 
    I kissed the hobgoblin back, my desire for her rising and stretching like a Bengal tiger that had been dozing in front of the fire but had just spotted a gazelle wandering past. Grunting a little, I pushed my tongue forward into her mouth and lapped at her forked tongue, then gave her a little bite on the bottom lip as I broke apart. 
 
    “You are a demon, aren’t you?” Tamsin hissed in my ear. “I knew there was a reason I felt such an affinity for you. Hobgoblins are, by nature, devious and clever and skilled—and not just on the battlefield, Mike.” 
 
    I glanced over at Renji and Hana, who were still sleeping on the couch. 
 
    “We should try and be quiet,” I murmured. “No point disturbing their esteemed repose.” 
 
    “I fucking concur, Earthling,” Tamsin said. 
 
    There was not much room to maneuver on the couch. As luck would have it, though, Tamsin’s tiny, short shift negated any reason to remove clothes on her part. This was just as well, because I was in need of instant carnal gratification. I wanted the red-skinned warrior there, and I wanted her as soon as possible. 
 
    As Hana sleepily adjusted her position on the sofa she was sharing with the blue-skinned djinn, Tamsin began tugging at my belt. The shuffling of Hana and Renji disguised the soft clinking and scraping of my belt buckle coming undone in Tamsin’s hands. While the hobgoblin was undertaking this delicate operation, I slipped my hand down between her velvety thighs and moved it up to the heat that I could feel emanating from her crotch. 
 
    Tamsin hissed softly again and sank her sharp white teeth gently into my muscular shoulder, just hard enough to muffle her groan of pleasure as I began massaging the front of her soaking wet panties. Already, she was grinding her pelvis into my hand, even as she was freeing my cock from my loosened breeches and beginning to rub it to full hardness. 
 
    Tamsin reached up and unbound her hair out of the warrior’s tail. She shook her mass of shadowy dark locks out, and they cascaded over her shoulders. Then, she gave a little shrug and peeled her sable black shift down from her shoulders to just below her breasts. 
 
    “Oh my—” I began to say loudly, but Tamsin covered my mouth with her warm hand and motioned with her eyes to the two sleeping women across the room. 
 
    “Shhhh, Mike,” she said. “I want you all to myself.”  
 
    I ran my eyes eagerly over the hobgoblin’s lithe frame, while she checked me out too with those lambent yellow eyes of hers. 
 
    Her red body gleamed like Indian ruby in the ruddy, diffused light coming through the gauzy white curtains from the portable braziers out on the balcony. To my libido-filled eyes, she looked like the very epitome of a triple F-rated chick: fine, fit, and fuckable. 
 
    My gaze moved from the mane of wild sable hair that surrounded her bright yellow, predatory eyes down to her delicious, rounded, pert tits with their perfect dark red nipples. Southward, her stomach was all flat perfection—not muscular and defined like Saya’s but toned and without a spare ounce of fat. Her long torso drew my eye irresistibly downward to the glistening crimson slit of her sex. 
 
    Just as I felt, Tamsin looked ready to rumble. 
 
    “You really know what you’re doing,” I whispered into her ear as my fellow dragonmancer squeezed and tugged at my cock. 
 
    “The benefits of a wild and misspent youth, Mike Noctis,” Tamsin moaned in my ear. 
 
    I pulled the soaking triangle of her panties aside and began fingering her wet and eager sex. Tamsin started muttering words that I didn’t understand.  
 
    My cock was throbbing so hard it almost hurt. My balls were tight against the base, tingling with anticipation. 
 
    It seemed that the two of us had made some sort of unspoken agreement where we wouldn’t leave the shelter of the couch—not that the other two women would have cared that we were getting it on even if they had woken up and found us fucking.  
 
    With some difficulty, Tamsin hooked my breeches with her dexterous foot and dragged them down, using only her toes, until they were around my ankles. Then she pulled up that poor excuse of a skirt of hers and quietly rolled onto her side, so that her bare red butt was pressed up against my exposed crotch. She spat into her hand, baring her long canines at me over her shoulder, and reached between her legs. She found my cock ready and waiting for her, and guided me into her warm slot. 
 
    Tamsin rubbed herself, teasing her clit as I moved a little inside of her. To my surprise, the hobgoblin actually slipped a finger inside her pussy, then another. She was stretching herself, seeing how many fingers she could put in even with my thick shaft impaling her. She moaned. 
 
    “Is this a fetish I didn’t know you had?” I whispered. “Because if it is, then I have to say I’m into it.”  
 
    Tamsin panted out a short laugh. “Mmmm, no no no, this is just a hobgoblin riding that line between gratification and discomfort.” 
 
    It took all my self-control not to ram my prick into Tamsin as hard as I could, so keen was I to fill her up. Slowly, I eased out and back into the hobgoblin until my balls were pressed against her clit. Then, with equally intense and excruciatingly delightful slowness, I pulled out again. I could just see the side of Tamsin’s face from my position behind her. Her blazing yellow eyes were closed, and her teeth bared in a snarl of longing and rapture. 
 
    I fucked Tamsin slowly and silently from behind for a little while, as she continued to rub and stretch herself. Soon, I was unable to contain my rampant lust anymore. With a barely audible growl, I grabbed Tamsin by her raven dark hair and thrust my cock deep into her. She gasped and, as I pulled out of her, I saw the tip of my cock leave a long strand of girl juice connecting her pussy lips to my rod. 
 
    I took the string of moistness as a thumbs-up to ratchet up the tempo. I picked up the pace then, thrusting harder and quicker into Tamsin as her pussy contracted and released around my shaft. The soft squelch, squelch, squelch of our naughty bits mashing together was the only sound apart from the crackle of the fires outside and the deep breathing of Renji and Hana. 
 
    The fact that we felt like we had to keep so quiet, and fuck as carefully as we could, only added to the heat and amatory of the situation. I could hear the soft squishing sound of Tamsin’s sex as I pressed into her, and could feel the intense hardness of her nipples as I reached around her side and squeezed her beautiful, firm tits. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Tamsin whispered fervently, her eyes screwed tight shut. “I want it rough. Give it to me rough, Dragonmancer Noctis!” 
 
    I could feel Tamsin’s stomach muscles clenching and unclenching. Could feel her juices running down her thighs thanks to the way her legs were tight together because of the unorthodox half-lying half-sitting position we had adopted. 
 
    With irresistible strength, I pushed Tamsin forward and slapped her gently on the ass. The hobgoblin gasped and stuck her fist in her mouth to stop her cry. Carefully, I bent her over so that her elbows were resting on the padded arm of the opulent sofa. 
 
    I could see Tamsin’s hand between her legs, the red fingers working feverishly away at her pussy. 
 
    “Open your legs a little wider,” I ordered her quietly. 
 
    The hobgoblin dragonmancer obeyed. 
 
    “Now, spread your cheeks,” I muttered into her pointed ear. 
 
    Not without some regret, I slid my cock out of Tamsin’s deep red sex. Then, I leaned down and started to lick hungrily at my fellow mancer’s exposed pussy. My eager tongue probed, like a mad knight trying to break its way into some gated palace. Occasionally, I flicked my tongue as fast as I could across her engorged opening.  
 
    I pulled back and started to stab at the red-skinned beauty’s butthole with my fingers. Tamsin let loose a low moan, which morphed into a long deep animal groan of pleasure, which she had to muffle by biting the arm of the couch. 
 
    It was a thing of pornographic beauty to partake in, but I could only do it for so long. My own selfish libido was crying out to have its thirst slaked. So, with no warning, I grabbed my cock by the base and slipped it deep into her once more, so hard that Tamsin cried out with pleasure into the couch. 
 
    With no little effort at keeping her voice to barely above a whisper, Tamsin said, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, that’s it! Fuck me like the naughty whore that I am, Dragonmancer Noctis! Come on. Yes. Like a fucking slattern!” 
 
    I closed my eyes and lost myself, as the red dam of desire rose, burst, and flooded through my pleasantly wine-soaked brain. My balls slapped softly against Tamsin’s sex as I fucked her from behind, the noise masked by the snap and crackle of the shifting logs in the numerous braziers outside. 
 
    I was sweating. Hot. Even with the breeze that was blowing into our chamber off the Silver River that flowed serenely along a javelin’s throw from our balcony. 
 
    Tamsin’s midnight dark hair was all over her face, and her dandelion yellow eyes were narrowed in rapture, looking at the far wall, looking at Renji and Hana, looking at nothing. 
 
    At some point, I must have sat backward, so that I was leaning back on the couch and Tamsin was straddling me in the time-tested reverse cowgirl position. I had no recollection of making that conscious decision. Perhaps it just happened. 
 
    Tamsin writhed on top of me, grinding and gyrating as my dick slid in and out of her tight, wet pussy. She was growling and hissing like a wild thing, uttering unintelligible words that sounded more like the drunken ramblings of an intoxicated leprechaun than actual words. We twisted and turned this way and that, sending embroidered cushions scattering about the place, but always maintaining our silence. 
 
    At the pinnacle of our (almost) totally silent animal fucking, the two of us came together in complete and utter silence. Not making a sound as we climaxed on that couch, with Renji and Hana snoozing peacefully and innocently away within ejaculating distance, was one of the toughest trials of my sexual career.  
 
    Both our bodies went rigid. It was only after the pink mist of intense climax had faded from my head that I realized that Tamsin had judiciously pulled my cock out of her at the last moment and I had spurted my load all over the sumptuously upholstered sofa. 
 
    With a sigh, I slumped sideways, breathing hard through my nose. 
 
    Tamsin, never one to strike me as keen for a cuddle and a spoon after sex, got up and pragmatically padded naked over to the bed and slithered between the sheets with a long drawn-out sigh of beatific contentment. 
 
    “That was just the thing that I needed to finish off today,” the hobgoblin whispered. 
 
    I looked over at her, wedged cozily into the pillows and wrapped in silk sheets. She was quite a sight for sore eyes.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” I agreed. “Fighting and fucking, that’s what I signed up for. None of this political mollycoddling bullshit.” 
 
    Tamsin made a noise of concurrence low in her throat and closed her eyes. 
 
    I watched the three gorgeous women sleeping for a few moments, before heaving myself to my feet with the thought that a breath of air before bed could be just what the doctor ordered. 
 
    I stepped naked out onto the expansive balcony to cool myself and let the balmy river wind wick the sweat from my body. Beyond where I stood, I could see the river running and rippling with reflected moonlight. There was a pleasant spicy sweetness in the air; the scent of clean running water mixed with the palms that lined the banks, the fragrant tang of frying fish and spiced vegetables down at the market. Figs, plums, and dried apricots. It reminded me of the scent of Tamsin; exotic and heady. I breathed deep, leaned forward, and propped my elbows on the stone railing, watching a few lantern hung boats being rowed around the jetties. 
 
    “Your lovemaking could have woken the entire palace, dragonmancer,” a soft, purring voice said from the shadows to my left. 
 
    I swore under my breath and twisted around, my Chaos Spear crackling into being in my hand even as I moved to face the stranger. 
 
    Out of the thick gloom cast by the convergence of two walls, just beyond the reach of the firelight that flickered in the braziers spaced around the balcony, a woman stepped. 
 
    I recognized her at once. It was the woman that had first spotted us on the dunes after we had taken down the desert worm, the woman who had stood mute and patient behind Shaykh Antizah during our meeting over coffee. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” I asked bluntly. I didn’t much like someone getting the drop on me. Someone getting the drop on me while I was basking in that peaceful post-coital glow was definitely unwelcome. Someone getting the drop on me while I was basking in that peaceful post-coital glow and was as naked as a shucked corn cob, well, that was probably the absolute worst. 
 
    The woman laughed softly, her black almond-shaped eyes running over my muscled naked body. Those liquid eyes were lined with dark mascara-like face paint, so that they seemed even bigger than they were. Her short black hair, with the few intricate plaits weaved through it, reminded me so much of Elizabeth Taylor’s cinematic portrayal of Cleopatra in the 1963 flick that I couldn’t help but stare. When she spoke, it was in a smoky voice that reminded me of naked midnight swims, mulled wine, and the thrill of the hunt. 
 
    “Seeing as we have now shared bread and salt at the table, I see no harm in telling you that my name is Zala,” she said. 
 
    “Well, Zala,” I said, “where I come from, it’s customary for a visitor to knock at the door and wait to be let in.” 
 
    Her eyebrow, which was so dark that it might have been drawn on with a permanent marker, lifted a fraction. “Hm. But, this is not where you are from, dragonmancer, is it” 
 
    I couldn’t really contest that. I looked down at my cock and then at the spear in my hand. With a shrug, I vanished the weapon. 
 
    “All right, I’m unarmed,” I said. 
 
    “Almost unarmed,” Zala said, her mouth crooking up at the side. 
 
    “Very good,” I said. “You don’t mind if I just…” 
 
    I reached out and, with a deft tug, whipped the white linen tablecloth out from under the wine jug and goblets that sat on the patio table. To my astonishment, the cloth came out clean, without barely rocking one of the goblets or spilling a drop of wine. I tied the cloth around my waist like a sarong. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a little better,” I said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Zala quipped in her lazy, crooning voice. 
 
    “What do you want, Zala?” I asked. 
 
    Zala tipped her perfect chin backward and regarded me from under heavy lidded eyes. 
 
    “I am here to warn you, dragonmancer,” she said. 
 
    “Call me Mike,” I said distractedly and on automatic. 
 
    “Very well. I am here to warn you, Mike,” Zala said. 
 
    “That’s good of you,” I said, trying to keep the sarcasm to a bare minimum. “A warning about what?” 
 
    “I felt… compelled to warn you that the battle in the arena will not be easy,” the feline woman said softly. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. I had been expecting a little more than that. 
 
    “You came to warn me that the fight to the death that I’m facing with Shaykh Antizah’s chosen undefeated champion of killing isn’t, um, isn’t going to be easy?” I said stonily. 
 
    Zala nodded, her black eyes boring like burning coals into my blue ones. 
 
    “Right…” I said slowly. “Well—and I mean no disrespect to you by saying this, Zala—but no shit. I didn’t think it would be easy.” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Mike,” the catmancer said, taking another silent step toward me. “It will not be easy. Not easy at all.” 
 
    I frowned slightly. “You mean it won’t be fair?”  
 
    Zala’s face gave nothing away. “I can say no more. Not without betraying the Shaykh, who commands my utmost loyalty.” 
 
    I sighed softly through my nose. “Tell me this,” I said. “What’s with you desert types and the heavy eye makeup? I’ve always wondered about it. Doesn’t it run in the heat?” 
 
    Zala smiled thinly. “It protects against the sun. Helps to stop us being dazzled out on the dunes.” 
 
    “You learn something new every day,” I said. “Are you sure you can’t tell me more about how—” 
 
    “No,” came the soft, but very definite, reply.   
 
    I turned away from the Akritite catmancer and ran my fingers through my long unbound hair. I looked through the swaying gauzy curtains and saw that Tamsin was asleep on the enormous bed, wrapped in silk sheets. Hana and Renji were still out cold on the couch that they had nodded off on, Hana’s head in Renji’s lap.  
 
    “Look, you’re going to have to be more specific,” I said, turning back to Zala. “You can’t just say that things aren’t going to be…” 
 
    Zala was gone. 
 
    Not a whisper, not a sound had I heard. She had just vanished. I looked up, but the edge of the palace roof was lost in the shadows and there was no shape of the woman against the starry sky. The only other way was off the balcony, but we were six stories up. 
 
    I looked over anyway, just to make sure she hadn’t tossed herself to her doom or anything overly dramatic like that, but there was no sign of her in the courtyard below. 
 
    I shook my head. The image of the beautiful woman, and the way that she moved with that distinctive feline grace, was seared into the forefront of my brain. I smiled ruefully to myself and stared back out over the sparkling moonlit Silver River. 
 
    That had been some full-on Batman shit right there.   
 
    “No,” I said to the night, “better make that some full-on Catwoman shit.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pulled myself out of bed, smiling ruefully to myself. I wasn’t going to let a little potential impending doom, watched by thousands of eager and bloodthirsty spectators, get in the way of me enjoying my morning in this new and wondrous place. 
 
    The sunlight coming through the waving curtains was freshly minted, hazy. It was only a little after dawn, but the air was already comfortably warm. I could hear fishermen and traders readying themselves in the streets and on the riverbanks below. 
 
    “Another day, another battle to the death,” I said drily to myself. 
 
    The three women were all still sleeping to the right of me in the giant bed. Tamsin and I had gone to sleep, but Hana and Renji must’ve woken up in the night and joined us. I slipped out and padded onto the balcony. I could have benefited from a coffee or a cup of lightning, but there was only a jug of the sweet, rich Akrit red. I poured myself a goblet and took a sip, savoring the mellow taste of figs and chocolate and berries that were alien to my Earthen pallet. 
 
    I pulled on my breeches and shirt in the light of the sun and looked out at the waking city of Akrit. 
 
    “What a sight,” I muttered. 
 
    It was like stepping through a time portal and waking up on the banks of the Nile around 2,500 BC; after the Upper and Lower Kingdoms of Egypt had united, prosperity was in full flow, and the development of great cultural traditions like the implementation of writing and hieroglyphics was booming. 
 
    I didn’t need to know exactly what was going on below me to recognize that trade was flourishing here. However seemingly lifeless and barren the desert was, it was obvious that the pockets of water and the river were rich with life and the potential for profit. 
 
    Watercraft of all sorts were cruising up and down the river, powered by sails and oars and poles. Palms lined the banks of the Silver River, children played in the shallows, and there wasn’t a scrap of inorganic trash to be seen anywhere. 
 
    It was, all things considered, pretty idyllic. 
 
    That, I had to remind myself, was on the surface. I was sure that, like anywhere, it would only take a little scratching to peel away the veneer of this thriving, halcyon place and the grime would be revealed. Still, right then, it wasn’t a bad scene to be greeted with first thing in the morning.  
 
    “Hell of a day to get my Spartacus on,” I said. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the girls roused themselves and walked out to join me in enjoying the incredible view. 
 
    “There are many perks to being a dragonmancer,” Renji said pensively, “and one of them is that you never lack for decent accommodation.” 
 
    I laughed softly and tossed her an orange. We had been supplied with a breakfast of assorted fruits, many of which I didn’t recognize, along with breads, cheeses, meats, and dainty pastries. The servants that had delivered them to our suite had the same tough, uncompromising look as the domestic help that had shown us to our rooms the previous evening. When I thanked them for the platters, they simply bowed and walked away without a word. 
 
    I would have liked to check out the city that morning, but the number of guards stationed outside our suites told me that we would be politely, but firmly, told to keep to our rooms. 
 
    Together, Tamsin, Hana, Renji, and I could have decimated about two-hundred regular foot soldiers without breaking much of a sweat. Doing so now, however, would ruin the relations that we had started building the previous evening. I didn’t know much about royalty, but I doubted a king or duke or shaykh would appreciate someone washing their hallways in the blood of their troops. 
 
    Around midday, after I had bathed in a scented sunken pool in one of the rooms that led off from the main bedchamber, there was a knock on the door. It was the poker-faced woman who had collected us from outside the gate the day before. She was dressed in the same deep purple robes with the same helmet wrapped in cloth that ran down her back. There was also, I had to note, the same jingle of chainmail under the robe, and the same subtle clink and scrape of sheathed blades moving. 
 
    “Shaykh Antizah requests that you come with me, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “It’s time, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It is time,” she confirmed. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the woman. “We seem to be seeing a lot of one another and I feel rude not having a name for you.” 
 
    It looked like the austere commander was half tempted to tell me to go and shove my question where the sun doesn’t shine, but after a second, a thought seemed to strike her. A slow smile lit her face. Somehow, it was not a comforting look. 
 
    “You may call me Commander Sabika,” she said. “I do not think that you and I will call each other anything after this day’s sun goes down.” 
 
    I pulled a theatrically sad face. I knew what she was getting at, the sour bitch. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    The cold smile faded from Commander Sabika’s face. “Follow,” she said. 
 
    “What about my friends?” I asked. 
 
    “They will watch you alongside Shaykh Antizah in places of honor,” said the commander of the guard. 
 
    I translate that to mean that they would be watching me fight under the watchful eye of the best of Shaykh Antizah’s personal guard. There seemed little to be done just then, though. I’d win this one-on-one gladiatorial contest, throw down Shaykh Antizah’s champion, and grind his or her guts into the dust, and then we would see if the good shaykh was as much of a snake as I had the feeling he was. 
 
    “I’ll see you all soon,” I said over my shoulder to Hana, Renji, and Tamsin. 
 
    “Yes, you shall see Dragonmancer Noctis when he stands toe-to-toe with Shaykh Antizah’s champion,” Commander Sabika said. “Although he may very well have more on his mind than waving to his wives, hm?” 
 
    I was led from the palace under guard. Was it a ceremonial guard? The casual passerby or civilian might have thought so, but it didn’t feel like it to me. I felt more like the condemned being walked to the gallows. Hell, that was a bit of a pessimistic mentality to take, perhaps, but there were two crucial differences between me and your average condemned guy. 
 
    The first was that I was a fucking dragonmancer. 
 
    The second was that I was the only male mancer born in centuries. I had the combined power of six dragons at my fingertips.  
 
    The power of a catmancer and a dragonmancer might have been comparable—it probably was, but I was ignorant on that point. Shaykh Antizah might have thought he knew the level of the power that I wielded. He might have thought that Zala, one of his other catmancer harem members, or whoever this champion was he had lined up, would be able to best me. 
 
    I was about to show him, and every other person watching this bout, that he was dead wrong on that score. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah, and Akrit in general, with all its money and the influence that came with it, may have been far more aware of life outside of its borders than the Mystocean Empire was. The Shaykh had not shown a jot of surprise when three dragonmancers and a bearmancer had been escorted through his front door, which made me suspect that he had spies in our lands. It was not really surprising; a ruler with a bottomless wallet could probably get information from anywhere. He might have seen a dragonmancer fight before. 
 
    But he had not seen the likes of me.  
 
    I felt a twinge at the sudden idea of having to fight Zala to the death. She seemed like a good woman, and she had, however obliquely, tried to warn me that the coming contest was not going to be fair—whatever that might mean. 
 
    At the end of the day, unfortunately, if the only way I could complete my mission was by going through Zala… 
 
    I pushed that distasteful thought aside. There was no point worrying about shit that might not come to fruition. Instead, I opted to soak in as much of my environment as I could as I was walked briskly through the streets of Akrit’s capital. 
 
    We passed into the midst of a market, which Commander Sabika grudgingly informed me was the biggest market in Akrit and stretched from where we had just entered all the way to the gladiator’s entrance of the arena where I would be fighting. 
 
    “I’m glad I got to see the place on market day,” I enthused, looking around me and opening my nose to the lavish extravaganza of beguiling smells. 
 
    The commander gave me one of those funny looks of hers that made me think that I was pulling her leg again. “It is always market day in Akrit,” she told me. “If there was no market, it would be like cutting off the blood to the heart of the city.” 
 
    “The blood being gold,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Commander Sabika said. 
 
    Money. Money made the world go round. It seemed that saying was just as true here in Akrit as it was back in Los Angeles.  
 
    I stared around me. I could see stalls stretching in all directions. Stalls so close together that their roofs touched and formed little tunnels that were shaded from the unforgiving sun. 
 
    There were traders of all races and species selling mounds of spices taller than me out of booths that ranged from the luxurious to the filthy. The purveyors were doling out portions of bright silver, blue, pink, orange, and turquoise powder with scoops and scales to legions of their customers, who were clamoring and yelling and shoving one another so that they might be served first. Even as small fights and arguments broke out in front of their stalls, the vendors would declaim how they were in possession of the cheapest fluxroot, the most fresh and fragrant bunches of dune creeper, the highest quality pygmy powder anywhere in Akrit. 
 
    Two old, wrinkled female leopardkin showed a crowd sheets of self-cleaning silk. A half-orc tried to snare foot traffic by letting his adorable tame gremlin jump onto people’s shoulders, then tow them by the ear back to his stall, which was crammed with cages of all different colored imps. 
 
    Steam and smoke rose from hosts of stalls and carts; portable restaurants offering everything from broiled sandslug to stewed sphinx tongues, skewers of unidentifiable vegetables to curried redcap testicle soup.  
 
    Damn me, I had seen a few sights that would strain the belief of even the most open-minded, LSD-loving hippy, but I had never been in a more dynamic, electrifying, vibrant, and coruscating metropolis in all my life. Not even Eureka on its best day could top this place. It was like the human spirit—not to mention the spirit almost every other magical humanoid I might have tried (and failed) to put a name to—had been distilled down here, so that it was at its rawest and most potent form. 
 
    It was life condensed. 
 
    A warm wind blew the scent of roasting and grilling meats, herbs and spices uncounted, candied nuts and dried flowers, battered fish, and pungent selkie coffee all around me and my armed escort in galvanizing gusts. The noise, shouted arguments, laments at being ripped off, and confusion pummeled at my ears. 
 
    However, as incredible as all these sights, scents, and sounds were, I was intent on keeping my head on a swivel. I didn’t want to be caught out by anything. This was not a goddamn vacation after all. If there was anyone watching me among this tumult of shopping and bartering, with assassination or anything else in their heart, then I couldn’t afford to miss them. 
 
    “Fear not, Mike,” Noctis said in my head. “I and the younger ones do not sense any malevolence toward you.” 
 
    “Yeah, all is clear, Dad,” Cyan chipped in. 
 
    “Not a peep of trouble,” Garth agreed, though he sounded a little disappointed. 
 
    We wove through the tightly packed throngs of shoppers, ducking through a man-made tunnel that ran on for about a hundred yards and exclusively sold elixirs and potions promising a variety of different results. 
 
    “We are here,” Commander Stick-up-the-Ass said abruptly. 
 
    Looking around, I saw that we had reached a huge wooden door, scarred and marked and studded with iron rivets. This door was set into a sandstone wall that towered upward, so high that I had to crane my neck all the way back to see the numerous silken pennants waving from its top. Commander Sabika had not been kidding—the market really did run right up to the walls of the arena. 
 
    Now that I was paying attention, I became aware of a colossal constant roar, like the droning of an incomparably massive hive of bees, or God revving his Harley-Davidson. 
 
    “We’re here?” I asked. 
 
    Commander Sabika inclined her head and smiled an even less friendly smile than she had previously. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “this is the end of the road.” 
 
    She called out a curt order. At once, the heavy doors swung ponderously open, and I was led inside and into the heart of the arena. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a disappointing lack of show business and general theatrics, I found, to the whole gladiator gig. 
 
    I was ushered down a stone flagged hall that was cavernous, dimly lit, and shook with the thumping footfalls of the thousands of spectators above. I passed numerous locked doors; all big and sturdy, bound with iron and guarded by men with scimitars. From behind some of these doors, I heard the wailing of prisoners or slaves. From others came the harsh laughter of jesting warriors, and from others still I heard the heavy breathing and scraping footsteps of creatures that sounded much, much bigger than I was. 
 
    It was all quite dark, though not dank or gloomy. It was efficiently clean and didn’t smell. Thanks to the combined sensory faculties of half a dozen dragons, I was aware of every upcoming passage and every incoming person long before my guide, the good Commander Sabika was. 
 
    The Commander walked ahead of me in silence, telling me nothing, until we reached a passage with a gradient that led upward. At the end of the sloping corridor, I could see the illuminated cracks of yet another great set of doors. 
 
    “On you go, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Commander Sabika said. 
 
    If there is one thing that can be guaranteed to put fire in my belly, it is the moronic chuckling of cruel men who think that they are sending some poor schmuck to his doom. As it happened, this very sound was what caressed my ear canals, coming from some of the commander’s men who had been following us—no doubt to make sure that I didn’t try and make a dash for it. 
 
    I looked up the slope that surely led to the arena floor. Then I looked back at Commander Sabika. 
 
    “What? No kiss for good luck, Commander?” I asked with a sweet smile. 
 
    The chuckling died in the throats of the soldiers. 
 
    Commander Sabika motioned to the ramp leading upward. Her face just then reminded me of an ass that had just been smacked. 
 
    “Go,” she said. “May the Shaykh have mercy on you.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s like that,” I said back. “I thought I was fighting the Shaykh’s champion?”  
 
    The look on Commander Sabika’s face as she walked away, back into the bowels of the arena, told me exactly what she had meant with that parting remark.   
 
    I ascended the ramp. The doors were opened by unseen hands, and I stepped out into the light and the noise. 
 
    The bellowing, ceaseless roar of the congregated spectators lining the benches that stretched from just above the floor of the arena all the way to the back of the vast structure was deafening. 
 
    “They remind me of pack animals, of dogs, baying for blood, Father,” Pan said to me, awe coloring his voice even in my head. 
 
    “Yeah, they do a bit, don’t they?” I said. “I think you might be quite surprised at just how mindlessly bloodthirsty us humanoids can be if given the chance.” 
 
    “Won’t they get a little annoyed when you wipe the floor with their champion, Dad?” Brenna asked. 
 
    I grinned. Her voice in my head was almost stereotypical sixteen-year-old girl. I shouldn’t have been surprised really—as part of the bond, I took on a fraction of my dragon’s physical abilities. On their side, they inherited some of my vocabulary and mannerisms. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t planning on getting myself killed today, kids,” I said. “Life lesson for you here: sometimes you can’t make everybody happy.” 
 
    “And sometimes,” Garth added hesitantly, “you have to burn someone to a crisp and eat them to make yourself happy?” 
 
    The sentence ended in a question, as if the Pearl Dragon was hoping for some sort of reassurance. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s quite the same sentiment I was going for, Garth,” I said, “but good effort.”  
 
    Wayne gave a telepathic snigger. 
 
    While I acclimatized to the greeting I had been given by about fifty thousand cheering Akritites and made sure that my eardrums had not actually ruptured, I looked around. The arena was essentially a large circle of sand. Across from me was an enormous set of doors that mirrored the ones that I had just walked through. I supposed that, once my reception had simmered down a little, those doors would be thrown open to much fanfare and Shaykh Antizah’s hero would come strutting out, slicker than owl shit, like someone who thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow. 
 
    I looked along the lower rows of seats, the seating that would afford the best view of the action, and quickly found where the Shaykh was sitting. 
 
    He was surrounded by flunkies as well as a bunch of spruced up men and women. I assumed they were the visiting officials from the other principalities under his dominion that he hoped to entertain with this friendly bit of bloodsport. The dignitaries looked to be liberally bejeweled and oiled up—I could practically smell the perfume radiating from them. 
 
    Tamsin, Hana, and Renji were also seated right next to Shaykh Antizah. I was happy to see that they didn’t look too tense. They, unlike our new pal Shaykh Antizah, knew exactly what I was capable of. I figured they were more interested about the sort of performance I would put in, rather than worried about the result. They were also, probably, just as interested at what sort of champion Shaykh Antizah would put forward against a mancer. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long.    
 
    The great arena doors at the opposite side of the arena creaked ponderously open, maneuvered by two soldiers per side, pulling them on great chains. When they were fully open, all that was revealed was an empty, yawning tunnel mouth. 
 
    An enclosure. That’s an enclosure, I realized. 
 
    The assembled masses bellowed and cheered like a sporting crowd expecting the emergence of their home team. 
 
    But nothing appeared out of the blackness. 
 
    A catmancer leaped down from somewhere in the stands when there was no movement, and the cries of the fanatical watchers had risen an octave or two. With a flourish of her hand, she sent a quartet of the scintillating green birds flapping off into the blackness. I couldn’t hear anything over the noise of the crowd, but I saw four firecracker explosions go off in the dark and could imagine that they had been accompanied by a few loud reports. 
 
    “What kind of fucking champion needs to be goaded out to fight with fireworks?” I mused to myself. 
 
    With a sleepy roar, Shaykh Antizah’s chosen gladiator lumbered jerkily out into the light.  
 
    The spectators went ballistic. 
 
    I pulled a face. It was a knee-jerk reaction. The thing, whatever the fuck it was, was ugly as hell.  
 
    Shaykh Antizah’s champion was hunkered down like a bad dream at the opposite side of the arena to me. I had been expecting some massive mountain of a man or woman, built along the lines of the WWE’s Kane. 
 
    But I was way off with that assumption. 
 
    The only thing that the Shaykh’s champion had in common with Kane—or any wrestler for that matter—was that it was vaguely humanoid in shape. That’s where the similarities to anything that might have been considered a fair competitor ended. 
 
    The thing, the creature, was massive, lumpy, and yellow as sulfur. It must have been all of thirty feet tall and weighed as much as a full garbage truck. Its back was covered in thick, bristling spines like a giant echidna. It was wearing roughly made armor, a backplate and breastplate, of beaten bronze and steel, through the back of which its thick quills stuck. 
 
    It was the thing’s head, though, that really captured my eye and held my attention. It was an amalgamation of chimp and bat, with a smattering of cuttlefish around the enormous protuberant eyes. It had large, twitching ears, a squashed nose with enormous nostrils, the aforementioned bulbous eyes, and a mouth full of teeth like shards of broken gray glass. 
 
    “So, you’ve got a face for radio,” I said to myself. “That might frighten some, but not me, buddy. The real question is: can you fight?” 
 
    The crowd was roaring so loudly that I could barely make out my words over the screaming din.  
 
    Judging by the limbs on the champion, not to mention the fact that it was Shaykh Antizah’s champion, I supposed that it probably could fight. Its arms were long and orangutan-like, strung with uneven globs of muscle under the skin. They ended in clever-looking six-fingered hands tipped with vicious claws. On closer inspection, the fingers actually appeared to morph seamlessly into sharp points, rather than have separate nails as such. Its legs were thickly muscled and, judging by the way that it was crouching, looked like they were built for pouncing. 
 
    Incentivized by another burst of magical firecrackers, the reluctant-looking monster was turned toward me. Its giant eyes, with their strange horizontal pupils, fastened on me. The bulbous nose twitched and the snotty nostrils dilated as the monster sucked in air, sifting it. Drool hung in thick ropes from its slavering, many-toothed lower jaw, which was hanging down like that of some slack-jawed yokel whose mother also happens to be his sister. 
 
    I looked down at the sand that covered the arena floor. Handy for soaking up blood, sand. The grains that had made their way onto the toes of my boots were dancing, reverberating in the clamor the fans were making. 
 
    I looked up to my right. I could see my three companions peering down at me. They were sitting in what I guessed would have been the VIP section had I been about to fight a monster in the Red Rocks Amphitheatre or something.  
 
    Shaykh Antizah was sitting next to them. He was surrounded by attendants, brown-nosers, and suck-ups. Behind him, as always apparently, was the lithe figure of Zala, his catmancer bodyguard and concubine. There were also more athletic, scantily robed women scattered throughout the Shaykh’s select seating area. I thought that they were probably more members of his catmancer harem. 
 
    There was something about the superior way in which Shaykh Antizah treated the smoking hot Akritites that rankled me. I had never viewed my relationship with Hana, Elenari, Saya, Renji, Penelope, and Tamsin as being part of such a dynamic.  
 
    Shaykh Antizah though… Now, that slippery motherfucker looked very much like a spoiled brat who had collected a bunch of sexy, magically endowed women just because he could. Because it added to his own self-image. 
 
    As I alternated my gaze between the monster and the Shaykh Antizah, there was a blaring of trumpets. 
 
    The horns echoed around the packed arena and had the effect of a wet blanket over a fryer fire. The crowd simmered down, the dull roar of the spectators becoming more a rumble akin to distant thunder. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah got slowly and regally to his feet. Fair dues to the man, he sure as hell knew how to look like the ruler of a city. He was decked out in the sort of finery that any royal would have been stoked to have hanging in their wardrobe. 
 
    “My loyal subjects,” Shaykh Antizah said graciously, beaming around at his massive audience. “I thank you for joining me today to enjoy the spectacle that I have kindly deigned to furnish you with. A special acknowledgment must also be made to the governors who have graced me with their presence today.” He indicated the collection of fancy pants peacocks that were lounging around him. “Let us hope that they witness a spectacle worthy of their time and mine.”  
 
    There was a deal of cheering, but it sounded a little perfunctory, a little token, to me. Subjects cheering their ruler but really hoping that he’ll just button his lip and let them enjoy the entertainment. 
 
    “I am as eager as you all to see how our guest here, a guest from distant lands no less, fares against my champion. There has been no man or woman of any race under this sun of ours that has been able to best him.” 
 
    More cheers. Real pride lacing these. 
 
    “Yes, there has been no fighter better,” Shaykh Antizah continued, and now those clever eyes of his slid down to take me in. “Neither mortal nor mancer.” 
 
    I think that last little bit, coupled with the direct eye-contact, was meant to set me to quaking in my boots. 
 
    I yawned widely. 
 
    “Shall we get started then, your Shaykhness?” I said, flicking a bit of imaginary dust off the front of my shirt. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “As you wish!” he cried in a loud ringing voice. “Let the fight begin!” 
 
    The champion, whatever breed of hellspawn it was, did not go at me like one of C. Montgomery Burns’ hounds straight away. It took another fizzling firecracker spell to the back of the head by the catmancer before it made a move. When it did, though, it was quite a move. 
 
    With a fluid, terrifyingly fast spring, the nightmarish armored champion leapt upward and landed with an epic thud in the middle of the arena, sending the sand fountaining up around it. It was no mean jump. Must have been all of fifty yards, but the creature made it look like it had only moved an inch. I felt the impact of it landing through my boots. It sent shards and chips of stone and loose grit in all directions, rattling off the walls that fenced the two of us in. 
 
    The crowd were going wild; cheering and screaming and waving their many-colored limbs. Screaming for blood and death and victory, but for who I couldn’t tell. 
 
    The champion opened its disgusting, toothy gob and roared out a challenge of unbridled, insane bloodlust, its bulbous eyes swelling to the point of bursting. Its warm, moist breath washed over me, even though I was still a good twenty feet away. 
 
    Apart from wrinkling my nose, I didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Goddamn, your breath is so bad I bet people around here look forward to your farts!” I gasped. 
 
    The armor-clad beast roared at me again. 
 
    I waved a hand in front of my face theatrically. “Yep, still not sure whether to offer you some gum or some toilet paper.” 
 
    I heard a ripple of laughter spread out from those fans closest behind me. 
 
    “Winning the crowd is going to help,” I muttered. “Like Oliver Stone said, ‘Win the crowd and you’ll win your freedom.’” 
 
    My hideous opponent hissed at me. 
 
    “Come on then, you bastard!” I bellowed, pointing a finger at my foe. 
 
    The champion charged. 
 
    Without moving, I conjured my Onyx Armor into being along with the Lightning Speed helmet, which was part and parcel of being bonded with Pan. One second, I was dressed only in breeches and a shirt, the next I was wearing something that would have suited Batman had he run out of money and had to take up a job at Medieval Times. The Lightning Speed helmet crackled with tiny dancing bolts of electricity, so that it appeared my head was wreathed in the midst of a storm. The helmet would allow me to use a short burst of extreme speed, though each burst used a significant amount of mana. 
 
    The crowd oooooohed and aaaaahed appreciatively at this sudden, but oh so casual, display of magic. 
 
    As Shaykh Antizah’s champion closed on me, I summoned my Chaos Spear, spun it around my head, drew it back, and launched it. 
 
    The spear flew across the space between me and the monster, crackling white and silver energy trailing behind it like the tail of a meteor. It hit Shaykh Antizah’s monstrous champion square in its armored chest. The force of the spear sent the creature spinning, but the missile itself ricocheted off its breastplate. That was somewhat of a surprise. I supposed that a combination of the monster’s own latent magic and the skill of the Shaykh’s armorers were to thank for that. The spear made Shaykh Antizah’s champion cut off its roar as it tumbled sideways, but the weapon deflected off its breastplate and punched into the sidewall of the arena, blowing a small crater out of it. Stone fell like hail. 
 
    The champion looked irked, but not supremely concerned with my attack. It quickly bounded forward once more and swung a long arm at me in retaliation. I heard the crowd draw in an accumulative breath, thinking that they were about to see one dragonmancer become two half dragonmancers, but I vaulted nimbly over the scything fingers. They raked the ground where my feet had been, sending sprays of sand and dust into the air. 
 
    It was about then, with that dodge, that I realized that I could take Shaykh Antizah’s champion. The thing wasn’t out to kill me because it wanted to. It was out to kill me because it had probably been tortured and trained to. Looking into the bulging eyes of the monster, it was evident that it only had one oar in the water mentally. The poor bastard had no personal drive to see me dead—it was just being incentivized by the whips in its head. 
 
    That realization sent a bubbling anger coursing through me, scalding my veins and making me taste acid rage in the back of my throat. 
 
    I’d have to kill this thing—out of necessity and out of mercy. 
 
    I snorted forcefully through my nose, and my eyes narrowed. I didn’t usually hold with showboating, but this time, I was going to really show the Akritites, the Shaykh’s delegates and, most importantly of all, Shaykh Antizah, what a Mystocean dragonmancer could do. There was one surefire way to get to a man like Shaykh Antizah, and that was to make him look like a prizewinning dickhead. 
 
    I fired a couple of little Shadow Spheres at the monster, but before my sizzling spells could hit my adversary, it sprang away nimbly and landed some yards distant, thumping into the sand like some gross emaciated yellow frog. 
 
    Then it came at me once more. 
 
    I ran, dashing around the sidewall, using my dragon-enhanced speed to stay just ahead of the Shaykh’s fighter. I even dropped my pace a touch so that the monster was tempted to take another swing at me with its lethal claw-like fingers. 
 
    This time, I narrowly avoided the blow by running up the sidewall so that the beast’s claws raked along the solid stone, leaving deep gashes in it. 
 
    Then, I ran on, using my speed and strength to do some Matrix maneuvers and run horizontally along a stretch of wall before catapulting myself off sideways in a textbook cartwheel. As I flipped sideways, I conjured Garth’s Repeating Hand Crossbow into my hand, and let loose with a barrage of bolts that sparked and deflected off the armor of the Shaykh’s champion. 
 
    When I reached the zenith of my flipping arc, I traded the crossbow for the stunning harpoon and sent it hurtling into the backplate of the creature’s armor. I sent through a half-dose of stunning charge, enough for the champion to feel it, and then ripped the monster off its feet as I landed. I put so much strength into the pull that the enormous beast was thrown over my head and tumbled across the sand. 
 
    The crowd went absolutely crazy at that; shrieking, shaking their fists and yelling curses and admiration in equal measure. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah’s champion rolled nimbly to its feet and squatted for a moment, regarding me. I thought that it had probably never had a piece of prey put up such a fight as I was. It looked a little nonplussed. Doubtless, it was thinking that it should have been feasting on me right about then, picking my bones out of those hideous teeth it had. 
 
    I let it have a few more magical crossbow bolts, just to give the crowd something to cheer about and keep things spicy. 
 
    The champion narrowed its huge eyes at the storm of projectiles heading its way and then let loose with a spine-chilling scream that did not seem like it should have been to come from that slobbering mouth. 
 
    It was a shriek that could only just be discerned by the human ear, but with my dragon-enhanced senses, it set my teeth on edge. It hit the oncoming crossbow bolts like a wave and flung them right back at me at double the speed they’d left me. 
 
    I could have thrown myself to the side, but in all honesty, I might not have made it. Instead, I used Wayne’s Smog Form power to transform into a shape that was little more than smoke. 
 
    The projectiles ate up the area of sand that I had just been standing on like machine gun fire, blowing little geysers of grit and dust into the air and causing the crowd to gasp in wonderment. 
 
    I appeared again, feeling a little lightheaded, what with the transformation, but smiling disdainfully at the champion nonetheless. 
 
    “Hey buddy, I’m still here,” I said, waving. 
 
    The champion rose up, its clenched fists still on the ground, and leered at me in challenge. 
 
    Using Pan’s Lightning Speed helmet, I took off from the spot like a bullet from a gun. Using the insane acceleration, I threw myself under the monster’s hideous, lumpy yellow body, conjuring my Stormhammer to hand as I went. I slid through its arms and legs and, as I shot by, I hit the unarmored groin of the fiend with a doozy of a strike from the Stormhammer. 
 
    The blow was so hard that the champion flipped over, rotated in the air, and crashed down onto its back. 
 
    I was half tempted to use the Entropic Mine there and then, but for ultimate effect, I was going to need to be standing over a body at the end of this. 
 
    While the Shaykh’s champion writhed on its back, I accessed my Wing Slot, and a pair of beautiful, fast-looking wings materialized between my shoulder blades. They were not as fast as flying by dragon, but they were nimbler.  
 
    And they were the very definition of theater.  
 
    There were more gasps from the crowd, which turned into a full-blown chorus of silence as fifty-thousand spectators held their breath and watched me whizz up to the heavens. 
 
    And I cut the wing spell, performed a slow backflip, and dropped. 
 
    The Shaykh’s champion fighter opened its cavernous mouth. If I fell in there, I’d have about as much chance as a pig’s liver being deposited into a sausage-making machine. The creature’s mouth was so full of razor-sharp higgledy-piggledy teeth that it wouldn’t even have to bite down to kill me—it’d just have to grin and I’d be sliced and diced into the sort of mass of unidentifiable chunks usually found in a dog’s breakfast. 
 
    As I fell, I conjured the Chaos Spear to my hand, my arm already raised and ready to throw behind me. The weapon appeared, and I launched it at my foe, using my own impetus to get some extra juice behind it. 
 
    The Chaos Spear punched into the champ’s throat, just above its misshapen yellow breastbone and an inch above the top of its breastplate. Then, just before I landed on top of the stricken creature, I brought forth Pan’s Stormhammer and used it to drive the Chaos Spear right through its thick neck and into its spinal cord. 
 
    A jet of blood burst up as I flipped sideways, like a crimson Old Faithful. The monstrous champion convulsed a few times as the blood fired up and out of it, propelled by a dying heart. 
 
    Then, just to make sure of things, like they never do in the movies, I stepped up to the poor creature’s head and brought the Stormhammer down with all my might. 
 
    The head of the Shaykh’s champion exploded like an egg under a car tire with a noise like thunder. Lightning crackled across the enormous skull before it burst apart, coating me in gore. 
 
    And the crowd, on seeing such a horrific display, burst into mad applause.  
 
    After the dust and sand had settled, and the monstrous champion’s body had stopped twitching, I looked up at Shaykh Antizah’s royal box. 
 
    Hana, Tamsin, and Renji were on their feet applauding and smiling down at me. The Shaykh himself looked stunned. Around him, the delegates from his principalities were leaning over the rail of the VIP area. They were brandishing purses and pointing down at me, gesticulating wildly. 
 
    I could not hear what they were saying over the noise of the cheering crowd, but I didn’t have long to wonder at what they were jabbering about. Shaykh Antizah had risen to his feet and had his clever, long-fingered and perfectly manicured hands upraised. His oiled beard glistened in the dappled sunlight that snuck over the looming walls of the colosseum. 
 
    “What a… display,” he said.  
 
    The crowd, as one, bellowed and stamped its approval. 
 
    “I’m sure that we have all been dazzled by the prowess shown by this champion of the Mystocean Empire,” Shaykh Antizah continued, raising his voice slightly so that it echoed around the arena and the assembled audience quieted respectfully. “My delegates have even been trying to bargain a purchase price for our dragonmancer here.” 
 
    A chorus of boos rose from the stands like marsh gas out of a bog. 
 
    Purchase price? I thought as an icy notion crept into my head.  
 
    Shaykh Antizah laughed softly, as if such an idea, that a person could be bought and sold, was a real hoot. 
 
    “I have told them that our ancient and venerable customs are not the customs of the Mystocean Empire. Akrit is a land unto itself; unique and wonderful. Our class system; of masters and those who have to obey them, is not to the tastes of other lesser regions.” 
 
    There was some proud cheering at these words, but I barely registered it. 
 
    Purchase price? Class system? Master and those who have to obey them? 
 
    I looked over Shaykh Antizah’s shoulder and saw that Zala, the catmancer warrior, was looking hard at me. 
 
    She had been right. The fight had not been fair, only not in the way that she had expected it to be. There was also something else about Akrit that wasn’t fair… 
 
    “To celebrate our new hero,” Shaykh Antizah said, speaking the word ‘hero’ in the same tone he might say the word ‘diarrhea’, “the rest of the day and night will be devoted to pleasure! Drink, eat, fornicate, and use those below you as they were meant to be used!” 
 
    The crowd cheered. I scarcely heard them. 
 
    Something in Akrit stank. I had come here to make arrangements for our entry into the Subterranean Realm, but it looked like I was going to have more business to take care of than just that. 
 
    “Hey, Shaykh,” I called up to the royal box with as little respect as I could muster, wiping blood from my eyes, “how about a bath for the hero?”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sure part of Shaykh Antizah would have very much liked to have me clapped in irons, bound in chains, or otherwise similarly detained. I mean, I had just wasted his champion in no uncertain manner. Whatever that poor tortured creature had been, I doubt it was the variety of creature that grew on trees. 
 
    In any case, there was little the Shaykh could do with fifty-thousand of his ecstatic subjects looking on. The crowd was frothing over with bloodlust-driven excitement at what they had just seen. From what I could gather from the gabbling confusion of voices, this champion had been undefeated for as long as anyone cared to remember. What the fans had just witnessed was tantamount to a grassroots MMA fighter knocking out Kamaru Usman.  
 
    I may have a had a gut feeling that Shaykh Antizah was basically a snake with a beard, but the man was not stupid. I didn’t think that you could rise to be Shaykh of a kingdom like Akrit without at least half a brain, which ruled out about ninety percent of the politicians back on Earth from applying for the job. 
 
    With a syrupy smile that might have fooled the crowd but did not fool me, Shaykh Antizah inclined his head in a most regal manner and had the doors to the arena opened. With a final wave to my newly adoring public, I tried to wipe a bit more blood out of my face and strode out of the colosseum. 
 
    An hour or so later, after having traversed my way through the market once more with Hana, Renji, and Tamsin at my side, I was reclining in a fantastically large black marble bathtub. 
 
    “Whenever I settle down and have a place of my own,” I spoke up to the mosaic-covered ceiling, “I have got to get myself one of these.” 
 
    The bath was so deep that I could only just touch the bottom standing at my full height. Steam rolled across the rose oil-scented water like some B-grade special-effects in a horror movie. On the edge of the sunken tub, not far from where I lay submerged except for my face, was a jug of wine and a goblet. 
 
    I sighed contentedly through my nose, closed my eyes, and listened to the steady rhythm of my heart thudding in my submerged ears.  
 
    Peace. 
 
    “Someone approaches, Father,” Pan said quietly in my head.  
 
    I didn’t so much as flutter an eyelid. 
 
    “An assassin?” I asked calmly. 
 
    There was a pause and then Brenna said, “Gods, Pan, be a little more vague, why don’t you?” 
 
    She might have only been a few weeks old, but already Brenna was showing that she wasn’t going to be the sort of individual to take any prisoners as far as half-brothers went. The other male dragons were already learning that she didn’t suffer fools. 
 
    “So, no assassin, then?” I said, with just a touch of peevishness coloring my voice. “Only, that kind of thing is handy to know before they stab you.” 
 
    “It’s Renji, Dad,” Cyan said promptly, backing up her half-sister. “Honestly, Pan, what if Dad had blasted first and asked questions later?” 
 
    I heard Pan grumbling to himself in the back of my mind. 
 
    “She is trying to sneak up on you, though,” the Tempest Dragon said. 
 
    “Trying to see if I ever let my guard down, I guess,” I said, trying to crowbar my way into the middle of the bickering. It was one thing if all your kids got into a slanging match and you could leave the room and shut the door on them, but another thing entirely if said slanging match was taking place in your own head. 
 
    “She’ll have to get up a bit earlier and tread a bit quieter than that to catch us off guard, Dad,” Garth told me. 
 
    Now that I was fully cognizant and had my senses questing out around me, I could actually feel the subtle shifting of the scented steams that touched my face, as Renji prowled carefully around the lip of the bath.    
 
    Without opening my eyes, I said, “If it isn't my favorite djinn.”  
 
    Renji must have stopped because the low-key movement of the air ceased. Then, she said, “Was it one of the girls or one of the boys that tipped you off that I was coming, Mike?” 
 
    Diplomatically, I said, “It was a joint effort, really.” 
 
    Wayne and Garth began to chatter that it was, in actual fact, Pan who had given the initial warning, but they were interrupted by Cyan and Brenna who snapped that Pan had given a warning—hardly helpful. The argument in my head might have ratcheted up a notch and become quite distracting, had it not been for a deep telepathic growl from Noctis. The Chaos Dragon had the effect of silencing the quarreling dragons more quickly and efficiently than a ding around the back of the head might have. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw that the blue-skinned djinn was standing over me and smiling down at me. 
 
    “That was a very fatherly thing to say, you know,” she said. “Very much like a man who is trying to keep five young dragons from squabbling in his head.” 
 
    I smiled back up at her. “That obvious, huh?” 
 
    Renji nodded. 
 
    “Is it hard?” she asked. 
 
    I made a show of sitting up a little in the water and looking down at my body. 
 
    “Um, not yet,” I said innocently, “but if you were to get in here with me, I’m sure that it would only be a matter of seconds...” 
 
    Renji chuckled low in her throat. “I meant,” she said, “is it hard keeping five young dragons in check when you share a mind with them?” 
 
    I shrugged as ably as I could while floating. “Noctis doesn’t take too much shit. He’s pretty good at playing the role of bad cop.” 
 
    Renji cocked her head to one side, her silver braids falling across her shoulder. “Bad cop?”  
 
    “You know, good city watchman and bad city watchman,” I tried. “When someone is being interrogated, there are two people; one plays the mean role while the other pretends to be the subject of the interrogation's best friend.” 
 
    “Ah,” Renji said. 
 
    I eyed the robe that the djinn was wearing speculatively. 
 
    “What have you got on under there?” I asked. 
 
    “Just my skin,” Renji replied. 
 
    “My favorite outfit of yours,” I said approvingly. “What are Tamsin and Hana up to?” 
 
    “They went to go and check out that enormous market that was outside the arena,” Renji said. “There were a few stalls there that caught Hana’s eye. Potions and weapons and the like.” 
 
    “And you didn’t feel like a bit of retail therapy?” I asked. “Didn’t feel like playing the tourist while the chance presented itself? I don’t know what it is about this place, but something tells me that we’re going to want to make the most of any downtime that we can. You know how it goes with us—it won’t be long before the fecal matter hits the rotary impeller.” 
 
    Renji nodded. “Things do seem to have an inclination to go somewhat banana-shaped whenever we go probing into them. But I did not feel like going with the other two. There was something that I meant to tell you. Something that I wanted to say to you, Mike.” 
 
    I patted the surface of the water. 
 
    “Well, I’m all ears,” I said, “but why not step down into my office for a chat?” 
 
    “All ears?” Renji asked. 
 
    “Well, maybe not one-hundred percent ears,” I replied, grinning archly. 
 
    With the lack of diffidence that was so typical of a branch of warriors who had only counted females amongst their ranks for however long it had been, Renji unfastened the tie of her silk robe, slipped deftly out of it, and tossed it onto a bench seat. 
 
    In the brief space of time that she stood on the edge of the enormous bath naked, I feasted my eyes upon her flawless blue skin. She had more curves than Highway 36. Her silver hair, fastened into its customary intricate silver braids, fell across her shoulders in thin, shining ropes. With the ring through her septum and her flashing silver teeth, Renji could have been a work of art in her own right back on Earth, or the alter ego of some unconventional popstar. 
 
    The djinn slid gracefully into the hot water, her well-muscled limbs stretching and tightening hypnotically as she lowered herself into the tub. Against the dark marble that the bath was made of, Renji almost blended in. 
 
    “So, you wanted to chat to me about something?” I asked, trying my best not to just grab her straight away, as she sounded like she had something specific on her mind. 
 
    Renji ducked her head under the scented water and reemerged, wiping water out of her eyes.  
 
    “I just wanted to say how happy I am that I have been seen as worthy to become the mother of one of your children, Mike.” There was a note of bashfulness in her voice. 
 
    “Oh come on now, Renji,” I said. “There’s never been anything about you that ever made me consider whether you were worthy or not. Look at you! You’re gorgeous, and as capable a fighter as I’ve ever laid eyes on. You’re one of the most highly respected administrators in the Academy, for goodness’ sake! There was never any doubt as to whether you were worthy—whatever worthy means, in this mad world of ours. You’re fantastic, and the fact that you and I created Brenna, well, I feel like the lucky one, you know?” 
 
    Renji, easily treading water as she was about half a foot shorter than I was, beamed at me.  
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “It’s just the truth, Renji,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “Speaking of Brenna,” she said. “I also wanted to voice my awe at this dragonling that we have created. She is…” 
 
    “She’s magnificent,” I supplied. “As are the rest of them. I’m not going to sugarcoat it, but I think that the Mystocean Empire is going to be a force to be reckoned with if we keep this up.” 
 
    Renji raised her fingers to her lips and gestured around the room. I nodded, a little chagrined. She was right, chances were that these walls had ears. I’d have to start putting my James Bond hat on unless I wanted Shaykh Antizah to gain an upper hand—presuming that he actually was as two-faced as my gut told me that he was. On that score, I still didn’t have anything concrete to go on. Nothing but a vague sense of disquiet at the man’s shadowy motives. 
 
    “It’s going to be interesting to see whether or not Shaykh Antizah honors our agreement,” I said as Renji swam slowly backward until the slanted floor of the bath rose enough for her to stand. “To see whether his pride will allow him to show us how to get into the Subterranean Realm here.” 
 
    “Hm,” the djinn said thoughtfully. “Yes, I have been mulling that same thought over in my mind, ever since he let you out of the arena unscathed. There is something about this place, about the Shaykh Antizah, that does not sit well with me, though I can’t think of what it is exactly.” 
 
    “All that talk of masters and those beneath them and people sticking to the positions that they were born into was what ran like my fingernails down the blackboard of my soul.” 
 
    Renji splashed her face with more warm water and exhaled in a gratified manner. 
 
    “Yes, there might well be something afoot,” she said. “Something that is taking place beneath the surface of this seemingly placid and flourishing land.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I muttered. “A part of me doesn’t want to get involved. I just want to get in and out and complete our mission and, hopefully, get back to base and find out that Penelope has unearthed how to get a bear cub to digest an Etherstone.” 
 
    “You are worried about Rifa?” Renji said. 
 
    “A little,” I admitted. “It just feels like Wayne and Garth all over again, you know. That feeling of being on the clock. I don’t want to let the little guy down.” 
 
    Renji gave me a warm smile. “If your past exploits are anything to go by, Mike Noctis,” she said, “then there will be no chance of you letting Rifa or anyone else down.” 
 
    I nodded, using my hands to propel myself slowly through the water until I was floating next to Renji. “So yeah, I am a little worried, but if there is anything to dig up in the Grand Library, then Pen will find it.” 
 
    “Indubitably,” Renji agreed. 
 
    “Then there’s this other, larger part of me,” I said. “The part that gets the feeling that if there’s some sort of moral fuckery taking place in Akrit, if there are some people that are getting downtrodden or exploited in some way, then it is up to those who have the ability to make sure that fuckery is discontinued.” 
 
    “And that would be us?” Renji asked with a knowing wink. 
 
    “Part and parcel of being a dragonmancer as far as I see it.” 
 
    Renji stepped toward me. “Very noble,” she said in her slow, soothing voice. “As for now, though, why do we not take a rest from politics and government intrigue for just a moment.” She put a fingertip to my brow, just below my hairline. “Here, you have missed some of the blood that you were coated in. Allow me…” 
 
    “If you insist,” I said, forcing my mind to stop its whirling and worrying about the future and to just enjoy the present. 
 
    “I do insist,” Renji said to me.  
 
    Renji spent the next quarter of an hour or so bathing me; washing away the grime and sand and blood that I had managed to miss the first time around. The djinn soaped my long brown hair and rinsed the dried blood out of it. She then washed down my back and, more distractingly, down my front. There had been a lot of dried sweat across my broad, muscled chest and the djinn was most astute at making sure that every inch of me was clean; from collarbone to navel and beyond. By the time that I was all shiny and clean, I was, ironically, also ready to get down and dirty once more. 
 
    Renji could not help but be aware of this—a raging hard-on is a pretty tricky thing to disguise when you’re naked in a bath with someone, even if there is an apparently bottomless supply of bubble bath. 
 
    “It would seem that you have something on your mind, Mike…?” she asked coyly as I took her by the waist and pulled her toward me through the water. 
 
    Renji was covered in a fragrant, oily film from whatever exotic ointments and balms the attendants had used to infuse the bath water. She was finger-lickingly slippery and smooth. I ran my fingers up and down her supple and limber limbs and across the skin of her back and ass. 
 
    “Hmm, well you told me to try and clear my mind and enjoy the present, didn’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Did I?” the djinn asked in a low, slow voice. She reached down under the water and cupped me in her hand. Stroked me. Squeezed me. 
 
    “Are you concentrating only on the present, Mike?” she asked me innocently. 
 
    “I do find that my mind has been somewhat focused on now and only now,” I said, and Renji giggled. Thankfully, I could mentally silence my dragons and ensure that they couldn’t watch what was going to happen next. 
 
    My hands traced the curve of Renji’s round ass and moved across the front of her thighs and down… 
 
    Renji slipped from my grasp and headed for the side of the giant bath. 
 
    “Here, what do you think you’re—” I began to protest. 
 
    “Not here,” Renji said quietly. “Not in a place where the walls could have so many ears, and the movement of watchers might be masked by the splashing of water and the hiss of steam.” 
 
    Like the most erotically minded selkie that ever lived, Renji pulled herself up out of the bath, waggling her ass right in my face so that I could make out every titillating inch of her undercarriage. 
 
    “You present a compelling argument,” I said, almost swallowing a pint of bath water thanks to my hanging jaw. 
 
    I followed Renji out of the bath, water streaming off my naked body and dripping on the tiled floor of the sumptuously appointed bathing and steam room. 
 
    The djinn led me around the tub, her hips sashaying to and fro in that way that women have been using to confound and bamboozle the minds of their fellow men and women since we came out of the trees and started messing about with fire.   
 
    At the far end of the bathing room, wreathed in sweet-scented steam that parted like the mists of some hidden vale as we approached, there was a door. On going through this door, Renji and I found ourselves in a wood-paneled room about the size of a generous CEO’s office. It reminded me of a cross between a dojo, a sauna, and a yoga room. 
 
    There were stacks of bamboo and wicker mats set around the place, a few sparring dummies of different designs and a pair of what looked like masseuse tables over in one corner. On the opposite side of the room were a few elegant chairs and a small table set out next to a burner that reminded me a little of the hookah pipes that you could sit and enjoy at certain bars in the Hollywood area of LA. Near this little set up were a series of brass pipes that ran out of the floor and then up into the ceiling, each with an ornate valve. 
 
    “What do you think this place is?” I asked. 
 
    Renji, who was the chief administrator of the Armory back at the Drako Academy, looked around us thoughtfully. 
 
    “Looks to me as if it is a meditation room of sorts,” she said. 
 
    “What kind of meditation room has combat dummies in it?” I pointed at the wooden mannequins with their multiple arms. 
 
    “The mats and dummies would indicate that whatever meditation takes place in here, it might not necessarily be the peace-driven kind,” Renji said. “That’s not to say that people cannot find peace in combative situations, as contradictory as that sounds.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said, knowing exactly what she was talking about. “Sometimes, when you’re in a fight there’s this sort of tranquility that comes with it. A simplicity, you know. Like, nothing else matters in the world except what is taking place between you and your opponent. All that is real is you and them and the space that divides you.” 
 
    Renji nodded. “You. And them. And the space that divides you,” she repeated. Her blue fingers traced the cut lines of my abdominals. 
 
    “Yes, we know that you are a great fighter,” Renji said, and she looked up at me and her eyes glittered, “but my mind is hazy as to your prowess as a lover!” 
 
    My mouth contorted into a theatrical O of affronted disbelief. 
 
    “You cheeky minx!” I made a grab for the lithe and gorgeous djinn, but the woman slipped away like an eel, laughing good-naturedly at me. 
 
    “That bath has dulled your speed, Dragonmancer Noctis!” she teased me. “Your muscles are too lax, your mind all soft and unwound. 
 
    “Is that right?” I laughed as the naked djinn danced backward with a cat’s grace, her alluring, still wet body catching the light of the magical lamps that had popped into existence when we had opened the door to the meditation room. 
 
    “Prove to me that I am wrong!” Renji chuckled, goading me on by pushing her captivating tits together and shaking them at me. “And remind me how your prowess as a lover equals that as a fighter!” 
 
    I bounded across the space that had grown between us, leaping clean over a six-foot wooden fighting doll that looked to be moved by a complicated series of levers and chains. The naked Renji ran away from me, and I chased her around a series of slender, gilt posts. The djinn was giggling and gasping as she dodged and jinked away from me. Eventually, I caught her behind a stack of wicker mats, against which leant a collection of fighting poles, and tickled her mercilessly in the ribs. 
 
    “Look at me,” I said as Renji writhed breathlessly in my clutches, “a byword of suavity and chivalry usually, and you turn me wild like this! It’s probably pretty unbecoming of guests staying with a Shaykh, you know.” 
 
    “And you have such a deep respect for our Shaykh host too,” Renji managed to say between laughs. 
 
    I stopped tickling the djinn and pressed her up against the piled stack of wicker mats. The staves that had been leaning against the matts toppled over with a clatter. Renji looked up at me and flashed me that perfect silver smile of hers. 
 
    “Damn, you’ve got a set of gnashers on you,” I said. “Has anyone ever told you that before?” 
 
    “It has been remarked on,” Renji said coquettishly, in her deep, slow voice.  
 
    I cupped her beautiful face in my hands, my fingers tracing the lines of her ears and the perfect rows of her braids. Then, I kissed her, and my hands slipped down the back of her neck, following the line of her spine, before cupping one tight asscheek in each hand.   
 
    “My goodness, but is that how hard they are working at you at the Drako Academy?” I said, pecking at the corners of the djinn’s mouth, while my hands kneaded her buttocks. “You’ve so much to think about that you can’t even remember the magic that we made when we fucked?” 
 
    Renji giggled into my mouth, kissing me back with a fierce and careful deliberation. Her tongue flicked out and ran teasingly across my teeth and lips. 
 
    My fingers ran across her shapely ass, downward and inward, pulling her tight, full asscheeks apart. I could feel, on the tips of my fingers, the heat coming off Renji’s sex. The knowledge that she was so eager and so ready pushed my own sex-drive up into the red. 
 
    “Ah, ah,” Renji scolded me gently, wriggling away. As she backed off, she held my bottom lip gently between her teeth. 
 
    I groaned, enjoying the painful pleasure of it. 
 
    When Renji released me, I said, “Now, what’s all this playing hard to get bullshit, gorgeous? You know that’s not how we do it.” 
 
    Renji gave a little pout. “Not usually, perhaps, but we are in a Shaykh’s palace, Mike, and a lady can’t help but get ideas above her station in such surrounds.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I said. “So, I treat you like the lady that you are and in return...?” 
 
    “And in return,” Renji said, taking my hand and slipping it down her smooth stomach and onto the warm wetness of her pussy, “you get your reward for being such a suave and chivalrous gentleman.” 
 
    I could deal with that. Hell, it wasn’t such a bad proposal was it, all things considered? 
 
    I ran a finger through Renji’s slippery sex, circling her clit briefly, before pulling it out and sucking on the digit thoughtfully. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I shall do my best, my lady.” 
 
    “Good boy,” Renji said, as sternly and sensuously as any queen. “Now, damned well get on your knees and please me and my uncontrolled passions.” 
 
    I did as I was told—as I had noted on more than one occasion, sometimes that’s all you can do. If you’re very lucky, what you have to do and what you want to do coincide perfectly. 
 
    Renji leaned back against the piles of wicker mats, and I got to my knees like an obedient underling, leaned forward, and began to carefully lick around the djinn’s hot, shaved box. For the longest time, I did not tongue the woman’s slit, although it was sorely tempting me to. Instead, I kissed all around it, licking down the lips and biting softly at the smooth skin between her navel and her clit. 
 
    “Oh gods, already I’m starting to get flashbacks as to why it is all the girls speak so highly of your prowess in the bedroom,” Renji moaned as I flurried kisses like machine gun fire down her thighs and then up again. 
 
    Eventually, not being able to resist the call of the wild any longer, I moved slowly forward and pressed my tongue steadily into the invitingly warm moistness of Renji’s pussy. 
 
    The taste of the djinn was beguiling; sweet and fragrant as a flower. I lapped hungrily and fervently at her, while she reached down and pushed my face forcefully into her crotch. She was so wet that her wetness was spilling over my chin and lips and coating my nose. She moaned with unsuppressed longing and rapture, twining her fingers through my damp hair and pulling me further into her. 
 
    The soft squelch of my tongue inside of her was mimicked by the gurgling of the brass pipes not far away from us. As I continued, Renji became rougher and rougher. The usually tight-lipped and thoughtful djinn was obviously enjoying playing the role of the dominant party here. After a little while, her grinding against my face had become so intense that I found myself suddenly bucked to the floor by her pelvis thrusting against my chin. 
 
    I laughed as I fell softly onto my back, and Renji laughed with me, although she was a little breathless. 
 
    “Is this your idea of treating them mean to keep them keen?” I licked at my juice-covered lips with delight.  
 
    I tried to prop myself up on my elbows, but Renji put a foot firmly on my chest to impede me. 
 
    “No,” said Renji, “this is my idea of treating you mean to keep you keen.”  
 
    Renji squatted fluidly down, pulling up just before she sat on my face. Then, ever so slowly, she dropped the last inch so that my mouth was covered by her shaved pussy. Without being told, without waiting for the starter’s gun, I started to lap at the djinn’s blue snatch, my tongue flickering up and down the slot, disappearing at times to probe Renji’s opening before re-emerging and dancing around the woman’s clitoris. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a good Earthling,” Renji whispered. “Lick that pussy clean. Clean it up, like I cleaned your body before, Mike.” 
 
    The fact that Renji, usually so serious and logical with her mind that was made for riddles and puzzles and for keeping numbers, was so obviously getting off on playing the dominant role was a real turn on for me. It was not often that I was made to feel submissive—and not just because I was a male. It was more that my personality, and my rough upbringing, had never really allowed me much chance to participate in this sort of role-play. 
 
    As I tongued and lapped at the djinn’s box, the blue-skinned warrior leaned forward and began rubbing away at my cock, which, at that point, was doing a fair impression of NASA’s SLS rocket. Without pausing in my head giving, I reached up and smacked Renji a couple of times on the ass to tell her that I approved of this. 
 
    “Look how hard you are!” the djinn crooned approvingly and squeezed gently at my balls. 
 
    The two of us stayed locked in this semblance of a sixty-nine position for some minutes. When I started to finger-fuck Renji, the djinn said though gritted teeth, “Yeah, that’s it, Mike! Work me, work me. Deeper! Follow your lady’s lead as I rub you to your peak. That’s good, Earthling, very good!” 
 
    I did as she bade me, mimicking the strokes of my tongue and the thrusts of my fingers to the tempo Renji set as she jacked me off. 
 
    Abruptly, her stroking stopped. Looking past her thighs, I saw that her head was raised and her eyes were squeezed shut. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” the djinn said. “Oh fuck, that’s my damned spot, Mike. Stay there. Stay there. But... touch my fucking asshole. Yes!” 
 
    Renji started grinding down on my face, her powerful oblique muscles contracting and releasing as she did so. It was all that I could do to make sure that I sucked in enough breath to keep from passing out. 
 
    I frantically finger-banged the djinn, as she sporadically pumped my cock in her fist at the other end of the sixty-niner. I could see Renji’s pussy juice flicking out with the force of my fingering until, with a hoarse cry, Renji arched her muscular back and came like a storm. 
 
    She collapsed backward off me, crumpling against the pile of wicker mats as she orgasmed, whimpering a little with pure ecstasy. She was baring her silver teeth and staring unseeing up at the ceiling of the meditation room. 
 
    My cock was rock hard, but I hadn’t even considered doing anything with it, so captivating had I found Renji’s show of raw sexual emotion. 
 
    “Holy shit, that was intense,” I said, looking at the worn-out woman recovering her breath across from me. 
 
    “You’re... you’re telling me,” Renji said, with a tired grin. 
 
    I was practically champing at the bit to grab Renji and come myself, but I could recognize well enough when a woman needed a little time to get herself in order. I smiled to myself. I was, after all, playing the subservient here. I couldn’t very well just go manhandling her, not during the little scenario we were currently acting out. 
 
    It was too much fun, and I didn’t want to break the mood. 
 
    Renji, it seemed, was of a similar point of view. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there ogling me, Earthling,” she said. She smiled her metal smile at me once more. “And do as I say: bend me over and fuck me. Bend me over and fuck me from behind and don’t stop fucking me from behind until I give you express permission to do so.” 
 
    With a small bow, I pulled the athletic djinn to her feet. Renji turned, showing off that fantastic tailfeather of hers once more. She leaned forward, so that her large and pendulous breasts swayed forward, and propped herself up against the teetering pile of wicker mats. With one hand, she reached back and pulled one buttcheek to one side and exposed her wetness to me in all its glory. 
 
    It was like holding a red flag to a bull. 
 
    I flowed to my feet like the damned T-1000 in Terminator 2 does after he gets smoked in that semi by the bridge. With a firm, but ever so eager, thrust I speared into Renji’s proffered pussy and began pumping away at her with what I liked to think was a respectful amount of zeal and verve. 
 
    It was raw. It was dirty. There was nothing but the harsh, guttural grunts and sounds of our breathing and the soft slap-slap-slap of my ballsack smacking against the djinn’s soaking sex. 
 
    After a while, as I felt the dam of orgasm beginning to back up and fill, I remembered something. 
 
    “Renji,” I said, slackening my pace and then pulling clean out of the djinn who was flushed with a perfervid lust. 
 
    “What, Earthling? What?” Renji replied in her deep voice. 
 
    “I’ve just thought; I can’t go all the way without risking more children being born without Etherstones,” I said seriously. 
 
    This seemed to strike a chord with Renji. Slowly, she turned to face me and there was a kittenish look on her face. 
 
    “That makes sense, Mike,” she said. “However, why don’t we try something a little different now, seeing as circumstances would seem to be pointing us in that direction.” 
 
    I grinned, not quite sure what she was driving at, but thinking I’d probably be down like James Brown to give it a go. 
 
    “What would that be?” I asked. 
 
    “Why don’t we finish ourselves off, separately but together, if you take my meaning,” Renji said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at this idea. 
 
    “Like, I do me and you do you, but we time it so that...” 
 
    “Yes,” Renji said. 
 
    I shrugged and began to stroke myself. 
 
    “I’m always game to mix things up,” I said.       
 
    Renji seemed not to hear me, almost like she had taken my answer as a given. She was already rubbing at her clitoris, her bright, intelligent eyes glued on my stiff dick. Without thinking, I started to jerk myself off, slowly, watching Renji working her pussy. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, Earthling. When needs must, eh? Let me see you work yourself, while I show you the real way that a lady gets off. If you had a free hand, I’d have you making notes for next time,” Renji said, getting back into the groove of the thing, sticking three fingers into her box and fingering herself desperately. “Do you like to watch me, Mike, hm? I like to watch you. Rub that cock, come on.” 
 
    I stroked myself faster, matching Renji’s increasing pace. I watched as, with her free hand, the djinn traced a finger around her tight little asshole. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she said. “Oh gods, oh gods, I’m close!” 
 
    I grunted, assenting without meaning to. 
 
    “Are you going to cum, Earthling? Me too, me too, me too!” Renji said, her calm voice laced with barely suppressed tension. 
 
    I hissed between my teeth and my breath caught in my throat as I watched Renji’s blue hand blur between her thighs; rubbing, rubbing. 
 
    “That’s it, Mike Noctis. Oh gods!” Renji said. 
 
    “I’m close, Renji, I’m close, Your Ladyship,” I said, playing the part I had been assigned. 
 
    “I want to taste that spunk!” Renji moaned, in a deep, dark, chocolatey voice. Then, suddenly, she launched herself forward and down so that she was kneeling between my legs. “Cum on me, Mike. Cum on me. It’s okay. I demand it. Spray that cum on me!” 
 
    And I did. I couldn’t have held back if someone had put a gun to my head and told me to stop. I spurted jizz, harder than I could remember doing before, all over Renji’s lovely, gleaming tits. My sauce hit her chest with such force that it sprayed over her chin and mouth. 
 
    At the same time, Renji stuck her finger up her own ass and started shuddering on her knees, her eyes rolling up in her head. “Yes,” she mumbled and moaned, the ring in her nose quivering. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    After we had both climaxed, we sat breathing heavily and looking at each other, while our blood pressure descended from on high. Renji leaned back and rubbed my cum all over her tits, down across her toned belly, and over the mound of her bald pussy.    
 
    We lay, basking silently in that breathless post-coital bliss. Inhabiting that warm and kicked back frame of consciousness that comes straight after some really great sex. It’s a mental state in which the past and the future have no real part; it’s simply existing in a warm haze. It was like my brain had decided to shoot off and jump in the bath again. 
 
    And then, I heard something. 
 
    It came dully at first. Echoing out of the half-dream that I had sunk into. Initially, I thought I might be dreaming because the sound I was hearing had no place in the situation that Renji and I were presently occupying. 
 
    It was the unmistakable sound of… 
 
    “Do you hear that, Mike?” Renji asked me. Her voice was still soft and sleepy, but there was a hard edge to it too. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” I said. “Sounds to me like something being hit hard. Like a punchbag or sparring dummy.” 
 
    The sound continued for a while longer, coming clearer to our ears now that we were both consciously focusing our dragon-enhanced hearing on it. The thumps and thwacks reverberated to us. 
 
    “I think it’s coming through the plumbing system,” I said. 
 
    Renji propped herself up on her elbow. Her head was cocked to one side so that a few of her braids dangled about her head. 
 
    Then, there was a sound like a pistol shot going off; someone getting smacked and smacked hard. This was followed by the distinctive grunt and groan of someone in pain. 
 
    I sat up too and looked at the djinn next to me. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I asked, though I could tell that we both recognized that sound.  
 
    “Sounds to me like someone is having fun at someone else’s expense,” Renji said carefully. 
 
    We gazed at each other for a few seconds. It was the kind of ‘fun’ that made me picture dank dungeons, clanking chains, and heating irons in braziers. It was the kind of ‘fun’ that came when some person or other got it into their twisted head that some other person was just a thing, a thing worth tormenting. It was the sort of ‘fun’ that had coined such phrases as the bestial cruelty of humanity—which, of course, was such a slap in the face for the animals of the world.   
 
    Really, it was none of our business. It could be someone receiving a kicking for any number of reasons; thieving, assaulting someone else, or calling Shaykh Antizah a slippery suckhole, for all we knew. 
 
    That basic, deep-seated, intuitiveness that all of us call our gut-feeling was whispering in my ear once more. Although we had only been in Akrit a little over a day or so, the longer we were there, the more that inner voice grew louder. A life lived in comfort was a surefire way to muffle that voice. 
 
    Having lived in this magical world for as long as I had now, moving from combat to combat and encountering ever stranger and less-expected things, the more I was beginning to understand that instincts were the most fundamental thing we had going for us.  
 
    “Different question,” I said, my voice low and serious. “What do you think you feel about this?” 
 
    Renji considered the question with her customary unhurried deliberation.   
 
    “I think that things aren’t right in Akrit,” she said shortly. 
 
    I nodded. That was about what it boiled down to. I reached for my breeches, but then remembered they were back in the bathing room. 
 
    “As the hot blonde with big bazookas said in almost every slasher flick ever,” I muttered as I pulled myself to my feet and offered my hand to the naked djinn by my side, “let’s go and investigate.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Renji and I were dressed, out of the bathing room and into the palace proper in almost less time than it took to say it. It took a little longer on Renji’s part, since she was compelled to wash the sexy, sticky mess from her chin and chest, but the female dragonmancer still made remarkable time for all that. 
 
    As we passed through the suite that Shaykh Antizah had allocated for us, we looked for any sign that the other two had come back from their foray into the markets but there was no clue or suggestion that Hana and Tamsin had returned and left again. That was too bad. Four mancers were always better than two, but a pair of dragonmancers was still a damned intimidating prospect for any guards with a modicum of sense. 
 
    Without even bothering to grab a physical weapon, Renji and I slipped out through the curtains that shrouded our windows and out onto the deck. That was one of the wonderful things about passing through the Transfusion Ceremony and partaking in the dragonmancer training; each mancer became a weapon far more lethal than a mere sword. 
 
    My dragon-boosted senses were straining to the utmost. I had a feeling that the Shaykh might have been behind some topshelf naughtiness, but I also had an inkling that he would be a dangerous man to underestimate. I was sure that the Shaykh would have watchers spying on our comings and goings. 
 
    “There is someone lying concealed on the edge of the roof, directly above us, Dad,” Wayne told me telepathically, in a voice that was eager to help. 
 
    “Nice one, Wayne,” I commended. 
 
    I passed this information onto Renji. The two of us had maintained a casual demeanor after stepping out onto the balcony, making sure not to alert any watchers that might be keeping their eyes on us. 
 
    Out of the corner of her mouth Renji said, “Do the rest of your dragons corroborate this assessment?” 
 
    I nodded briefly, making a show of going over to the table with the wine on. 
 
    “Good, Corvar does too,” Renji said. 
 
    “How do you want to play it?” I asked. “We can’t go killing some poor schmuck doing their job under the Shaykh’s orders, but we can’t have this watcher raising a cry either.” 
 
    Renji poured herself a small measure of wine and, as she sipped from her goblet, she said, “I’ve got this. Just you make sure that you catch them.” 
 
    “Catch them?” I muttered.  
 
    She drained the goblet with every sign of relish. Then, with a condescending disregard for those who had to clean up such things, she tossed the empty goblet down onto a large lounging cushion that sat plumped and ready nearby. In the same movement as she threw the goblet, as an extension of the throw, Renji allowed her hand to follow through so that it was pointing up toward where our cheeky little spy was lying prone on the edge of the roof above us. Something glinted for the briefest moment in the djinn’s palm, and then it whizzed away with a low thrumming sound. 
 
    There was a dull schmack, a breathy sigh, and a shadow detached itself from the edge of the parapet above and toppled off the roof. 
 
    Using my dragonmancer’s strength and speed, I launched myself off one of the unlit cast iron braziers and leapt into the air, grabbing the falling spy before they could smash headfirst through the table with the wine on it. I landed easily and dumped the guard onto the large lounging pillow.  
 
    “Is he alive?” I asked, looking down at the young mustachioed man. 
 
    “Yes,” Renji said definitely. “Just unconscious. My hope is that the Shaykh will not be too harsh on him when he wakes up. He will certainly have a bruise to show that we got the better of him.” 
 
    There was already a swelling rising above his right eye. He was going to have a shiner for a fortnight if that was anything to go by. 
 
    “What did you use on him?” I asked. “Whatever the hell it was, it was quiet.” 
 
    “It was my Ball Bearing Stunner,” Renji said, as if that explained it. “I’ve never had a reason to really use it until now. None of the assignments we have been sent on have really lent themselves to too much stealth, have they?” 
 
    I smirked. “You could say that. But what is it?” 
 
    Renji easily dragged the pillow and unconscious guard over into a shadow-filled corner with one hand. Ducking quickly back inside, she reappeared with a thin blanket which she then draped over him, concealing his face. I got what she was doing; she was hoping that any other guards sneaking by might see their knocked-out colleague and think that it was only me taking a well-earned, or wine-induced, nap. 
 
    “Essentially, it’s a high-powered ball bearing, or ball bearings if I need to conjure more than one, that can be materialized and fired from the palm of my hand,” Renji said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Neat and serviceable. How did you get such good accuracy on it, though? I could barely see the guy with my senses straining, and you managed to hit the dude square in the peanut.” 
 
    Renji grinned her metallic smile. “DGM,” she said. “Dragon Guided Missile. Corvar, with his reactions, takes care of the more intricate targeting.” 
 
    I had to admit that it was a nice little spell, perfect for the sort of work that we might have to do. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    We scaled the wall outside our suite and made our way onto the roof. It was as hotter than the Devil’s armpits up there, with the sun beating down. One good thing about that though, was there were no guards posted on the roof itself—they would have been fried in minutes. 
 
    “This way,” I said, pointing toward a set of thin brass chimneys emitting thin wisps of fragrant steam out into the still early afternoon air. “Those look like the same sort of pipes that we saw below. If we can drop down, follow them, and find out where they are coming from…” 
 
    “You think that we’ll find the source of that noise at the source of the pipes?” Renji said quietly, shading her eyes against the sun beating down on us. 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    We hurried across the roof toward the little brass chimneys. When we got there, I saw that the brass pipes snaked up from the edge of another balcony. Peering carefully over, I saw that there was a Mediterranean courtyard below us, complete with two guards standing sentinel against the walls. Using the surrounding environment to your advantage was part and parcel of a dragonmancer’s trade, so making use of a window opposite, I was able to see the reflection of the pipes disappearing across the ceiling of a hallway leading off from the courtyard. 
 
    I turned to Renji, pointed down, and held up two fingers, then made a chopping motion to tell her that they were guards. I pointed at myself, held up one finger, and then held my hands slightly apart, before pointing at her and holding up one finger again and holding my hands quite far apart. Then I pressed a finger to my lips. 
 
    I’ll take the closest one. You take the other further one. Silently. 
 
    Renji nodded. 
 
    The two of us approached the edge of the roof. 
 
    I held up three fingers. 
 
    Renji nodded again. 
 
    I dropped the third finger. 
 
    Dropped the second. 
 
    Dropped the last. 
 
    Holding onto the lip of the roof, I cartwheeled into a neat handstand and then allowed my weight to pivot me over. I descended in a rush and connected perfectly with my target, both of my feet driving into the robed man’s chest with all the force I could muster. He was thrown back like a ragdoll, arms and legs flailing limp as overdone spaghetti. He crunched into the stone wall behind and slumped to the floor as I landed in a cat-like crouch. 
 
    I twisted my head and saw that Renji had already sniped the man on the opposite side of the courtyard with her ball bearing spell. He was lying, down and out, with the metaphorical tweety birds flying around his head. 
 
    As I rose to my full height and pricked my ears for any sound of alarm, Renji flipped down from the roof to join me. 
 
    “Onward?” she whispered, indicating the piping above our heads. 
 
    “Onward,” I confirmed. 
 
    We followed the Akrit engineering version of ducting through a number of rooms, treading as softly as mice wearing velvet slippers. The rooms of the Shaykh’s pad were unsurprisingly opulent, opulent to a degree that almost boggled the mind. If I hadn’t been so caught up with following those brass pipes and finding out what was happening at the other end of them, I might have stopped off to do some goggling. 
 
    There were hallways carpeted with fine and intricately woven rugs and walled in tiny flashing gems. Weapons of historical note rotated in mid-air on plinths, while the robes of state of previous shaykhs actually waved and moved behind large crystal cases. 
 
    One room, which I thought must be a ballroom of some kind, was filled with globes of gold and silver light that floated around like medicine ball-sized soap bubbles. 
 
    Another smaller chamber, furnished with silk and velvet upholstered couches and chairs, had a ceiling comprised all of diamonds. The precious gems winked down at Renji and me as we prowled carefully through it, having followed the pipes inside. The brass pipes disappeared under the crust of diamonds but reappeared once we had walked out of the far door. 
 
    There were, as well as all this flashy grandeur and ritzy ornamentations, guards posted regularly. Thankfully, with them being on their home turf, and us being dragonmancers, we were able to circumnavigate a few of them and take out non-lethally those we couldn’t. 
 
    I used Garth’s Forcewave spell on a couple of occasions to slam guards into walls, while Renji’s ball bearing spell proved a constant help at nailing guards from afar. In under ten minutes, we had left a string of unconscious guardsmen and women in our wake, hidden away as well as time and location allowed. 
 
    The pipes led on, snaking through the plush interior of the Shaykh’s residence. Soon, we could make out the cries again, as well as the sounds of falling fists or clubs. 
 
    I was in the lead, the senses of my half dozen dragons questing out around me like an extrasensory network; making sure that there was no one and nothing that could take us by surprise. Renji came behind, watching our backs, her feet making barely a sound on the stone floors and plentiful rugs that covered them. 
 
    It was mercifully cool inside the building, though the dappled shadows cast by the bright sun coming through the exterior windows might have caused trouble for non-dragonmancer troops. The shafts of golden light made for thick shadows in the corners of the halls and more dimly lit rooms, but they did not give us too much trouble. 
 
    We moved downward through the palace. The more floors that we descended, the less grandiose and costly things became. I guessed that the best rooms in the palace were on the top floors, as they commanded the best views of the surrounding desert, bustling docks, and the river valley. 
 
    On coming to the end of a skinny corridor, which dinked and jinked this way and that, we could clearly hear the sound of the interrogation still taking place. Glancing around what I assumed to be the final corner, I saw a couple of bored-looking guards standing at half attention at the end of a short, simply plastered hallway. 
 
    Behind the pair, bright white sunlight glared. Apart from it being outside, I could discern nothing about what lay beyond the two men, although I suspected that it was another one of the enclosed courtyards that seemed to be so prevalent in the palace design. 
 
    “How many?” Renji hissed into my ear, so quietly that even only a few inches apart I had to lean in to hear her. 
 
    I held up two fingers and then lay my head on my hands, miming sleep, to show that they were zoned out. 
 
    Renji nodded. She opened her palm and revealed another one of her ball bearings. 
 
    I shook my head. Held my thumb and forefinger an inch or so apart. The hallway was a little narrow. I would take the two guards down myself. 
 
    I was about to hit it round the corner like a bullet from a gun, when one of the guards, a woman, said something I didn’t catch to the other. The other guard, also female, then replied with a laugh, “Ah yes, Urwa, but our masters would not like that now, would they?” She dropped her voice a little lower so that I had to make a conscious effort to catch her words. “If you feel guilt at what is happening to the one that was formally His favorite, can you comprehend the torment that we would bring down on our heads were we to knowingly let her escape? The Grand Master would surely have us hanging by our guts for the buzzards before sundown.” 
 
    I paused, my eyes narrowed. 
 
    There was more of that masters talk again. The Grand Master could only be one man: Shaykh Antizah. Yet, I still didn’t fully grasp the set-up here. I mean, the catmancers must have been at least as powerful as bearmancers had been before Queen Frami had started to allow them to partake in the Transfusion Ceremony. Even if regular citizens were afraid to rise up against their masters, the catmancers surely wouldn’t be scared of a bunch of entitled bureaucrats, would they? 
 
    Still, listening to the guards conversing had reminded me that these two women were just average Joes doing a job. There was no reason for them to die. Not here. Not now. 
 
    I dematerialized the repeating hand crossbow that had appeared in my hand. My Harpoon Stunner, courtesy of my Pearl Dragon, Garth, materialized in its place. I aimed the weapon and struck one of the guards in the thigh. As the stunning mana passed from me to her and set her muscles to spasming and writhing like a bunch of electrified snakes, I yanked the woman hard off her feet. 
 
    As she fell, the other guard stepped forward, the point of the spear that she had clutched tight in her hands lowering, her purple robe flapping around her. I used my Blink ability, courtesy of Noctis stationed in my Head Slot, to close the space between us in the time it might have taken a mosquito to clear its throat. 
 
    Before the still standing guard knew what had hit her, I had, well, hit her; biffing her right square in the middle of the head with a headbutt. I had to pull the blow, otherwise I would have caved in her skull, but she still went over like a tree. Renji, coming behind, tidied the two prostrate guards into the corridor. 
 
    Together, the blue-skinned djinn and I stepped out into the harsh light of the afternoon. 
 
    We found ourselves standing on the edge of a courtyard. It was flagged with just as much skill as the rest of the palace, but the stone used in this courtyard looked to be run-of-the-mill sandstone rather than marble or granite. There were no windows looking down into this particular courtyard, built, as it clearly was, as a place that serviced the needs of the palace. 
 
    The brass pipes that Renji and I had been following across all those ceilings came from here. They were birthed out of some sort of large copper boiler that presumably sent scented steams up and into the palace, to keep it and its occupants smelling fresh and energized. There were bundles of dried herbs—sage, lavender, sweetgrass, and myrrh—lying stacked next to the boiler. 
 
    All this was very interesting, if plumbing and air-conditioning was the sort of thing that blew your skirt up, but what really caught and held the attention was the whipping post in the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    Coming in a close second to the whipping post was the assortment of paddles, truncheons, and less refined weapons that might be used to satisfactorily give someone the thrashing to end all thrashings. 
 
    The third aspect of the situation that captured my attention was the catmancer that was bound to the aforementioned whipping post. 
 
    “Zala,” I muttered, recognizing the lithe form and the Cleopatra-esque haircut. 
 
    Zala was standing, tied to the whipping post by a chain that wrapped her wrists. There was also a length of chain that bound her ankles to the post, looping around the back of it.  
 
    A man, a great hairy, sweating oaf of a dude, wrapped in a cloth around his middle and not much else, was standing behind the catmancer and beating her savagely. I guessed, because of where we were, that this guy’s job was to keep the palace steamer and boiler going and also to act as a torturer when the need arose. There was a whip in one of his hands and a stick in the other, and he was alternating the blows with each weapon. 
 
    “You know that the Grand Master will not allow me to let up until you have confessed to your crimes, Zala,” the man was saying, spittle praying from his rubbery lips. 
 
    “I tell you, I know nothing, I told them nothing,” Zala said. 
 
    In my initial assessment of the scene, and how the catmancer sounded, I would have said that she was more bothered by the shame of being tied to the whipping post than the actual beating she was being subjected to. 
 
    “If a catmancer’s powers are anything like your own or those of the bearmancers,” Noctis said in my head, “then the beating that fat fool is giving her should be causing her only minor discomfort.” 
 
    It was as I thought. 
 
    “How pitiful it is to see you like this,” the sweating torturer continued, still unaware of the presence of Renji and me just over his right shoulder. “The Mystoceans have come here, to great and wondrous Akrit, and shown all of us up, the Shaykh Antizah not the least. Do you wonder why he chafes at you slinking off to exchange quiet words with the one they call Mike Noctis? You are the Shaykh’s property, Zala, as are we all. He commands us, and we obey. We are no better than the knife he uses to cut his bread, of no greater import than the silk his attendants wipe his backside with. We are—” 
 
    I’d heard just about enough about the Shaykh’s backside for one day, but before I could step in, intervene, or make myself known in any other way, Zala uttered a cry of fury that sounded more like the yowl of some furious tigress than the shriek of a woman. 
 
    The question I had been asking myself, which had been concerning the strength of the chains that bound her and whether or not a catmancer could break them, was swiftly answered. 
 
    With a rending, squealing screech of tormented metal, the chains broke apart as Zala flexed her sinewy body. Rusted links flew in all directions. 
 
    The rotund, perspiring torturer managed to stagger back a couple of places but had no chance to cry for help. Even if he had, the two guards that presumably would have come to his aid were now lying unconscious in the corridor that we had just exited. 
 
    Zala spun around, the broken tails of the chains trailing from her like vines off some jungle cat that has just burst from a thicket and is intent on villager for breakfast. She looked, in that moment, like a mass murderer, though with none of the genial warmth that sparkles in the eye of your average mass murderer. No, Zala looked like one of those mass murderers who is suffering from a particularly bad hangover the day they have chosen to get their mass murdering done. 
 
    I felt a rush of power, a subtle sweeping sensation in the pit of my stomach that told me that someone near me was clumsily shoving the mana of their bonded creature into one of their slots. 
 
    My money was on Zala. Renji was as strong and as calm as the ocean in all of her magical dealings, and I could never detect when she was switching Corvar’s mana around—the same went for my other dragonmancer friends. 
 
    The giant khopesh—an Egyptian-style curved sword—that had appeared in the catmancer’s hand was also a bit of a giveaway. 
 
    In a beautiful whirlwind of bloodsoaked violence, Zala pivoted and then beheaded the unfortunate torturer in her rage, snicking his fat head from his plump neck as neat as neat. As the surprised head popped into the air, she spun in the opposite direction and actually hit it with the blade of her khopesh again, carving the head in two across the bridge of its nose. 
 
    “Oh,” I said softly as the grizzly remains of the head splatted wetly down onto the courtyard flags. I looked across at the rest of the torturer’s corpse, where it was actually still standing. “Oh,” I said again, a little more impressed this time. 
 
    Blood fountained rather eye-catchingly from the neck stump as Zala lashed out with a spinning kick to floor the teetering dead body. Then, she unexpectedly crumpled. She fell to her knees, crying and looking up at Renji and myself through eyes running with black paint. 
 
    “Do we approach?” Renji asked me, her eyes flicking back and forth from the sniffling catmancer to me. 
 
    “I guess…” I said. 
 
    “Cautiously?” 
 
    “Of course cautiously,” I said. “She just cut a guy’s head off and then split it in mid-air like she was playing a friggin’ game of Fruit Ninja. It always pays to tread carefully with such people.” 
 
    Renji might not have quite got the reference to the once popular now decade old mobile game, but she understood well enough that Zala was still about as lethal and unpredictable as a cobra with a toothache. 
 
    We edged toward her. 
 
    “Zala?” I tried, having nothing better to open with. 
 
    The pretty catmancer looked up from the dusty flagged floor. Her liquid dark eyes were filled with a sadness that didn’t seem to marry up with the killing of a dude who quite obviously had it coming to him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said to the Akritite. “It’s all right. You’re probably aware, but that motherfucker who was giving you the rough treatment is very, very dead.”  
 
    Zala wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, causing her eye makeup to smudge worse than ever so that it looked like she was wearing some variety of tribal war paint. 
 
    “It… it is not the death of that butterhog that brings tears to my eyes,” she said. 
 
    “No?” Renji said, kneeling down so that she and the other woman were on a level. “Then, tell us, what is the matter?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I added. “Tell us what is going on. There’s something fishy going on in Akrit, but we can’t put our finger on it. Is it the Shaykh alone doing whatever is causing everyone to act so… edgily?” 
 
    Zala breathed out, something between a snort of frustration and a laugh. 
 
    “The most dangerous people in this realm and in all realms are not necessarily the elite minority setting the evil acts in motion, but those who do the acts for them—for a purse of gold.” 
 
    I knelt down so that all three of us were squatting together. Still somewhat warily, I held out my hand to Zala, but the catmancer did not seem to see it. It was as if my simple question had uncovered a well of doubt that she had covered up within herself for a long time, and it was only now that she was investigating it.  
 
    “To act without a moral sense, but for gold alone, makes anyone a dangerous entity. All the demons of the netherworld would be powerless if they couldn’t entice people to do their work. So, as long as crude coin continues to seduce the starving, the hopeless, the damaged, the avaricious, and the poor, there will always be this trouble in Akrit.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ve got bad news for you, Zala. It’s the same the universe over.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I have done, though,” Zala said. “I have slain my handler. I have cut at the hand of the Grand Master. The Shaykh Antizah might not have been the one directly striking at me with rod and whip, but he is the one who controls me, and who controlled that corpulent grotesqueness. He will surely punish me for killing one of my fellow tools.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers under the catmancer’s nose, and she blinked. She gave her head a little shake and looked up at me. 
 
    “Zala,” I said, a bit of my Earthly impatience asserting itself. “What in the sweet name of hell is going on here?” 
 
    In reply, Zala reached up with both hands and pulled at the faded linen shirt that she was clad in. Part of me thought, just for a second, that this was some sort of ultra-blatant diversionary tactic. However, instead of just getting her melons out and then icing me, the catmancer exposed her chest—more specifically her breastbone. 
 
    “What in the world is that?” Renji muttered, craning forward. 
 
    Right between Zala’s breasts was a strange rune. I could not tell whether it was a tattoo of sorts, a brand, or some implanted insignia. It looked like a cat’s eye to me, with an eyelash that looked like a bird’s wing. 
 
    “Zala, what is that?” I asked. 
 
    “It is the mark of the Grand Master of One and All, the Shaykh Antizah,” Zala said. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific than that,” I admitted. “I’m still not really following you.” 
 
    “It is his proprietary stamp,” Zala explained, running a finger across the weird branding. “The Shaykh has all his catmancers stuck with it.” 
 
    “Why?” Renji asked. 
 
    “The Shaykh makes all of us, all his warrior slaves, undergo a dark ritual where the blood of the catmancers and the blood of their cats are combined with the blood of the Shaykh himself.” 
 
    In a flash, I was reminded of my old, short-lived pal, Captain Remington Cade. He had been somewhat of a bigwig at the Drako Academy; in charge of Rank One Dragonmancers, and a man who thrived on squeezing as much power out of his primarily administrative role as he could. 
 
    He had also been as crazy in the coconut as anyone I had ever met. We had been required to put the mad fucker down after finding out that he had been trying to blend the blood of captured dragons with those of his followers. 
 
    “Through this ritual,” Zala continued, “the catmancers are irreparably bonded to the Shaykh, granting him vast power.” 
 
    “How does he gain any power from such a union?” I asked. 
 
    “Because the ceremony entails the catmancers binding their souls to him,” Zala said, and there was a note of hopelessness in her voice. “He has power over them, to cause them great agony should they not do precisely what he wants of them.” 
 
    “He makes slaves of them—of you?” I asked. If I did not speak through grinding teeth, it was only because my jaw was clenched so tight at the thought of the Shaykh making slaves that my teeth had no room to maneuver. 
 
    Zala nodded. “Yes. Slaves,” she said simply. 
 
    Without any warning, before I could even answer this incredible revelation, Zala suddenly cried out. She sat back on her haunches and yowled at the sky, and the rune on her chest glowed a violent red. 
 
    “Ah,” said a calm and controlled voice from behind me, “Mike Noctis, what a shame. I had had great hopes that the Mystocean visit could have taken place without revealing the secret of the Akritites, of my people.” 
 
    It was Shaykh Antizah. Despite his sanguine voice, his eyes glittered with pent-up rage. His bearded face was grim. His mouth was flat. His expression dark and vicious. 
 
    “Your secret?” I spat. “That little uncommunicated and covered up fact that you have been churning out slaves here, all for your own personal power? That little secret? Have you had visitors come to call lately, Shaykh?” 
 
    The Shaykh sneered. “Not lately, no. But we have had visitors, yes. The Bloodletting Ceremony was revealed to us by emissaries from the Shadow Nations who arrived well before your foolish leaders even thought to come knocking.” 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “The Shadow Nations…” Renji said. 
 
    “Yes, the Shadow Nations,” the Shaykh affirmed. “A theatrically melodramatic name, but there can be no denying they know a trick or two about magic. And they were willing to share it with me, in return for certain concessions.” 
 
    Zala was screaming next to me as the Shaykh started to apply the psychological thumbscrews to her, to kill her, without even touching her. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?” I asked, trying to resist the urge to cross the space that divided us and tear the other man’s throat out with my bare hands. 
 
    “I have her essence in my grip,” the Shaykh said casually. “She gave it to me, the fool. Zala is strong, though. If she does not offer her life to me as a good slave should, it might take me days to break her and drive her mind into the black depths of a pain-ravaged insanity that she cannot escape.” 
 
    Days. Mere days. 
 
    Struck by inspiration, and not wanting to have to put up with any more of Shaykh Antizah’s bullshit boastings, I hit the bastard with a concentrated blast of Forcewave. 
 
    He hadn’t been expecting it. I hadn’t really been expecting to do it, if I was honest. However, I knew deep down that I couldn’t just go killing leaders of countries, no matter how much they might deserve it. Not just yet at any rate. 
 
    The Shaykh was hurled backward and crashed through a wooden door that he had stepped through, half knocking it off its hinges. 
 
    “Renji!” I cried, stooping to gather Zala up in my arms. “Renji, it’s time to go!” 
 
    Renji was as chilled out as a fish on ice. She asked no questions. Her only response was to summon her gleaming Steel Dragon, Corvar, into being in the courtyard. 
 
    “We ride together,” she said, keeping her eye on where Shaykh Antizah had disappeared. 
 
    The Shaykh did not reappear. I was just wondering when or how he was going to get back at us when, from the depths of the palace, a horn began to sound. 
 
    With the blasting of the Shaykh, Zala had stopped screaming and writhing. Now, she said, “That... is...the alarm call.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. 
 
    I tossed Zala up to Renji, who was already astride Corvar, and then climbed easily up behind her. Zala sat slumped between the two of us. 
 
    “All aboard?” Renji asked. 
 
    “Fly,” I said curtly, making sure that I was holding onto the stricken catmancer. 
 
    We took off in a bunching of muscles and a rush of wings. Within seconds, we had left the palace and its alarm bell behind. We rushed through the cloudless sky, over the incredible city, dodging past a few high towers as we gained altitude. 
 
    I barely had time to wonder how the hell I was going to let Tamsin and Hana know what had befallen us, when the Force Dragon, Fyzos, swept down from out of the sun. On his back rode my other two companions. 
 
    “Where the…? How…?” I stuttered over the rush of the wind. 
 
    “We were shopping in the bazaar,” Tamsin said with a tight grin. “When Hana and I came across, well, were accosted more truthfully, by a strange woman.” 
 
    “She handed us something, Mike,” Hana called to me. “A small coin with a strange insignia.” 
 
    “What kind of insignia?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a simple tower with a hawk hovering over it,” the bearmancer told me. 
 
    “Not knowing what that meant or why the old crone had picked us out, we thought it was best we head back to the palace before you managed to land yourself in trouble,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “And by the time we were halfway there,” Hana said, “the alarm started ringing and we took off.” 
 
    “Zala,” I asked, leaning forward so that I could speak into the limp catmancer’s ears, “can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” came the weak reply. “The pain has receded, but it will come again soon, I guess. As long as I am with you, the Shaykh will be able to find you.” 
 
    “Did you hear what my friends said? About the coin and the insignia?” I asked. “What does it mean? Where does it come from?” 
 
    Zala cleared her throat and hunkered in closer to me. Despite the warmth of the air we were speeding through, she looked as if she was cold. 
 
    “I know… what the insignia means,” she said sluggishly, her voice slurring just a little. “All catmancers do. It is the insignia of a rebel faction.” 
 
    “Rebels who stand against Shaykh Antizah?” I asked. 
 
    Zala nodded with apparent effort. “They are said to gather in the desert, in an oasis that doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Before I could ask the possibly futile question of where this nonexistent oasis was, the catmancer slumped backward against my chest. Looking at her, I saw that she was still breathing but apparently unconscious. 
 
    Shit, I thought, the pain and agony that the Shaykh exerted on her must have been fierce, if it was bad enough to do that to a mancer.  
 
    I racked my brain then, trying to think where we were meant to go. We couldn’t just leave Akrit. We wanted whatever lay in this area of the Subterranean Realm that could be accessed via the Shaykh’s entrances, whatever secret we might find in the Fateseeker’s Cavern. And clearly there was something down there. I doubted that the Shadow Nations would have sent representatives bargaining and sniffing around if there hadn’t been. 
 
    Would these rebels be able to help us? 
 
    Would I be going beyond my mission parameters to enlist their help if they were willing to give it? 
 
    These were key questions. 
 
    And then there were all those catmancer women who were enslaved to the Shaykh through the Bloodletting Ceremony. 
 
    I had to do something, but what? 
 
    “Mike,” Noctis’ wise voice said, cutting through my scattered and flashing thoughts like a blowtorch through a stick of butter. “Mike, that worm you fought in the desert. You recall it?” 
 
    It was a giant maggot as fat as a three-story building when it was lying down, I thought of saying. How in the heck am I not going to remember that? 
 
    “Yes, I remember it,” I said. “Why?”  
 
    “It was strange,” Noctis said thoughtfully in my head. “I believe it was not a mindless creature.” 
 
    “Without being too abrupt and rude, Noctis,” I said as Tamsin’s dragon closed in to Corvar’s right wing, “what the hell are you getting at?” 
 
    Noctis’ flash of thought was the mental equivalent of someone flaring their nostrils haughtily. 
 
    “If you trust me,” he said, “you will go there. Go back to where you fought the worm. I feel as if the answer to what you are supposed to do, or where you are supposed to go, next will be revealed.” 
 
    Seemed thin to me. 
 
    Seemed fucking anorexic. 
 
    But when had that ever stopped us? 
 
    I relayed the instructions into Renji’s ear, and Corvar turned his head west and aimed for the desert that stretched out before us like a lethal, sandy sea.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite all the thoughts and half-plans and schemes running through my dragon-shared mind, there was something undeniably soothing about the vista that stretched around us. It might have been a fat piece of nothing, that desert. There might have been nada of any real note to see or hear, but underneath it all, I got the impression that there was this huge throbbing power just beyond my ears and eyes. 
 
    “What are… you thinking about, Dragonmancer,” Zala said, stirring feebly against my chest. 
 
    I took a deep breath in. We were only flying at about one-hundred feet above the ground and the dusky air was pleasantly cool after the searing heat of the day. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the catmancer said. “No one goes that quiet unless… they are doing… some serious prognosticating.” 
 
    I snorted softly. 
 
    “I guess I was just lost in philosophical thoughts,” I replied. 
 
    Zala tried to sit up, but all she managed to do was roll her head across my shoulder. Her sable hair tickled my nose, and I had to raise my chin so that my lips weren’t buried in it. It smelled good, her hair, like pomegranates and white rose and cardamom. 
 
    “Yes,” Zala said softly, her words still wrung with pain, “the desert… is like wine in that respect. Drink in enough... of it and a person will become an expert sage and dreamer in no time.” 
 
    I laughed and, without thinking too much about it, put my arm around the catmancer. Just to make sure that she wasn’t going to slip off, you know. 
 
    I liked to think that not too much surprised me nowadays, but the coming of the night did. It came in fast over the desert. As if the lack of clouds or hills or trees allowed the mauve dusk to flow in all the faster. The sky changed from azure blue to a deep purple as we flew on. The fires that seemed to light the sands from within dimmed. 
 
    “We are not far now, Father,” Pan told me as the first stars appeared above us. 
 
    “Only a couple more miles,” Brenna affirmed, not wanting to be outdone by one of her male siblings. 
 
    I thanked the two dragons internally and then said to Zala, “So, this coin with the insignia on…” 
 
    “The rebel tower and floating hawk?” Zala said. 
 
    “Yeah. These rebels, they oppose the Shaykh presumably?” I asked. 
 
    Zala sighed wearily. “Yes, they oppose him.” She seemed to be keeping to short, clipped sentences, as if they tired her less than long explanations. “It is not so surprising, really.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. Shaykh Antizah can be cunning and ruthless, yes. He can, however, also take the direct approach to ruling.” 
 
    “The tyrannical approach?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes. When he came to power, he put his heel on the throat of Akrit. Keeping a stranglehold on the finances of everyday folk. If they were preoccupied each day with the simple task of getting by, it would leave less time to plot against him.” 
 
    “Sounds like the man has always had a bit of an inferiority complex,” I said. “Had his back up against the wall as soon as he set foot into his special silk Shaykh boxers, or whatever it is that makes a shaykh.” 
 
    “Politics in Akrit is fraught with peril,” Zala said. “Has always been this way.” 
 
    “So, are there a lot of these rebels?” I asked. 
 
    Zala chuckled, but the laugh turned into a cough. She gasped a few times while I held her safely and then said, “I am a catmancer. Was one of Shaykh Antizah’s most trusted and dangerous slaves. I know only what few whispers have come to my ears over the years. The rebels are secretive and shadowy—as they should be. A fate worse than death would await them should Shaykh Antizah or any of his slaves find them.” 
 
    She touched the strange branding between her breasts. I thought I knew what she was thinking: that mark could draw the Shaykh to her. And, in turn, to us and these rebels that we were setting out to find. 
 
    My musings were broken by Noctis. 
 
    “We are at the sight of the battle of the worm,” he told me. 
 
    I looked down. I couldn’t lie, it all looked like desert to me. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I would not say so if I was not sure, Mike,” Noctis said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Renji,” I said, leaning over Zala’s shoulder so that I could speak into the djinn’s ear. “Renji, get Corvar circling that patch of desert down here. Let’s see if we can see anything.” 
 
    Renji nodded, and Corvar dipped his wing. 
 
    We circled the patch of desert where we had apparently gone toe to… ass? with that gargantuan desert maggot. There was nothing there now, if that had been the place. No crushed, imploded corpse. I wondered what had become of it. Eaten or salvaged by some desert scavenger, maybe? 
 
    The light was fading fast, but dragonmancers can see by the light of the moon and stars easily enough when required. The moon that was rising over the rim of the desert horizon was looking like it was going to sit like a polished silver dollar in the sky soon enough. 
 
    “Does anyone see anything?” I called to Hana and Tamsin as Fyzos and Corvar circled the area slowly. 
 
    Tamsin’s midnight black hair was streaming out behind her like a black banner, while Hana craned down beside Fyzos’ flank, trying to discern anything on the sand dunes below. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Nothing—wait!” Hana said. “The coin!” 
 
    Even from where Renji, Zala, and I were flying, I saw the sudden burst of yellow light emanate from Hana’s palm. 
 
    With a startled gasp, the bearmancer fumbled the coin, and it tumbled into space. 
 
    “Gods, I dropped it!” Hana cursed. 
 
    The glowing coin fell down, down, down. 
 
    It landed in the sand and sat there glowing for a few moments. 
 
    And then, it disappeared—not the glow, but the coin itself. 
 
    “Where the hell did that just go?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    With a great hissing sound, like a thousand snakes being roasted over hot coals, the sand where the coin had landed started to sink. Within two seconds, the floor of that particular patch of desert looked like dark orange, granular bath water that was getting sucked away, down the mother of all drains. The hiss rose to a roar and then, suddenly, there was a staircase entrance revealed in the previously blank canvas of the dunes. 
 
    “I would like to say that that was intentional,” Hana said. “I’m not sure if that would fly though.” 
 
    “Hey, you had the coin,” I said. “If there are any kudos to be handed out, then it’s going straight to you, Hana.” 
 
    Renji must have given Corvar the mental nudge to descend, because a moment later, the sleek Steel Dragon had touched down. Renji dismounted first, and I passed Zala down to her. Beside us, Hana thumped down onto the sand before Fyzos had even set claw to earth. 
 
    While Hana and Renji helped the weakened Zala along, I took the lead and walked over to the previously hidden staircase. Tamsin padded along behind me, dispelling Fyzos back into his crystal. Renji did the same with Corvar. 
 
    The sun was almost completely set now. Night was in the ascendency. The mouth of the staircase looked to be built out of simply cut sandstone blocks, though much more than that I couldn’t make out in the dim light. 
 
    “A little light would be a help, anyone,” I said to the half a dozen dragons that shared my head with me. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Dad,” Cyan, the Faerie Dragon, said promptly. 
 
    I felt an itch in my palm. I opened my hand, and a globe of fire appeared in the center of my palm. The flickering flames were the shimmering, multi-hued color of the inside of an abalone shell; the color of Cyan’s scales. They sat in my hand like a trippy glob of levitating napalm.  
 
    “Thanks, Cyan,” I muttered, and I felt the glow of my dragonling’s pride in the back of my skull.  
 
    Flames in hand, I walked down into the darkness with the others following behind. 
 
    The stairs spiraled down into the desert. It smelled like dust and sand and time immeasurable down there. The only light was the light I carried with me, and the only sounds were the scuffs of our boots on the stone. 
 
    After what felt like a day or so, but was probably more like two minutes, the staircase spat us out into a chamber. At least, I assumed it was a chamber. The light of the multicolored fire that Cyan had helped me conjure couldn’t reach into the shadowy corners. 
 
    Momentarily at a loss while we got our bearings, I called a halt. 
 
    “Finally,” came a voice out of the dusty murk. “Finally, finally, finally. I have been waiting for you for a very long time, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    The voice was old but not weak, clever but not cocky. It was a voice that was well aware of where its strengths and, more importantly, its weaknesses lay. 
 
    And it was female. 
 
    “Oh really?” I said amiably, my senses questing around me to try and pinpoint where the voice was coming from. “Well, I’m sorry that you’ve been waiting so long. You could have sent me an invite to come and visit. I like the desert. I find it fascinating, somehow.” 
 
    The old voice chuckled. It was a comforting sound. The audible equivalent of a pie on a windowsill, cookies in the oven, a comfortable armchair by a comfortable fire with a cat sleeping on a rug in front of it. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    It was vaguely mesmerizing too. 
 
    Thick with magical ability. 
 
    “No, nobody gets invited here,” the old female voice said. “People only come here at the time that the multiverse prescribes.” 
 
    A low groan from behind me reminded me of Zala and the peril that she had brought with her. 
 
    “That’s all comfortingly esoteric,” I said, “but how about shedding a little light on us. Let me see who you are, as you can see who I am.” 
 
    There was the snapping of fingers, and light bloomed slowly. 
 
    It was a soft and comfortable light. Soothing. Safe. 
 
    We were, as I had thought, standing at one end of a roughhewn chamber. In the middle of the space was a woman; the owner of the voice. 
 
    “Greetings,” she said. 
 
    She was willowy, with long pure white hair that fell almost to her knees. Her skin was the same caramel color as Zala’s, though it was covered in a network of fine creases. She was dressed in a simple white linen robe and leaning casually on a stick that looked like it was made out of some slender carved bone instead of wood. 
 
    “There’s something familiar about you,” I blurted, before I even knew what I was saying. 
 
    The old woman smiled, showing off some pearly whites that gleamed even in that subterranean light. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I thought you might say as much. In fact, I knew.” 
 
    “You knew?” I asked. 
 
    The woman waved my words away. She padded over nimbly to us on bare feet, her stick tapping on the stone floor. 
 
    When she had drawn closer, I saw then that she had strange eyes; one all blue as glacial ice and the other all red, crimson as a blood-soaked ruby.  
 
    “You’re a…” I began to say. 
 
    “Did you think that Claire was the only Seer in this world, Mike Noctis?” the old woman said. “I share her gift. And, as I say, I have been waiting for you for a very long time.” 
 
    I did a pretty good impression of a catfish that’s just been scooped out of a river at that point, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    Luckily, Hana stepped in to fill the gap in the conversation. 
 
    “Our companion, she’s hurt,” she said with Vetruscan efficiency. 
 
    The old woman knelt down to examine Zala, who had sat down on the floor and was breathing heavily. 
 
    “Yes,” she said curtly. “She is hurt, indeed. Come. Bring her. Follow me.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and hurried away, heading toward an opening at the back of the stone chamber. 
 
    “What’s - what’s your name?” I called out at her retreating back. 
 
    The old woman did not pause in her hurrying but answered over her shoulder. 
 
    “My name is Kakra, Dragon Breeder. The last wormmancer. Now, hurry and bring the girl to me.” 
 
    Carrying the moaning and now only half-lucid Zala over my shoulder, I followed the old woman, Kakra. 
 
    In the room beyond the dimly lit chamber, Kakra was busy ferreting among some crudely constructed stone shelves. They looked to be carved out of the living rock of this sub-desert hidey hole. On them were an assortment of stone, glass, clay, and wooden vessels. Each of these homemade containers had a label stuck on it or words carved into it, written in a tongue I could not read. 
 
    “Lay the catmancer on the pallet,” Kakra ordered me, jerking her thumb at a simple but clean bed to one side of the narrow room. 
 
    I did as I was bade, gently placing the exotic Zala on the pallet. 
 
    “So, you’re a wormmancer?” I asked.  
 
    Kakra continued to shuffle and rattle hastily along the shelves, muttering to herself and occasionally scrunching up her odd-colored eyes as if she were trying to remember something. 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s right,” she said. “A wormmancer. I suppose it might be accurate to say the wormmancer now, seeing as I am the last of my kind.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and cast an uncomfortable eye at Tamsin, Renji, and Hana. 
 
    “So, uh, so that worm that me and my companions slew up top the other day,” I said slowly. “That was… I mean, we killed your worm?” 
 
    Kakra paused briefly in her frantic search for whatever the hell it was she was looking for and let loose a low and melodious chuckle. She shot a blue and red stare at me, slapped her thigh, and carried on with her search. 
 
    “Ah, I knew that you would be different,” the old seer said. “I knew that as no other person except a seer can know, but the guilt you just felt at slaying a creature that was apparently attacking innocent folk… That is a very good trait to possess, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    “So we didn’t kill your worm?” Tamsin butted in. 
 
    “No, hobgoblin, it was not my worm that the four of you fought and bested,” Kakra said, “but a spell that my worm can cast. It can create copies of itself, you see. Very convincing, very dangerous replications of itself. No, my worm is safe and sound still.” 
 
    That made me feel a little better about things. 
 
    “So, it was you who set it on those travelers? On the caravan that we rescued?” Renji asked in her thoughtful tone of voice. 
 
    Kakra made a noise of satisfaction as she reached far back on a high shelf and extracted a dusty pottery vessel. 
 
    “Yes, it was me who did that,” she said. “But they were not just any old travelers making their way to the capital of Akrit. That caravan was conveying weapons to the Shaykh. That is why I was trying to destroy them.” 
 
    “We didn’t—” Hana began. 
 
    Kakra waved her into silence, popped open the stopper of the pottery container she had found, and hurried to sit next to Zala. As she moved past me, I caught the scent of treacle, roasted garlic, burnt sugar, and frankincense. 
 
    Without bothering to explain what she was doing, she scooped out the unguent that was inside, applied it to a piece of clean white cloth that she had extracted from somewhere in her robes, pulled down Zala’s shirt, and slapped the cloth between her breasts right on top of the strange branding that the enslaved catmancer bore. Then, the old woman piled more of the unguent on top of the cloth and put another cloth on top of that, until she had crafted a thick poultice. 
 
    “This will hide her from the Shaykh’s influence,” Kakra said, getting to her feet and leaning on her bone staff again. “But it won’t last forever, unfortunately.” 
 
    “How long does it buy us, wise one?” Hana asked. 
 
    “A day at most,” the wormmancer replied. 
 
    The five of us stood looking down at Zala, who had fallen into a twitching sleep of sorts, then Kakra motioned us all to follow her into the next chamber. 
 
    Inside this room was a low table surrounded by comfortable mats to lay on and plump pillows to lean on. 
 
    Once we were all comfortably seated, I cleared my throat respectfully and cut to the chase. 
 
    “Kakra,” I said, “I know that as a seer you probably have a good idea of what is going on and how things are going to play out, but I’ve got to tell you something right now.” 
 
    A small smile flickered as quick as summer lightning across the old wormmancer’s face. 
 
    “And what would that be, Mike Noctis?” she asked me. 
 
    “Just that, as a last wormmancer, if you’re looking to…” I said and then had to clear my throat again. “It’s just that, you called me Dragon Breeder, right? You know who I am and what I can, uh, do?” 
 
    “Correct,” said Kakra. 
 
    “Right, so if you’re mulling over the notion that you and I are going to… You don’t want me to… You know…” 
 
    And, for some reason, I made the good old circle with one forefinger and thumb and ran my other forefinger through it a couple of times in the universally acknowledged signing that signified boning, the horizontal bop, making bacon, giving guitar lessons, or however else one might refer to the act of sexual intercourse. 
 
    From my right, I heard Tamsin try to turn a snicker into a cough. She failed magnificently. 
 
    “Because as beautiful as you might be, in a milfy mature kind of way that I dig very much, I’m all out of Etherstones,” I added. 
 
    Kakra laughed; a warm sound that dispelled any worries that I might have had of offending her. 
 
    “No, I do not wish for you to clean out those particular cobwebs, Mike Noctis,” she said. “Although, I am sure that I could teach you and your friends here a trick or three.” 
 
    I grinned and winked. “No doubt.” 
 
    “No, I will be the last of my kind,” Kakra continued. “I have made peace with that. No, what I wish for is that you and your comrades here might help to cleanse the stain that is Shaykh Antizah and his Bloodletter allies from Akrit.” 
 
    I looked around at the other three mancers then back at Kakra. 
 
    “Kakra,” I said, “I’d like nothing better than to wipe that flying shitheel off the face of Akrit, but I’ve been sent here to—”  
 
    “Do this,” Kakra interrupted me, gently but irresistibly, “and I will tell you where the Fateseeker’s Cavern lies.” 
 
    That brought me up short and made me trail off mid-sentence. 
 
    I closed my mouth slowly. Then I opened it again, ready to tell the old wormmancer why I had to get my mission accomplished before I could help her in hers, but I stopped and grinned knowingly instead. 
 
    Kakra smiled too. It seemed she could read my thoughts as clearly as if they were stenciled on my forehead. 
 
    “You’re a seer,” I said, “and you know how this little chat is going to play out, right? I was going to launch into a bit of rhetoric about why you should tell me where the Fateseeker’s Cavern is first, because I’ll need whatever power or relic that lies within it to go against the Shaykh, if I want to make sure of beating him.” 
 
    Kakra’s pearly white smile broadened, her perfectly proportioned nose wrinkling. 
 
    “But you’re not going to now?” she asked. 
 
    I sat up from my cushion and shook my head. 
 
    “You know what sort of man, what sort of warrior I am,” I said. “You know I’m the kind of mancer that gets the job done before embarking on something else. My first responsibility is to the Mystocean Empire, and you know that. You know that I am intractable.” 
 
    Kakra clapped her hands. “Oh, well done, Mike Noctis. You are just as I have seen you, and yet so much more.” 
 
    “You’ve seen us have this conversation, I’m sure,” I said. 
 
    Kakra nodded. 
 
    “And always we come to my way of thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “In almost all outcomes,” Kakra admitted. “You are strong-willed.” 
 
    “So, you’ll tell us where the Fateseeker’s Cavern is located?” Hana asked. 
 
    “I will give you the location where the Fateseeker’s Cavern lies,” Kakra, the Last Wormmancer said, nodding. “I will tell you where it lies beneath the earth, in a specific section of the Subterranean Realms accessible only through a gateway found within a sand temple. But whatever you are searching for, the Shadow Nations are also searching for. What it is, it must be a powerful relic. The Shaykh himself has been meeting with them to discern its location.” 
 
    “The sooner we find whatever is down there, the sooner that we can slip the Shaykh is final marching orders.” I leaned forward, expecting this desert seer to spill the beans straight away. 
 
    Instead, Kakra leaned back on her cushion and said, “Yes, I will help you. First, though, why don’t we take a moment to rest, recuperate and have a drink. While we do that, I will go through the road that lies ahead of you.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kakra, the consummate host, poured us little cups of the same strong black coffee that Shaykh Antizah had supplied us with when we had first met him. When she was done, she raised her own cup to her lips quickly and drank first. She switched her gaze from me to Tamsin to Renji to Hana and then, lastly, to Will, who was bobbing unobtrusively just behind my right elbow, as she did this.  
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, suddenly wondering how the hell Will had come to be with us. “When did you get here, buddy?”  
 
    The little ball of light zipped around the chamber, clearly pleased with himself.  
 
    “You traveled all the way here from Vetrusca?”  
 
    His light grew brighter.  
 
    “I have not seen a wisp for so very long,” Kakra said. “He is welcome here.”  
 
    “Good, because I don’t think you’d be able to tell him to leave even if you wanted to,” I said.  
 
    The old wormmancer nodded and sighed as she put down her coffee. “You’re aware of the coffee customs of Akrit?” 
 
    “Shaykh Antizah gave us a rudimentary lesson,” I replied. 
 
    “He drank before the rest of you?” Kakra asked. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, wise one,” Hana said, “I don’t think he did.” 
 
    Kakra made a face and let out a little snort of contempt as she shook her head. 
 
    “That surprises me not at all,” she said. 
 
    “What’s the significance of drinking first?” Renji asked. 
 
    “It shows the guest that they need not fear poison and treachery,” Kakra said. 
 
    I laughed lightly. “Well, he might be a rude little snake in the grass, but at least we know now that he was running by the form book as soon as the gates opened.” 
 
    Now that Kakra had stirred the memory of that first meeting with Shaykh Antizah from the depths of my mind, like the silt at the bottom of a muddy river, I remembered the few things that we had learned from the man. 
 
    I pushed my own as yet untouched cup of coffee forward to show that I wished to hold discussion with her. Kakra’s eyes sparkled at the move. 
 
    “You wish to speak, Mike?” she asked solemnly. 
 
    I laughed again. I didn’t want things to be too damn formal—that wasn’t my style. 
 
    “I’m curious,” I said. “When we were having lunch with Shaykh Antizah, he told us a story about how his father had a guy come to him and seek his counsel and a horse from him. This dude was on the run from a bunch of guys who were after his blood because he had just killed one of the Shaykh’s brothers. Now, rather than just impose his retribution there and then, Shaykh Antizah told us that his father had given his brother’s murderer a horse and then told him he had three days in which to get as far away as he could before the Shaykh began hunting him.” 
 
    I paused. Kakra took another sharp sip of her coffee. Steam curled around her lined face. 
 
    “I have heard the story,” she said. “I remember when the events you speak of took place. Many years ago now.” 
 
    “So, it was a true tale?” Tamsin asked the older woman. 
 
    Kakra smiled. “It was true, yes. The laws of hospitality in Akrit are very strict. Most believe they were written by the gods of the sand and the wind and the water and passed to us. Shaykh Antizah’s father was a cruel and iron-fisted shaykh, but he respected the rules faultlessly. Three days is the time given in such matters. It gives the injured party, in this case the Shaykh, time to grieve and to plan his revenge in meticulous detail.” 
 
    “So, it’s true?” I said. “I thought it might just be some fabricated anecdote that Shaykh Antizah wheeled out to try and intimidate his guests.” 
 
    “No, it happened, just as you say,” Kakra said. 
 
    “Which brings me to my next question,” I said. “Now that we have offended Shaykh Antizah by roughing up some of his guards—” 
 
    “One was decapitated, Mike,” Renji chimed in. 
 
    “Yeah, but that was Zala, not us,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I’m not sure if the shaykh will worry himself unduly about those sorts of details,” Kakra said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m getting at,” I said. “Seeing as we roughed up some of his men, and I smashed his robed ass through a solid wooden door, what do you think the chances are of him waiting the customary three days to come hunting us?” 
 
    Kakra shook her head, turning her coffee cup slowly around on the low table that we sat around. 
 
    “No chance,” she said. “He will come as soon as the power of the poultice I have put over Zala’s brand fades. The reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, you did not go to him over coffee and discuss the matter, opening up this sacred agreement over the sacred bean. Secondly, he is quite simply not that sort of man: he does not respect tradition or the niceties. So, even if you hadn’t attacked him head-on to free one of his slaves, and told him that you planned to try and break one of them out, I doubt very much whether he would have let you leave him in one piece.” 
 
    I nodded. That confirmed my suspicions about what sort of man we were dealing with. “Okay,” I said, “that knowledge is going to help take this fucker down just that little bit easier. Not that I was in any sort of moral quandary about that.” 
 
    Tamsin smiled that sharp-toothed smile of hers and raised her coffee cup, a little hesitantly, to her lips, looking at the wormmancer. 
 
    Kakra smiled warmly in return and motioned her to drink. “Now that we have resolved the issue of what a pitiless adversary the Shaykh can be, I believe there is something a little more pertinent that we should talk about?”  
 
    “I’d say you’re right, Kakra,” I said. “I’d like it very much if you could tell us how we can get to the Fateseeker’s Cavern.” 
 
    “As you said, wise one,” Hana said in her fluting accent, “the mere fact that the Shadow Nations are looking, and that they have approached the Shaykh, would indicate that there is something there. That the cavern exists.” 
 
    “I would say that that is true,” Kakra affirmed. “I would say that the Fateseeker’s Cavern most certainly exists.” 
 
    I took a sip of coffee then, seeing as the conversation proper was on the move now. The coffee was delightful; pungent and instantly energizing. I felt the slight weariness that had been weighing on my shoulders lift.  
 
    “Then, there is only really one question that we need to ask and have answered,” Tamsin said. 
 
    Kakra nodded and got to her feet. 
 
    “How do you reach the entrance to the Fateseeker’s Cavern, where I believe this item, or whatever it is that the Shadow Nations are searching for, is hidden?” she said. 
 
    Tamsin inclined her beautiful head in respectful agreement. 
 
    “I shall tell you when I return with food, and after I have checked on Zala,” the wormmancer told us. 
 
    As the sound of her bare feet pattered away into silence, the rest of us all leaned back on our giant cushions and relaxed. 
 
    Rest. I had been told a long time ago by one of the lads in my coterie, though whether it had been Rupert, Gabby, or Bjorn I could not recall, that a soldier learned to take what refreshment he could when he could, because he never knew when his next bite of food or refreshing nap might be. 
 
    I doubted whether the advice had come from Gabby. The tongueless tracker wasn’t what anyone might be tempted to call talkative—although that never seemed to stop him with the ladies when we went on forays into Drakereach town at night. Bjorn, the tank-like berserker in my private bodyguard, was the sort of dude whose guidance you took with a very liberal pinch of salt, if you couldn’t get your hands on a bucket of the stuff, so I was not sure whether he had told me. Rupert, the scatterbrained apothecary-cum-inventor in our little team, seemed to me like he had probably only ever heard of taking it easy in some manual or book. 
 
    I smiled absently to myself as I wondered just how the boys of my coterie were making use of this down time. I hoped they were making use of it to eat, drink, and debauche their way around the camp at Galipolas Mountain. 
 
    The shuffle of footsteps stirred me from my daydream as Kakra reappeared in our midst bearing a tray. 
 
    “How’s Zala?” I asked at once, sitting up a little straighter so that I could take the laden wooden board from the wormmancer. 
 
    “She is resting well,” Kakra told me. “The hurt that the Shaykh is capable of inflicting on the catmancers enslaved to him is quite grievous. However, I think the poultice will not only buy us all time from the Shaykh’s scrutiny, but also supply Zala with the time that her body needs to heal itself using its enhanced mancer capabilities.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” I said, and found that I meant it. 
 
    “What do we have here, Wormmancer?” Renji asked. 
 
    “I am afraid it is poor fare compared to what the Shaykh has probably been supplying you with,” Kakra replied. “Seasoned rice, yoghurt, spiced bread, and dates I’ve brought you. Simple, but nourishing.” 
 
    “The spread might not be quite so fancy,” the hobgoblin said, reaching out to take a pinch of rice in her red fingers, “but the company is infinitely better.” 
 
    The rest of us agreed and helped ourselves to food. 
 
    “So,” Kakra said, swallowing the last of the date she had just popped into her mouth, “now let me tell you about where it is that you are going.” 
 
    The combined attention of me, Tamsin, Hana, and Renji focused on the older woman like a laser. Dragonmancers could eat like famished gannets at times, but this information could be the difference between success and failure, between life and death. We paused. 
 
    “We won’t be making use of any of the rest of the rebels, will we?” I asked. “You don’t have any guides for this kind of work that might be able to expedite the process?” 
 
    Kakra gave me another one of those warm smiles of hers, but this one was tinged with just a soupçon of sadness. 
 
    “I am afraid to say that the four of you are looking at the rest of the rebels,” the wormmancer said. 
 
    I was surprised to hear this. From what Zala had told me, it had sounded to me like this rebel force that had been defying the Shaykh for however long had been a shady guerilla army almost. 
 
    “It’s just you?” I clarified. “You are the only one that is left?”  
 
    Kakra gave a little shrug. “I am the Last Wormmancer, the last of the rebels that made their base of operations out here under the sands,” she explained. “I have a few dozen helpful people stationed in the city of Akrit and in surrounding areas, but they are spies mostly—not soldiers.” 
 
    “Your eyes and ears,” Hana said in a low voice. 
 
    “That is right, Vetruscan,” Kakra said. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. 
 
    Kakra shrugged her slender shoulders once more. Her mismatched blue and red eyes glittered in the gloom of the oil lamps set on the low table. 
 
    “It is not as if I did not see it coming, hm? It is one of the perks of being blessed with the extended eye, as your seer friend Claire is. The extended eye takes the cutting edge of surprise off grief.” 
 
    “But you remained here, even when there was only you left?” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Yes. I was waiting for you,” replied Kakra, turning her eyes on me. “I have been waiting for the Dragon Breeder to come. That is why I have been waiting so patiently here with only my worm, Sejuc, for company.” 
 
    “But I’m here to ask a favor of you,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, but we can help each other, that is why our paths have crossed this way,” Kakra said. “I will help you in your quest and, in doing so, you will help me free Akrit from Shaykh Antizah’s tyrannical rule—something you wished to do even before you realized who or what I was, I think.” 
 
    She was right. I had decided to take the Shaykh down well before this conversation. 
 
    Kakra continued. “You know, all four of you know, that the Shaykh must be stopped. Not only because the rest of my fighting rebels have been systematically crushed by the Shaykh, but because of this secret and unwholesome alliance with the Shadow Nations that he has recently developed.” 
 
    Hana wiped yogurt from her fingertips with a cloth and said, “She’s right, Mike. Even if I had not come to trust and respect this mancer in the little time that we have been in her presence, what she says cannot be denied. Our job, for both Vetrusca and the Mystocean Empire, is to protect the people of those realms from the threat of the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    Renji made a noise of agreement in her throat and placed her hands on the table. They were as steady as if they had been carved out of marble.  
 
    “I am in agreement with our friend the bearmancer,” the djinn said. “The menace of the Shadow Nations alone is serious enough. With the armies and wealth of Akrit behind them, their threat grows sevenfold.” 
 
    I looked at Tamsin. The hobgoblin said nothing, but gave me a short nod that told me she was in. 
 
    “All right, Kakra,” I said, “you can count us in. We’ll gladly help you purge Akrit of the blight that is that fucking shaykh. Now, tell us what to expect on this journey to the Fateseeker’s Cavern and how to get there.” 
 
    Kakra beamed with such delight that I could have sworn I felt the pearly smile briefly heat the room. 
 
    “I will do better than that,” she said. “I will guide you to the entrance myself. It is in a temple that once sat upon the sands of the desert before being sucked down under the ground.” 
 
    “If you know where this sunken temple lies, wise one,” Hana said, “why is it that you have not ventured to find this unknown item yourself?” 
 
    “I have never been able to find my way through the tangled and broken passages to Fateseeker’s Cavern itself,” the wormmancer said simply. “This is why I have never gone for this secret thing. If I had become lost or perished, then your coming here would have been in vain, and the joining of the Shaykh and the Shadow Nations would have been far more certain than it is currently.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said, “but what makes you think that we’re going to be able to sniff out the route if you couldn’t?” 
 
    “I knew you had someone who could guide you path, and who has done so before. I spoke to him and told him to make the perilous journey here.” 
 
    Kakra pointed at the will-o’-the-wisp, who at that moment had been wandering like a bored toddler around the edges of the chamber. As all of our attention turned on him, the wisp stopped dead and revolved on the spot. Though he had no eyes or face to speak of, being just a cloud of blueish gas, it was obvious that he was regarding us with suspicion. 
 
    Renji smiled and beckoned the wisp over.  
 
    “Yep, he’s got one hell of a nose for this sort of work—metaphorically speaking,” I said, winking at Will as he came to stand near Renji. The djinn looked at the little ball of gas affectionately. 
 
    The wisp flashed slowly a couple of times in a way that made me think he’d have been rolling his eyes if he had them.  
 
    “What can we expect if Will manages to guide us through in one piece?” Hana asked Kakra. 
 
    “After you have made your way through the passages, the acquisition of the item in question should be relatively simple,” Kakra told us. “From the very crude map of this temple that I managed to unearth in Akrit, all the passages led to the heart of the temple. It is there where a ‘relic of delectable power and unique properties lies guarded.’” This last part was finished in the tone of voice of someone quoting something she had learned to memory a long time ago. 
 
    “Guarded?” Hana asked, voicing the question the forefront of all our minds. “Guarded by what?” 
 
    Kakra rolled a date between her fingers casually and grinned encouragingly. “Do not concern yourself with that, Bearmancer. Whatever guarded the treasure would have died in the sinking of the temple, or over the passage of time. It was long ago.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” I asked. “Based on your seer-abilities?”  
 
    Kakra shrugged. “I have not seen it, but I am making an educated guess.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, banking the thought that we might have to fight off something in the temple. “So it’ll be simple mission then?”  
 
    “You sound somewhat dubious, Mike,” the old wormmancer said. 
 
    I made a rueful face. “It’s just that if a mission like this went as smoothly as you’re leading me to expect it to, then that will be a first for me.” 
 
    The others laughed, but there was a subtle underlying tenseness to it. 
 
    “There is only one thing that might impede your progress,” Kakra said. 
 
    “There it is,” I said. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    “It is likely that you will have to solve a puzzle to get to within reach of your prize,” Kakra said. “A puzzle or a riddle of some kind at the entrance to the Cavern itself.” 
 
    I looked over at Renji. The djinn was incredibly logical, with a brain that was made for picking apart problems and calculations, it was a characteristic of her race. At the mere mention of a puzzle, her features had lit up. The ring in her septum quivered with excitement. 
 
    “We can handle a puzzle,” I said, picking up one last generous pinch of rice, stuffing it into my mouth, and then tearing off a large chunk of the deliciously spiced and fragrant bread. I swallowed the rice and then said, “I think that everything that needed discussing has been discussed. Time’s a wasting. I think we should hit the sandy road while we’ve got food in our bellies and caffeine in our veins.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true mancer and soldier,” Kakra said, flowing nimbly to her feet. “Even as we sit discussing things here, the sun and moon are trading places in the skies above this sandy vault. Come, I’ll guide you to the entrance of the sunken temple and then return here to tend to Zala. If and when you return, she will need to be ready to ride once more.” 
 
    “Ride?” I asked, stretching my arms over my head and motioning for Will to fall in next to me. 
 
    “Let’s just get you in and out of the temple before we start worrying about what happens next, Dragonmancer, hm?” Kakra said, patting me affectionately on the arm. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kakra led us through a series of quiet passages, the corners of which were filling up with sand. I didn’t blame her for skimping on the housework, if it had just been me and my dragons living down here alone for however long it might have been, I doubted I would have bothered getting the Dyson out either. After some time, we came to the buckled and broken door to the temple that had once sat proudly upon the sands of the desert above before being sucked down under the ground. 
 
    I eyed the wonky stone lintel with more than a touch of trepidation. Even as I, and my four companions, looked upon it, a fine trickle of sand suddenly hissed down from a crack in one of the massive stone slabs. 
 
    “You’re sure that this is safe?” I asked the desert seer next to me. 
 
    Kakra looked pensively up at me, leaning against her bone staff. 
 
    “The Seer, Claire, would have explained to you, I think, what a confoundingly imprecise and capricious business it can be looking into the future, I imagine?” Kakra said gently. 
 
    “She might’ve mentioned it, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “It is very much akin to holding the end of a piece of thread that dives into a grand tapestry,” the Last Wormmancer said thoughtfully. “We see the thread, we see the big picture that it helps to make up, but to find out every twist and turn and knot that one particular thread goes through on its journey to the completed picture…” 
 
    “Pain in the ass, huh?” I said. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Kakra smiled. 
 
    I squared my shoulders and looked down at Will. 
 
    “All right then, man,” I said, “this is where you earn whatever the hell it is that you do this for. We still really need to find that out, don’t we?” 
 
    Once again, Will glowed briefly. I translated that to be a sigh this time. 
 
    I reached down and patted him as easily as you can pat something that is about as substantial as a cloud. 
 
    “I mean it, bud,” I said, “you’re the leader now. You go, we follow.” 
 
    A little surge of proud, icy blue bright light illuminated the wisp at my words. Staunchly, the little specter bobbed off into the gloom, leading the way into the buckled darkness of the passage beyond. 
 
    It was just as Kakra had told us, that journey into the Subterranean Realms: a gods-damned mess. We had only gone about two-hundred yards before we were obliged to take an unnaturally tight and acute right-angle corner, which took us out of sight of the entrance. We were then obligated to hop down a jagged break in the floor to carry on down the same corridor we had been walking along, albeit two yards lower. 
 
    Thankfully, Will produced enough light for us to all travel without straining our eyes or having to worry too much about our footing. 
 
    “Do you trust her?” Tamsin said to me in a low voice. 
 
    “Kakra?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, I trust her,” I said without even having to think about it. “You?” 
 
    “Yes, I do too,” Tamsin said. “But, you know, it always pays to ask these things, doesn’t it?” Following Will at the front of the little procession of mancers as I was, Tamsin did not see the smile that flitted across my face. 
 
    For once, for the first time that I could recall since entering this squirrely world, the journey went as smoothly as we had been told that it would. It was quite a bizarre and novel sensation. 
 
    Most of the time, when we set out on these little expeditions of ours, it took less time than it might take me to whistle the Star-Spangled Banner before we set upon by something bloodthirsty and chewing fire in no uncertain manner. On this occasion, though, we made it through the labyrinth tangle of broken, cracked, and topsy-turvy passages as easy as pie. 
 
    There could be absolutely no doubt that we owed our speedy success to Will and the unerring and unwavering tracking skills that the little wisp possessed. I told him as much too, on numerous occasions, and the knee-high specter responded with glows of bright contentment. 
 
    When we finally emerged from the dimness of the corridors and stepped out into a greater, less claustrophobic space, I doubt we had been walking for more than an hour. 
 
    Although Will was still casting a helpful glow around us, the chamber that we now found ourselves standing in was lit by a series of dangling globes that hung from the high ceiling by chains. At first, I thought these lights were glowing crystals, but they were not uniform enough for that. Due to the way that the ceiling had warped when the temple sank, none of the lights hung on the level despite the chains all being the same length.  
 
    “They look to me like enchanted fungal lamps,” Renji said, gazing up at the collection of hanging lights. “They’re organic vegetation essentially. Plants that glow to attract insect prey. They require very little energy to stay alive and give off their light. I assume that there are some cracks in the ceiling above that allow desert creatures to make their way from outside. They probably see the light and…” She snapped her fingers. “Very clever to use them to light a room.” 
 
    “Enough with the interior decorating observations,” Tamsin said curtly. “What do we make of this?” 
 
    The hobgoblin’s yellow eyes were gazing across the empty chamber to the far end of the large room. I followed where she was looking. 
 
    There was a three-sided cage set into the rear end of the room, the fourth side of the enclosure being made up by the wall of the temple. Inside this cage, coiled around a stone dais, was the gargantuan skeleton of the kind of serpent that would have made the basilisk in the Chamber of Secrets look like a worm out of the bottom of a bottle of tequila. 
 
    “Kakra was right,” Hana said as we approached the cage, “whatever live thing had been guarding the Fateseeker’s Cavern clearly perished here long ago.” 
 
    “Thank the fucking gods,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “Was it a basilisk?” I asked, not being able to shake the picture of Harry Potter out of my head. 
 
    “A basilisk, or a dracaenae, I think,” Renji said. She had her face pressed through the bars of the cage, all the better to examine the skeletal remains. 
 
    “What’s a dracaenae?” I asked. 
 
    “They are an ancient race of beings, born with the torsos of attractive women, and the lower bodies of legged serpents,” Renji said. “They were a very private and very proud race, from what little I know of them. Many people used to believe that the lower halves of their bodies were actually dragons. Of course, that’s preposterous. I’m sure Penelope would be able to tell you more.” 
 
    The mention of the Knowledge Sprite’s name made me recall that even now she would be back at the Grand Library in the Drako Academy most likely, pouring through the tomes, dusty volumes, and grimoires for the knowledge that we sought. 
 
    “If they had the upper bodies of beautiful women,” Hana said, “wouldn’t one simply be able to reason with them. What good would they be as guards for treasure?” 
 
    “As I said, they were very proud,” Renji said in her deep voice. “Once they were tasked with a duty, they took it very seriously and were apparently extremely formidable. They were more beast than human when it came to combat, ripping and rending and eating human flesh when the red mist descended on them.” 
 
    I looked down at the skeleton that lay coiled about the dais. 
 
    “Still,” I said softly, “it’s a pretty shitty way to die. All alone, down here, in a cage.” 
 
    All of us considered that until Tamsin cleared her throat and said, “We’re still posed with the question; how the hell do we open this cage door so that we can get to that.” 
 
    The hobgoblin was pointing up at the top of the dais, where a small and quite unremarkable pendant was hanging. The pendant itself might have been unremarkable, a simple black stone set in at the end of a silver chain, but the fact that it was dangling in midair was not. 
 
    Looking closer, I could just discern a strange quivering forcefield surrounding the thing. If I moved my head one way and then the other, the shape of the pendant changed slightly, distorting as if it was behind the thinnest glass imaginable. 
 
    I craned my head around, looking for some clue as to what we were supposed to do now. Kakra had mentioned a puzzle or riddle, but I couldn’t see anything carved anywhere. 
 
    “Do you think it could be something as simple as a password?” Hana ventured. 
 
    “What’s the Elvish word for friend?” I asked drily before I could stop myself. 
 
    Hana cocked one of her angular eyebrows at me, in a way that made my cock give a little moan of yearning. With her new haircut—long on top and shaved at the sides—she looked every inch the Viking heroine. Capable of knocking you flat on your back with her martial prowess before knocking your socks off with her skills in the bedroom. 
 
    “The Elvish word for friend? It’s ‘al’mel’,” she said. 
 
    To my private disappointment, nothing happened. 
 
    I reached out and grasped the bars of the cage with both hands and thought, Come on, just give us a chance to open you. Don’t stop us here. We need this. The slaves need this. 
 
    “Whoa!” Tamsin exclaimed, looking up. 
 
    Will darted like a surprised terrier behind Renji’s legs. 
 
    I took a couple of steps away from the floor to ceiling bars to see what Tamsin was looking at and noticed that the bars at the very top of the chamber, illuminated by some careful spotlighting were twisting into words. 
 
    “It is a riddle,” said Renji happily. 
 
    The four of us gazed up with our mouths open as the solid metal bars twisted and turned like snakes, moving as fluidly as if they were coming out of some giant’s quill. 
 
      
 
    Walk on the living, they don't even mumble. But walk on the dead, they mutter and grumble. What are they? 
 
       
 
    No one spoke. Each one of us was absorbed in the task of solving the thing, of making sure that whatever the answer was it was right. 
 
    I looked around for inspiration. I had always loved riddles, always thought them a fantastic way to guard something that you wanted to make sure that only the worthy would be able to access. 
 
    But, truth be told, I had never really had the patience required to be supremely good at them. In my life back in Los Angeles, it had usually been my modus operandi to go through a problem rather than think my way around it. Some might argue that the ability to figure out a riddle was important, as it surely pointed to a rational mind working in hunky-dory order. 
 
    My response to that would be: where the fuck is the fun in being hunky-dory and rational? 
 
    Another thing that hampered me in my riddle solving attempts was the way I would regularly be derailed by other thoughts; as had happened then. By the time that I got my mind back on the track, Renji had cleared her throat and said quietly, “Leaves.” 
 
    “You want us to leave?” Tasmin said. 
 
    “No,” Renji replied in a louder voice, “the answer, it is leaves.” 
 
    “Walk on the dead and they mutter and grumble…” I said to myself. “Shit, that’s what happens when you live here too long, huh? I was thinking it might be zombies or something.” 
 
    Tamsin laughed. 
 
    “How do we know if Renji is right?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Because that happens, I guess,” I said, pointing up at the words. 
 
    The riddle that had been crafted from the metal bars was melting, running back into itself so that the side of the cage that I had been touching lowered, from the roof by about half. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s how things go, huh?” I said. “We answer the next one, and the cage melts the rest of the way and then we’re through.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just jump it now?” Tamsin asked. “We have the strength and the agility where other mortals wouldn’t.” 
 
    She was right, we could make the jump, even though it was still a good twenty feet. 
 
    I shook my head, looking about at the sagging stone roof and the crooked columns that held it up like so many broken fingers. 
 
    “Nah, I think we should play this one by the book,” I said. “There’s no point risking bringing this place down around our ears. Besides, three is the magic number, isn't it? I bet even if we can scale the cage, we would still not be able to get the pendant out from behind that miniature thaumaturgical forcefield.” 
 
    I didn’t make any mention of Indiana Jones, collapsing tunnels, rolling boulders, or magical circular saws concealed in tunnels. They wouldn’t have got it anyway, and I didn’t feel like jinxing anything. 
 
    “I am inclined to agree, Mike,” said Renji. 
 
    “In that case, let’s just screw our thinking caps onto our heads and try to nut whatever riddles come next, yeah?” I said. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Hana said, pointing upward. 
 
    The bars of the melted cage were reforming and twisting into fresh words. 
 
      
 
    There are four siblings in this world, all born together. The first runs and never wearies. The second eats and is never full. The third drinks and is always thirsty. The fourth sings a song forever.  
 
      
 
    Once more, the four of us lapsed into silence. 
 
    Will, though I bet the clever little bastard knew the answer in about a tenth of the time that we did but could not convey it due to being hampered by a lack of vocal equipment, contented himself with cruising around the chamber. 
 
    I watched the wisp as I mulled the words over. 
 
    Four siblings… all born together. Runs but never wearies. Eats and is never full. 
 
    The wisp bobbed over into a far corner. By his own radiance, I could see that there was a large crack—almost a fissure—running up the wall there. Even as I watched, Will halted and cocked his whole phantasmic body to one side. 
 
    Drinks and is always thirsty. The fourth sings a song forever... 
 
    The wisp quivered slightly. Then, slowly, he began to back away from the crack in the wall. Gradually, the corner fell back into impenetrable shadow. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” someone said and, to my surprise, I found that the words had issued out of my mouth. 
 
    “You’ve got it?” Renji said. 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised, Renji,” I laughed. “You might not be quite so shocked if you knew the amount of time I’ve spent sitting in bus stations back on Earth, with nothing but crappy puzzle magazines to pass the time with.” 
 
    “So, you figured out that it was the—” the djinn began. 
 
    “—four elements?” I finished. “Yeah. Water, fire, earth, and wind.” 
 
    “You’re sure your dragons didn’t help you, Mike?” Tamsin teased. “Seven heads are better than one they say.” 
 
    I laughed as the metallic words of the riddle once more collapsed in one themselves like a molten alloy of steel and magic. “In spite of much Earthling belief to the contrary,” I said, “I don’t think dragons go in for riddles much.” 
 
    “Correct,” came Noctis’ bored voice from the recesses of my head. “The infantile preoccupation with these strange questions that humanoids have is one that I have never been able to get my mind around.” 
 
    “I bet it’s so mancers like me have a harder time breaking into treasure chambers like this one, instead of just being able to tap into the almost bottomless well of knowledge that you possess,” I said. 
 
    Noctis didn’t bother to answer, and I grinned. 
 
    The cage wall melted into the ground. It pooled and solidified in a few moments. When we stepped gingerly onto it, it was like walking on a sheet of smooth metal. The only hint that the melted cage was in some way magical was the slight warmth that I could feel through the soles of my boots. 
 
    Without delay or ceremony, Hana and Tamsin easily ripped away the heavy bones that would have taken a couple of burly dudes to lift. Then, we were standing in front of the dais, looking up at the pendant behind its little bubble of protective magic. 
 
    “Anyone want to make a swipe for it?” I asked with mock innocence. 
 
    “Oh sure,” Tamsin replied, “so long as you put yourself forward to unscrew my jars and do anything else requiring two hands when that thaumaturgical field burns my hand off.” 
 
    I pulled a face. “I’m terrible with jars.” 
 
    As one, the four of us climbed the steps of dais until we were standing before the pendant. Had I been hasty and dumb enough, I could have reached out and tried to take the floating necklace. 
 
    Behind us, Will bobbed at the bottom of the stone steps. I couldn’t be sure, of course, but I reckoned his gaze was fixed on the corner where we had both seen that big crack. 
 
    “Give us the last riddle, please.” I was speaking to the chamber at large, to myself even, but words suddenly blossomed across the surface of the forcefield. 
 
    It was the final riddle. 
 
      
 
    You can swallow me, but I can consume you too. What am I? 
 
      
 
    I was surprised, so surprised that I blinked for a second or two, waiting for more. Nothing else appeared on the surface of the occult shield, though. 
 
    I looked at the other three mancers and together we said, “Pride.” 
 
    The thaumaturgical force field popped, with a noise like someone running their finger around the edge of an enormous wine glass. 
 
    “That’s it?” Hana said softly. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said. “Bearing in mind that we might have had to deal with a dracaenae, had things gone as the designers of this place had anticipated and the temple not sunk into the desert.” 
 
    “Quite true, quite true,” said Hana. 
 
    Not wanting any of the others to take a risk that I myself wasn’t prepared to take, I reached out before any of them could and grasped the floating pendant. A gentle, lightning quick shudder trembled through the floor under our feet and then… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The black crystal was cold in my hand, the silver chain dangling from my fist. 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “I guess that means we can get the fuck out of here now, do you think?” 
 
    “Is it just me,” Tamsin said, “or did that feel a little… anticlimactic?” 
 
    My palm seared white hot. No, that was wrong, it was burning with cold. Actually, that might have been an incorrect observation too. The pendant might actually have been vibrating in my palm at such a pitch that it felt like it was on fire. I tried to let go of the necklace, but found my fingers frozen around it. 
 
    “Do not fight it, Mike,” Noctis said quickly. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Noctis?” Wayne said heatedly, but the younger dragon’s protestations were quelled by a telepathic snarl that would have had Fenrir, the Norse monster, scampering under the nearest table like a scolded puppy. 
 
    “Do not fight it, Mike,” the Onyx Dragon repeated. “I would do nothing to allow harm to befall you. This might very well help us.” 
 
    I surrendered to the pain and gritted my teeth. Dimly, through a weird buzzing in my ears, I could hear my three female companions asking me if I was okay and what was going on. 
 
    I let out a great breath that I had not realized I had been holding as the pain suddenly dissipated. 
 
    “Where is - where is the necklace?” I panted. It was no longer in my hand. I looked down to see if I had dropped it. 
 
    “You have taken the power of the pendant, whatever magic it might have contained, into your body, Mike,” Noctis said from inside my head. 
 
    Kakra’s words came back to me, then. 
 
    ‘A relic of delectable power and unique properties lies guarded…’ 
 
    “Great balls of dragonfire, dad,” Garth said inside my mind. 
 
    “What?” I asked, smiling to let Hana, Tamsin, and Renji know that I was all right. 
 
    “Noctis was right, Father,” Pan said. “That charm or pendant or whatever you just grabbed has done something to your crystal slots…” 
 
    I relayed this information to the three mancers standing in front of me. 
 
    “What exactly has it done?” I asked, out loud this time so that the girls and the dragons could hear my question. 
 
    “It looks like this one will allow you to use multiple dragons in a single slot,” Cyan said slowly. 
 
    “You mean, I could transfer all six of your mana reserves into, say, the Right Arm Slot?” I asked. 
 
    Renji’s eyes bulged at this. Hana and Tamsin exchanged stunned glances. 
 
    “That’s right, Dad,” Brenna said. 
 
    “Shit,” I said softly, “that’s… that’s…” 
 
    But what exactly that was had to wait, for at that moment, Will went off like a fucking supernova. 
 
    “That’s his version of a warning cry!” I said, blinking the sunspots out of my eyes. 
 
    The four of us staggered down the steps and smashed through the dracaenae skeleton like it was made from polystyrene and not heavy bone. Just as we cleared the cage, there was a tremendous, resounding ba-boom and dust exploded out of the far corner of the chamber.  
 
    “Fuck me, but Isengard is emptied,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    The four of us stood in a loose diamond formation with me at the front, Hana to my left, Renji to my right, and Tamsin behind. Will, prudently in my opinion, was in the middle of our quartet. 
 
    A huge battalion, some three-hundred strong, of goblins, trolls, imps, and dark elves burst into the Fateseeker’s Cavern.  
 
    Whether they had been lying in wait inside a tunnel behind that crack, biding their time while we solved the riddles, I don’t know. It seemed likely. I should have been paying more attention to my instincts when I’d seen Will back away from the crack. Clearly, the hideous bunch of shadow bastards had now appeared so that they could get their hands on the pendant. 
 
    That was too bad, of course, now that the pendant was gone. 
 
    Unfortunately, I got the impression that we were unlikely to be given the chance to explain that I had inadvertently soaked the solid piece of wizarding bling into my hand before the horde cut us to shreds. 
 
    And cutting us into sashimi certainly appeared to be what the murderous, slavering bunch of Shadow Nation minions looked to have in mind. They were armed well and truly to the teeth—to the molars, I imagined. 
 
    The mad little eyes of the goblins were rolling with battle-lust in their disgusting, pinched, unintelligent faces. I’d had experience with them with Elenari, on the very first day I had set foot into this world. They were not a particularly strong race, but even rats will be able to overrun and eat an Alsatian if there are enough of the fuckers. 
 
    The trolls looked like poorly carved statues, huge and square and craggy. They were holding clubs and mauls in their three-fingered hands, their yellow eyes fixed on the four of us as they bellowed and stamped their guttural war cries. 
 
    Imps whizzed about the place, armed with tiny crossbows. They nattered indecipherably to one another, mana sparking off their forked tails like loose electrical cables. 
 
    Compared to the other three races, the dark elves were all cool composure. They made up the flanks of the battalion and had the look of enforcers. I had an idea that they had been sent to make sure that the trolls, imps, and goblins didn’t screw the pooch in the numerous ways that they could have done. 
 
    “All this for little old us?” I growled, my face going cold, my mind entering that killing place, the place I shared with the six dragons who inhabited my head. 
 
    “All this for that little old pendant, more likely,” Hana said. 
 
    The Vetruscan bearmancer was standing ready, her stance low. She looked like a spring that was on the point of unwinding all at once. 
 
    “The pendant…” I whispered. 
 
    A slow smile spread across my face as a beautiful realization dawned in my mind; a realization that was instantly shared by the half a dozen dragons under my guidance. 
 
    The clamor amongst our enemy host was gathering momentum. There was the unmistakable air about them of a bunch of murderous morons about to set to  
 
    “Cyan, you’re sure that I can channel all of you into a single slot if I need to?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “Looks like it, Dad,” the Faerie Dragon replied. 
 
    “She’s right, Father,” Pan assured me, much to Cyan’s annoyance. 
 
    My smile widened to the point where I wouldn’t have been surprised to feel it touch at the back of my head. 
 
    “All right,” I said, in a voice that was as still, cold, and deadly dangerous as a frozen lake. “Then, all of you, get into the Leg Slot. Now.” 
 
    Six dragons appeared in front of me and my fellow mancers: Onyx, Pearl, Smog, Tempest, Faerie, and Ice. 
 
    It was probably the most ball-shrinking wall of foes that any of that Shadow Nation battalion had ever come across. 
 
    “It will most definitely be the last,” Noctis told me, reveling in the joy that dragons felt at imminent destruction and death. 
 
    Seeing my assembly of bristling, angry dragons, each one taking a shape that was at least the size of your average Winnebago, the other mancers got the idea immediately. 
 
    In no time at all Bearne, Corvar, and Fyzos added their impressive bulk to the wall in front of us. 
 
    The noise of our enemy diminished noticeably. Seemed that they had suddenly become just a mite less cocky—I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    I strode between the flanks of Noctis and Pan, emerging between the black scales and the cobalt blue. I raised my finger and pointed it at our suddenly very worried looking enemy. 
 
    “Flame them,” I said. 
 
    The collection of fire that poured forth from the eight dragons, as well as some rather fantastic ice-spheres conjured and loosed by Hana’s war-bear, Bearne, was a spectacle the likes of which I had never seen before. 
 
    Scintillating rose flame ripped out of Garth, shredding goblins into confetti. Fyzos’ flame was more a concussion wave than anything else, and it tore a strip through the ranks of the foe, blasting body parts in all directions. The icy blue fire of Brenna froze and shattered the hapless dark-elves that she was focusing on in a splintered second, while Noctis’ roaring bursts of silvery-black Chaos magic caused dozens of trolls to burst into shreds of ether and fall like ash to the floor of Fateseeker’s Cavern. 
 
    The enemy had nowhere to go, nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide. In military circles, I believed there was an acronym they might have liked to use: SNAFU—Situation Normal: All Fucked Up. 
 
    They were decimated, and I was really talking decimated here. They were fucked worse than someone burning their bridges while standing on them. Fucked worse than Snowden when he came out with those leaks. Fucked worse than a woman I heard of who got caught stealing headstones for decorations on Halloween. 
 
    They were fucked.  
 
    The torrents of fire and light and magic played across the stonework, melting it in places. Goblins and trolls, imps and dark-elves were reduced to mere particles. 
 
    It was still while there were maybe two dozen of the enemy left that our magical beasts fell on them with tooth and claw. 
 
    “Live prey,” Noctis told me coldly, “is so much sweeter than dead flesh.” 
 
    Victory had never been so easily assured.  
 
       
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing left of the Shadow Nations force but ash and char, after our nine magical creatures had finished with them. Ash and char, that was all. The stone chamber was streaked and smeared black with what had formerly been about three-hundred living, breathing, stinking beings. It had been a stark reminder, to me at least, at just how powerful and ruthless dragons were. 
 
    I hadn’t been required to lift a single finger in the defeat of the horde. Neither had any of the other mancers. It had had nothing to do with being scared—of course it hadn’t, we were mancers. We would have simply gotten in the way of our beasts as they unleashed, for the first time, all together.  
 
    For my part, as the sire to five of the dragons that I shared a mind with and held the crystals to, it felt like a coming of age. It had been a bonding experience, where Wayne, Garth, Cyan, Pan, and Brenna had got to come together and establish a pecking order of sorts, under the watchful gaze of the undisputed alpha, Noctis. 
 
    “Enjoy that, did you?” I asked the Onyx Dragon, when all our magical beasts had been returned to their crystals. 
 
    “We faced our enemy and they turned from the hunters into the hunted,” Noctis replied, his words glowing with satisfaction in the same way that metal radiates when it is drawn from a forge. “That is the ultimate goal; to defeat your opponent in the space of time that lies between laying eyes on one another and joining battle.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more comprehensive slaughter,” I admitted to him. “The girls and I didn’t even need to do anything.” 
 
    Noctis settled himself comfortably in my mind. He was evidently extremely satisfied with how the fight had gone, as he should have been. We had faced a slavering Shadow Nations horde and what was now left of them would have had to have been swept up and posted back to whatever nebulous figure controlled them. 
 
    “That is how our relationship, the bond between dragon and mancer, works,” the Onyx Dragoon said. “We concentrate on how we can best help one another. We analyze situations in the time it takes a bird to flap its wings and we act for the good for the whole, yes?” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” I said. 
 
    Although they did not speak to me, I could tell that my other dragons were feeling pretty chuffed with themselves right then too. I could hear them at the edge of my awareness, going over how they, individually, had done in the battle.  
 
    “Mike?” Hana said, putting a hand on my shoulder and breaking me from the internal conversation. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    Hana pointed up toward the ceiling of the chamber. Clearly, the extended dragonfire, reverberating roars of the beasts, and the odd loose arrow that had been fired wildly by the panicking Shadow Nations horde had done nothing for the internal integrity of the Fateseeker’s Cavern. 
 
    There was a sharp crack, and a jagged line ran up the wall from the floor like a bolt of reversed lightning. 
 
    I looked down to make sure that Will was nearby. The wisp was already lurking by the exit. 
 
    I had always said that guy was clever. 
 
    “Girls!” I said loudly as a large chunk of the wall splintered and crashed down. “It’s time for us to go!” 
 
    My fellow mancers were smart cookies, it was part of what I found so attractive about them, so they didn’t need to wait for a formal invitation or written instructions to hightail it out of there. 
 
    As we boosted for the exit, at the doorway of which Will was waiting like a genial exit sign, pulsing ever more urgently, a section of ceiling at the back of the chamber collapsed inward. 
 
    I reached the exit first but waited for the women. Will lit the way and took the lead, while I ushered Tamsin, Renji, and Hana through. As they sprinted past me, I watched as the Fateseeker’s Cavern sprang a plethora of leaks in its stonework and the desert sands of Akrit began to pour in. It was like watching a submarine rupture, only the hissing roar was provided by an ocean of sand instead of saltwater. 
 
    “Move your asses!” I yelled, swatting Hana affectionately on the ass as she flew past me. “I hate it when I get sand in my boots!” 
 
    As I turned and made to follow the fleeing women, there was a roar and the entire ceiling buckled inward. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for Will’s infallible sense of direction, I doubted we would have made it out of that place alive. Even with Will zooming along ahead of us, taking every correct turn and urging us on to ever greater speeds, I could still feel the uncomfortable spray of sand on the back of my neck for too long. 
 
    Behind us, the rumble of the collapsing Fateseeker’s Cavern and the wholesale destruction of the temple as it collapsed outward, chasing us, sounded like the gods moving the furniture around. 
 
    We ran and we ran. There is something about a collapsing building that lends wings to a man’s feet. The cracking, splintering booming that followed us was like nothing I had ever heard before. 
 
    Still, at least the dracaenae that’d had the misfortune to guard the pendant had now been given a proper burial. 
 
    After what seemed like too long, we outran the sound of the destruction. I guessed that the temple passages down which we had fled, back toward Kakra’s little stronghold, had filled with sand ahead of the main collapse. Now, there was only the occasional deep rumble as tons of sand settled and shifted into position, ready to relax again for the next fifty eons. 
 
    Kakra met us at the opening, at the entrance, to the Subterranean Realms where she had left us. The desert seer looked pleased, but unsurprised, to see us. I guess she wouldn’t have been much of a prophet if she couldn’t at least act like she had known that we would make it all along. 
 
    “My my my,” the old wormmancer said, dusting sand off Tamsin’s sleeveless leather jerkin, “you made fine time. Very fine time. For some reason, I thought you may have been held up.”  
 
    Kakra’s mismatched red and blue eyes twinkled, but she gave nothing away. 
 
    “You were successful, then?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess we were, yeah,” I said. “We didn’t know what we were getting, but when we did, it proved to be quite… advantageous.” 
 
    “Hence the speediness of our return, wise one,” Hana said. 
 
    “The relic, a pendant as it turned out to be, enabled Mike to hold multiple dragons in a single crystal slot,” Renji said with slow care. “For any other mancer, I don’t think it would really have been much of an advantage, seeing as only the Dragon Breeder is able to be bonded with more than one dragon.” 
 
    “Yet you can see why the Shadow Nations would covet such a thing?” Kakra asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Better to have it and not be able to use it than let your enemy have it,” I said. “Classic politics, really.” 
 
    “It is the way with all weapons,” Kakra said. “Powers, kingdoms, people; they hoard them like all resources. It is so, if such a time ever arises, those powers, kingdoms, or people can obtain any victory they desire with any weapon they possess. Why is it, do you think, that mancers are so revered? They are some of the best weapons that your kingdoms have at their disposal.” 
 
    “The best,” Tamsin said stoutly. 
 
    Kakra tilted her head and looked at the hobgoblin through her odd eyes. “You could be right. A soldier that can summon mythical beasts, use magic, and fell a rhinoceros with a single punch. There’s little not to love about that from a military point of view.” 
 
    “I’d never punch a rhinoceros,” I said. “They’re endangered.”  
 
    Kakra gave me a confused look and began to lead the way back down the passage. The sound of her feet scuffing across the smooth stone and the tap-tap-tap of her bone staff were all the sounds there were for a minute or so. 
 
    “How is Zala going?” I asked the wormmancer. 
 
    “The catmancer is making good progress and is fine to travel once more,” Kakra replied, “but it will not be long before her location is open to the Shaykh once more. It is good that you returned so quickly. Come, let us go and see how she fares and make our plans.” 
 
    We found Zala sitting up at the low table around which we had eaten not so long before. She had a platter in her lap and was shoveling rice and yoghurt and bread into her face with her fingers, as if she had not eaten in days. 
 
    Hell, I thought, perhaps she hasn’t. Perhaps that’s just another mark against the Shaykh that I’ll have to settle with him before I kick his pelvis out through the top of his head. 
 
    She looked up when we entered the room; her whole body tensing, the pupils of her liquid dark eyes contracting just like a surprised cat. 
 
    Then, she relaxed and smiled warmly at Kakra. 
 
    “How do you feel now, my dear?” the Last Wormmancer asked. 
 
    Zala swallowed and said, “Much better, thank you, though the poultice is beginning to itch a little.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kakra said, leaning down to examine the drying compress between Zala’s exquisite breasts, “that is to be expected. Time is flowing freely. We must make our schemes and put them into action.” 
 
    We did not sit. There seemed little point. Instead, I said, “Kakra, it’s obvious that you already have some notion of want to do next. It’d be a proud and foolish man who didn’t at least listen to someone who can predict the future. What’s your advice?” 
 
    Kakra’s pensive gaze did not leave Zala. 
 
    “I believe that the best thing for us all to do,” she said, “is to take wing on your dragons and actually venture back to Akrit.” 
 
    “But Seer,” Tamsin said, “when the poultice’s efficacy runs out, won’t that make it all the easier for Shaykh Antizah to find Zala? To find us all?” 
 
    Kakra shook her white head. “I think not. Even if the Shaykh can pinpoint that Zala is back in the city, he will still have himself quite the mission in finding her due to the enormous amount of people there.” 
 
    I considered this. 
 
    “You’re opting for the needle in haystack approach?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” the desert seer said. 
 
    Slowly, I nodded my head. “That makes sense. If he can’t pinpoint the exact location of Zala, then logic follows that we should put her where his men have to go through as many potential rebel candidates as possible.” 
 
    Kakra inclined her head in the affirmative. “That’s right, Dragon Breeder. If the Shaykh is going to know roughly where Zala is—and where we are—then we may as well make it as tricky as possible for him to locate us exactly. The capital of Akrit is a melting pot and, like all melting pots, it is a damned messy and sticky thing to be viewed from the outside.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “At least, it sounds like the best to be made of a messy situation.” 
 
    I looked around, making sure that Tamsin, Hana, and Renji had no objections to this plan. As I expected, they did not. That was unsurprising; they were smart and focused women. They knew as well as I did that we were going to have to go back into the lion’s den to sort this shit out. Knew that we’d have to take the fight back to the Shaykh if we were to do the right thing and free Akrit’s catmancers from lives of bound servitude. 
 
    “So, all of you are happy to head back into Akrit?” Kakra asked us, after me and the girls had exchanged looks: looks which said as plain as day that we were going to head back into the capital of Akrit and ruffle the Shaykh’s feathers. 
 
    “Ladies?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m in,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “In,” Renji said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it,” Hana said. 
 
    “You’ll need me, and I’ll be there,” said Zala. 
 
    “Ditto all of the above,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent, I’m glad that we are all in agreement,” Kakra said, clapping her hands together. 
 
    “Are we leaving now?” Tamsin asked. She looked keen and eager. No one would have guessed that only an hour or so before we had watched three-hundred or so Shadow Nation troops get cooked extra-crispy by our beasts and then had to make a dash for our lives as the desert collapsed in on us. 
 
    “No,” said Kakra. “Although I think that time is of the essence, I believe that you could all benefit with a brief rest. I did not anticipate you coming through your trials so quickly. It would be foolish not to take advantage of the time that we have to spare. I think that when we reach the capital, there will be precious little time for relaxing.” 
 
    “Not for the Shaykh, that’s for damn sure,” I said. 
 
    “I do not doubt that in the slightest,” the old wormmancer said. “In the meantime, if any of you would like to rest and take a nap, there are plenty of bunk rooms in which you might refresh yourselves.” 
 
    “I think,” I said, “that I might take you up on that offer, Kakra. May as well recharge the batteries while we have a chance.” 
 
    Kakra, of course, didn’t know what the fuck batteries were, but she showed me to a clean sleeping room with a single bed in it all the same. I thanked her, and she told me that she would wake me in an hour. I was just settling in for what promised to be a nice little nap when the door to the room opened and shut quickly, and I found myself looking at none other than Hana. 
 
    “Hey there,” I said. 
 
    Hana stood in the doorway for a few moments just looking at me. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Just you,” the bearmancer replied. 
 
    “I see,” I said. Already, the idea of a nap was receding into the distance. The Vetruscan bearmancer, with her Viking-esque haircut, piercings, and penetrative deep maroon eyes, was gazing at me speculatively. It was the sort of speculative look that, in my experience, only led down one road—and it was a road I liked to travel. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any point beating around the bush. 
 
    Unless that’s what Hana wanted me to do, obviously.  
 
    “You better come here, then,” I said. 
 
    With a sudden violence and urgency, Hana was on me, straddling me where I lay on the comfortable mattress. 
 
    “Imminent danger and possible death,” I quipped, “who would have thought those two things could be such powerful aphrodisiacs?” 
 
    In answer, Hana’s hand shot out and grasped me by the back of the neck. Irresistibly, the bearmancer pulled me up to her, pressing her face against mine, crushing her lips against my own. Our kisses were hungry, unrefined, fervent. There was no fairy-tale element to them, no romance. There was only a sudden animal need; a fire that needed to be allowed to burn unchecked. 
 
    Our teeth clicked together as our tongues thrust into each other's mouths. Dancing. Probing. Entwining. Our hands seemed to have minds of their own; our fingers moved of their own accord and investigated each other’s bodies over our clothes. 
 
    Oddly, in the back of my mind, I noted that Hana tasted like lemon and cinnamon and gingerbread, and she smelled of clean pine woods—pure, warm, comforting smells that evoked images of pristine fields of crisp, white snow and nights spent wrapped in soft blankets in front of roaring log fires while snow fell softly outside the window. 
 
    “All right, seeing as we’re on somewhat of a time limit here,” I growled into Hana’s hair as the bearmancer kissed me around my throat, “I hope you’ll excuse me for taking the lead here.” 
 
    With a suddenness that made the Vetruscan gasp, I flipped her over and spun her around so that I was now on top and she was lying on her back on the little single bed. 
 
    Hana gave me a look of such heat and intensity that it could have been used in place of an acetylene torch. 
 
    “Nothing like maintaining diplomatic ties, is there?” she asked in a throaty voice. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a tough job we have sometimes, isn’t it?” I replied, grinning. “But I suppose someone has to do it.” 
 
    With devastating, delicious slowness, Hana grasped the bottom of her shirt and, with a bit of tactical wiggling, managed to draw it upward. 
 
    As I had noted before, Hana’s breasts were amazing—the ideal size, a superb shape. They sat on her chest, firm and inviting and perky, her nipples stiffening as she watched me feast my eyes on them. 
 
    “The novelty of me hasn’t worn off, then?” she said teasingly, in that lovely lilting accent of hers. 
 
    I might have said something, I might have just drooled like a vegetable, I’m not one hundred percent. 
 
    Giggling with delighted amusement, Hana wriggled a little more, dragging off her tight-fitting breeches and dragging my eyes with them. The rising swell of her breasts was complemented by the juxtaposition of her flat, strong stomach. I could make out the subtle outlines of her abdominal muscles, which my gaze then followed downward, down to her shapely jutting hip bones. My eyes, now seemingly in freefall mode, were pulled ever downward until they were well south of the border, until… 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’re much of an artist, but you could always make a sketch of me,” she teased, “it’d be my gift to you.” 
 
    I shook my head, still running my hungry eyes over the bearmancer. Feeling my cock turning to stone in my breeches. 
 
    “I don’t think even the best artist in all the world could do the view that I’m currently enjoying justice,” I said.  
 
    As I gazed at her naked form, Hana cupped one of her jugs with her hand and gently squeezed and pulled at her rosy, pink nipple. She gave a little groan of pleasure and bit her bottom lip. 
 
    That was the only cue I needed. Even if I had had access to some sort of disrobing spell, I doubted I could have gotten naked faster than I did just then. In a flash, my pants, shirt, and boxers were strewn on the floor. 
 
    My cock was so hard that it might as well have been carved out of diamond. Hana’s eyes filled with longing as she took a good, prolonged look at it. She let go of her bottom lip, which she had been biting, but only so that she could stick her lovely pink tongue out from between her glistening lips and run it slowly along them, moistening them even more. She bit her top lip this time, and her deep, dark red eyes slid up the ridges of my chiseled stomach and over my muscular chest before they locked with mine. 
 
    “Is there some craziness about to go down here, Hana?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    Hana pulled harder at the nipple that she had been toying with. 
 
    “Depends on your definition of craziness, I suppose, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    My own eyes flicked down to the bearmancer’s almost totally smooth pubic region. There was a single little triangle of precisely shaved hair, almost like a helpful arrow, guiding my gaze toward that part of her that I most wanted to get my hands on. 
 
    I felt myself twitch with anticipation and grow even harder, if that was possible. I swallowed. 
 
    Hana’s hand settled on my thigh and crept upward; inching up my strong leg, closer to my throbbing member. 
 
    “I want you inside of me, Mike,” Hana said, and there was an urgency in her voice. 
 
    Cursing inwardly a little, I said, “You know I won’t be able to cum inside of you. I can’t risk knocking you up again, not without any Etherstones.” 
 
    Hana grinned wolfishly at me. “Then, let me please you, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “In the interest of our diplomatic ties?” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” the Vetruscan said. 
 
    “If you insist,” I said. “I’d hate to cause offence by turning down such a tempting and selfless offer. I don’t want to cause an international incident now, do I?” 
 
    “Perish the thought,” Hana said softly. 
 
    I moaned as Hana grasped me boldly by the base of my rod, massaging my balls with firm, skilled fingers. Hot lust flooded through my groin into my stomach and into my chest. The bearmancer stroked me, up and down, up and down, up and down, all the while looking intently into my face.  
 
    Kneeling over Hana, I closed my eyes and gave myself up to the rhythm of her wonderfully dexterous hands. The bearmancer knew exactly when to squeeze and how fast to work my shaft. She would edge me right up to the brink of cumming, spitting on her palms every now and again to help her hands slide over my eager cock, before pulling back and letting me simmer down again. 
 
    After a little while of enduring this delicious torture, I pulled my prick free of Hana’s hands and said, “That’s it, I need to be in you. Right now.” 
 
    Without a word, Hana lay back on the bed and opened her legs to reveal her glistening wet sex. I felt my heart rate pick up, my breathing coming heavy through my nose. The Vetruscan was so wet and eager that it was the work of a moment for me to push the tip of my cock up against her tight slot and then guide it home. 
 
    Hana let out a long, ecstatic sigh. She ran a hand down her stomach, nails tracing white lines across her navel and then put it between her legs. She gave another soft little moan, which seemed to tug at every one of my primal instincts, and began rubbing at her clitoris, rising up on her elbows so that she could watch me thrusting in and out of her. She grunted and her back arched as I thrust into her again and again. Her nails ran down my back, leaving trails of pleasurable, tingling fire in their wake. She grabbed my asscheeks as if she were trying to force me as far inside her as she could. 
 
    We ground against one another, both of us watching each other out of half-closed eyelids. The only sound was the slap of my nuts against her wet box, the hiss of skin on skin as we ran our hands over one another, the whimper and rasp of Hana’s heavy breathing, and the wet sucking noises as my dick slid in and out of her. 
 
    The bed was not a big one, so I can say without doubt that we covered every inch of that thing. The ancient but clean mattress groaned more than once as we shifted our position again and again. 
 
    I pushed Hana up toward the head of the bed so that she was pressed against the cool stone wall and fucked her doggy-style. Her ass was something that I could quite happily have looked at all day, and the sight of it, as I fucked her hard from behind, sent my lust skyrocketing into heights. I smacked the bearmancer’ asscheeks as she bucked vigorously backward to meet my every thrust, impaling herself deeper and deeper onto my shaft. She was groaning loudly now, gasping every time I stabbed my cock into her, reveling in every smack of my balls against her clit. 
 
    Suddenly, the Vetruscan blurted something out that I didn’t quite catch. 
 
    “Come again?” I said, panting as I continued fucking her. 
 
    “That’s just… it!” Hana puffed frantically. “I… am cumming!” 
 
    It was unexpected, but not unwelcome in the least. There was never anything wrong with someone getting off on my watch. It was one of the best compliments a girl could give you. Meant that you’d be pressing the right buttons and hitting the right spots. 
 
    With a sudden desperate, whining exhalation, Hana put her hands against the stone wall of the sleeping chamber and reared back, shuddering, and pressed herself hard against me. I cupped both of her exquisite breasts in my hands, pinching the nipples as she writhed and squirmed against me. 
 
    With the knowledge that she was climaxing, and the sensation of her covering my cock and balls with her girl juice, it was as if the final dam inside of me, that held back my own ecstasy, suddenly cracked. 
 
    “Fuck!” I said. “Fuck! Me too! Shit!” 
 
    With a selflessness that was made all the more impressive by the fact that her eyes were still rolling in her head, Hana slid off my cock and turned around so that she was eye to eye with my woody. Without missing a beat, just as I surrendered myself to the coming explosion, she grabbed my cock put it into her mouth. 
 
    I bucked and twitched as I came in her mouth, my hot seed flooding over the Vetruscan’s lips. Hana lapped up every drop of my jizz, making the kinds of noises that pointed to someone having a whale of a time. A few flecks of cum splashed her chin, but apart from that, she made sure that Kakra might only have to wash the sheets, rather than burn them as might have been the case if Hana hadn’t been such a stunning team player. 
 
    “Holy shit, that was incredible!” I panted as the two of us flopped onto the bed, and Hana wiped the last of my jizz from her face.  
 
    Hana made a little mewl of agreement and swallowed. 
 
    “Agreed,” she said. “I can think of little else that turns me on more than licking my own juices off a nice hard cock. I am much in your debt, Dragon Breeder.” 
 
    “You’re in my debt?” I asked, with a breathy laugh. “I wouldn’t put it like that. If anything, I owe you!” 
 
    Hana patted me on the chest and kissed me on the side of the neck. 
 
    “Let’s just call it even then, hm?” she said. “And we are both safe in the knowledge that the Vetruscan-Mystocean alliance is still as strong as ever.” 
 
    “Another job well done,” I laughed softly. 
 
    Before we could sink into that nice, warm, pink-misted, lethargic embrace that usually comes after some hot, vigorous sex, there was a sharp rat-tat-tat at the door of the bed chamber. 
 
    “Dragonmancer, bearmancer,” came the voice of Kakra through the wooden door, “ready yourselves. It is time that we were leaving.” 
 
    “It’s been an hour already?” Hana asked me softly, as surprised as I was to learn that sixty minutes had already elapsed. I could have sworn that we had only been fucking for a little while. 
 
    “Time has the habit of flying, or so it is said, when you’re having fun,” came the knowing reply through the door. “Now, hurry, we have business to conclude with our dear friend Shaykh Antizah!” 
 
    “So much for a refreshing nap,” I said drily. “Although, after that sex, I feel like I could take on the world!” 
 
    Hana rolled off the bed. She reached down, picked up my breeches, and tossed them to me. She really was a sight, standing there like Lagertha Lothbrok in the nude. Tight ass and tight body, and a set of tits that you’d be content to say were the last pair of jugs you ever clapped eyes on. There weren’t too many women I knew that could look so incredibly dangerous dressed in nothing more than a collection of silver piercings and a smile, but somehow Hana managed it. She exuded lethality in about the same amount as she exuded raw sexual magnetism.  
 
    “You know what they say,” she said, the soft cadence of her exotic voice making my cock twitch eagerly, even as I pulled on my breeches. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Hana said. “No rest for the wicked.” 
 
    I pulled my shirt over my head, pulled Hana to me, and kissed her hard on the mouth. 
 
    “That’s too bad for Shaykh Antizah. Because he’s about to find out just how wicked a Dragon Breeder can be.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We flew through the deepening night in silence. Far, far away on the western horizon, over the rising and falling dunes, the sky was still a heathery purple and there was a very faint white light running across the skyline. 
 
    “For a place that is mostly empty sand,” I said over my shoulder to Zala, “this homeland of yours sure can be beautiful.” 
 
    Zala gave me a small squeeze. Despite the chilliness that infused the desert air at the altitude of one-hundred feet, the catmancer seemed totally comfortable. 
 
    “Yes, it is. It is a beautiful place and mirrors the personalities of many of those who call it home,” she said to me. 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked politely. 
 
    “It can be harsh and unforgiving.” 
 
    “I have to tell you that the idea of the catmancers being enslaved to Shaykh Antizah sticks in my craw a little,” I said. 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” Zala asked me. 
 
    “In the world that I come from, though I was free to live as well as my financial situation allowed, I never got to enjoy the pure level of freedom that I enjoy in this world. There is so much potential here, so much that all of us might do and create and help with, that the fact that Shaykh Antizah thinks that he can just take you and your fellow catmancers freedom is quite sickening.” 
 
    Zala said nothing, but I felt her nod to herself, as if I had answered right. 
 
    “So, you want to help us because you are a good person,” she said into my shoulder. 
 
    I chuckled at that. I wasn’t sure that I was necessarily a good person, not what you might consider an angel, but I tried to be as good an individual as I could be. 
 
    “Let’s just say that I think it’s imperative that everyone gets given the same chance to live their life as everyone else,” I said. “And if that means that I have to help to save the catmancers from some egomaniacal bastard, then that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    We flew on in silence for a little longer. Off to my right, the young moon was gleaming and sliding its light along Corvar’s mercurial back. Renji caught me looking over at her and gave me a small wave, which I returned. Behind the djinn, Kakra was sitting tucked in tight behind her. The old wormmancer’s robes were streaming out behind her in the wind of the Steel Dragon’s passage. 
 
    I turned my head to the left and saw Tamsin and Hana riding Fyzos, the Force Dragon. Will, the wisp, was perched serenely on the dragon’s rump. He was happily unconcerned with the wind that should have been buffeting him. He was looking as relaxed as an entity with no discernable face could look. In the light of the strengthening moon, the spiky, angular dragon glowed a spooky amber. 
 
    Noctis was under me, blacker than the desert night sky. If there had been anyone on the dunes below us to look up, I figured we would have presented quite an ominous sight. 
 
    “Mike?” 
 
    “Yeah, Zala,” I said. 
 
    “You know, I am very touched by this,” the catmancer said softly. 
 
    “Touched by what?” I asked. 
 
    “By your willingness to help me. To help my fellow catmancers. To assist the people of Akrit in cutting out and potentially ridding themselves of the cancer that is the Shaykh’s hold on this country.” 
 
    I shook my head, reached out, and patted the woman’s arm, which was crossed over my stomach. “I told you, it’s nothing, Zala. Just trying to do what is right. Plus, like I said, Shaykh Antizah is the sort of asshole that would put a snake in your pocket and then ask you for a light or some spare change. People like that shouldn’t be running countries. Leaders are meant to fear their people and do all they can to please them, not the other way around.” 
 
    “That is very wise, Mike,” Zala said. 
 
    “Well, it’s often said that the fish stinks from the head down. It wasn’t too much of an original thought on my part.” 
 
    “And I am of a like mind,” Zala told me. “However, I must ask you something.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “How do you propose to accomplish this feat? The Shaykh is a clever and cunning man. Ruthless and quick-witted. He will not hesitate in killing you should he find you. He will also certainly think very little of raking up much collateral damage if it means finding and finishing me.” 
 
    “If I’m being honest, Zala,” I said, “I was kind of hoping that this flight, and this view, might set a seed of inspiration to flourish in my mind as regards a plan. Unfortunately, I haven’t thought of anything particularly clever just yet.” 
 
    “Then please let me warn you that you cannot just blast the entire city with your dragons and hope to drive the Shaykh out, nor even the palace alone if your fine beasts are capable of more accurate destruction,” Zala said. 
 
    “No?” I asked, feeling a little gutted at this news. 
 
    The thought had occurred to me of just flattening Shaykh Antizah’s pad with dragonfire. Fyzos’ force fire would have been particularly useful for knocking over the walls of the mammoth building and squashing the Shaykh like a bearded cockroach. 
 
    “No, you must not adopt such an approach,” Zala said firmly. 
 
    “You don’t think that tactic would go down well with the locals, huh?” I asked. “Even if we’re doing it for their benefit?” 
 
    “The proletariat won’t stand that sort of stratagem,” Zala insisted as Noctis skimmed over the peak of one particularly enormous, mountain-sized dune. “There will be no time to warn them that it is not some random attack from the dragonmancers that entered their city.” 
 
    I nodded my head at this. “And no doubt that slippery fucker, Shaykh Antizah, would have heralds out proclaiming that that is exactly what was going on, turning the whole city against us.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what he would do,” Zala agreed. “Though many of the citizenry hate the Shaykh, they also love their city with a fierce passion, so you—we—will have to be a bit tactful in our approach if we can manage it.” 
 
    I looked out over the dunes glowing like piles of silver dust, or like the gentle waves of some frozen ocean, in the light of the rising moon. This revelation made things just that little bit more difficult. What was more, time was already not on our side. 
 
    “There is… something else too, Mike Noctis,” Zala’s smooth voice said into my ear. 
 
    “Something else?” I asked, a little skeptically. 
 
    “There’s another problem,” the catmancer said carefully. 
 
    “And that is…?”  
 
    “The bond that the Shaykh has created between the catmancers,” Zala said, her breath warm as the desert wind in my ear, “is one of such potency that, if he is assassinated, then all of us, all those bound to him, die with him at the moment of his death.” 
 
    I sat up a little straighter at these words and was rewarded by a buffeting of wind in my face. 
 
    “Head down, Earthling,” Noctis growled in my head, “you’re reducing our speed.” 
 
    I hunkered back down a little, into the Onyx Dragon’s slipstream. “You’re telling me that if we kill the Shaykh in the course of our quest to save the catmancers, there’s the chance that you will all perish along with him?” 
 
    “Yes, that is so,” Zala said. “Although, seeing as we are being totally transparent with one another, I must tell you that is less of a chance and more of a certainty.” 
 
    For a moment, I just digested this nugget of information. “And I don’t suppose that you would happen to know how to get around this thorny little issue?” 
 
    Zala replied in the negative. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “That’s just… great. There’s nothing like something going from almost impossible to completely impossible to give a warrior confidence.” 
 
    At Kakra’s instructions, relayed to Tamsin and me by Renji, we landed about a mile outside of the walls of the capital of Akrit. Our destination was a rundown-looking farmhouse surrounded by a grove of palms that fed off a marshy bit of water supplied by an underground spring. 
 
    “We’re safe here do you think?” I asked Kakra as soon as Tamsin, Renji, and I had placed our dragoons back into their crystals. 
 
    “We are safe here for now,” Kakra told me with calming certainty, “although we are still too far from the city for Zala to be safe. Once the screening poultice runs its course, which will not be long now, the Shaykh will be able to pinpoint her. We need to get into the city proper, Dragonmancer Noctis, and we need to do it fast.” 
 
    She marched swiftly across a wide and dusty courtyard surrounded on three sides by dilapidated farm buildings, her bone staff tapping dully on the hard earth as we went. 
 
    “What was this place?” I asked the wormmancer, following her. 
 
    “It was a former safehouse for the rebels,” Kakra told me, looking around her in a way that told me she was remembering the deserted place as it once had been. “It used to be a gathering place for those who opposed the Shaykh, but no longer.” 
 
    Kakra led us into an open plan kitchen area in which a large wooden table was set. Around it were a collection of mismatched chairs, but none of us made a move to sit down. We all knew that there was no time for that. There was no light, but Will glowed with enough luminosity for us mancers to see quite clearly. 
 
    Hana walked over to a shuttered window, opened it a crack, and peered out for a few seconds. Satisfied that there was no one watching us, she closed the shutter once more. 
 
    “I appreciate that we have to get our asses into Akrit as quick as we can,” I said, speaking before anyone else could, “but Zala mentioned a couple of reasons why we can’t go in there guns—that is to say, dragons blazing.” 
 
    “But that’s our go-to tactic,” Tamsin smirked from where she was leaning against a wall and running her thumb down one of her daggers. “Hasn’t failed us yet, Mike.” 
 
    “No, I guess it hasn’t,” I admitted. “Regrettably, though, Zala believes that burning the palace to the ground will not endear us to the locals. They will not see this move as a move to liberate them from an oppressor they hate, but as an attack on the heart of a city that they love and call home.” 
 
    Hana grunted. “Understandable. If dragons were to attack the Berserker Hall back in Hrímdale, even if Queen Frami was universally despised, I would see it as an attack on the seat of Vetrusca as a whole.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “And if that wasn’t enough, there is something else that might prove to be even more of an encumbrance, as far as snuffing out the Shaykh goes.” 
 
    “And that is?” Renji asked. 
 
    “The magical bond that links him to the catmancers, and essentially enslaves them to his will, is so powerful, so ingrained, that if we kill the fucker, then they all die along with him,” I said. 
 
    Silence greeted this. 
 
    “Is it true?” Renji asked Zala. 
 
    The catmancer swallowed and nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a pickle that we find ourselves in,” I said. “And we are running out of time.” I pointed to where the city of Akrit lay beyond the shuttered windows. “The only thing we have got going for us, really, is that the Shaykh is predictable in one thing.” 
 
    “And what is that, Dragonmancer Noctis?” Kakra queried. 
 
    “That he will come hunting for Zala as soon as he can. The pissant has an ego on him the size of a planet; the sort of guy who wouldn’t lower himself to go to a funeral unless it was his own.” 
 
    “Which, seeing as what the future likely holds for him,” Tamsin said with a nasty gleam in her eye, “is convenient.” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess it’s all part of being an all powerful Shaykh yadda yadda yadda,” I said. “Most importantly, though, it tells us that we have to get into the city as soon as possible, if only to disguise Zala. Even if we don’t have a plan as such, we can at least ensure that she is safe as possible from Shaykh Antizah’s search.” 
 
    Zala smiled appreciatively at this, and the others murmured their agreement. 
 
    “As to this plan that we do not yet have,” I continued, turning to fix Kakra with my eye, “I was hoping that you might have some advice. Know any way to disrupt this bond between the catmancers and their self-proclaimed master?” 
 
    The wormmancer gave me one of those warm but slightly enigmatic grins of hers. There could be no denying, she looked pleased that I had asked. 
 
    “My eyes and ears have seen hazy things and heard whispered rumors, yes,” the older woman said. 
 
    “You have heard specifics, wise one?” Hana asked Kakra. 
 
    “Not specifics, no,” the wormmancer replied. “They are just tidbits of information that I could not make any sense of before now, but I feel that they have slotted into place most snuggly.” 
 
    “What have you heard?” I asked. 
 
    “That the Shaykh spends much time in an inner sanctum of his palace,” Kakra said. “My spies had mentioned a focus point of power for the bond—though when I heard this months ago, I had no notion of what bond they were talking about, and they had only heard the Shaykh mention it to an advisor by chance.” 
 
    “What is this focus point?” Tamsin asked. “And how do we get to it?” 
 
    Zala gasped. “I know it. It is a sacred crystal in the Shaykh's inner sanctum of his palace. I have not seen it, but I have heard of it. I don’t know where it is in the palace, unfortunately.” 
 
    I leaned forward and planted my fists on the rough wooden boards of the table and looked at each of the women standing around the room in turn. 
 
    “I’ll say again, as I have already said to Zala here on the flight in,” I said, “that I am resolute in doing this. I’m going to end this slavery and free the catmancers.” 
 
    “And free the rest of those citizens in the land of Akrit laboring under the yolk of Shaykh Antizah’s reign,” Zala said. 
 
    I inclined my head. 
 
    “So, we’re decided that we’re going to get inside Akrit, find this crystal, and kill the motherfucking shaykh,” I said. 
 
    “We always have your back, Mike,” Renji said. 
 
    “Yeah, and there’s no way that any dragonmancer worth their salt—” said Tamsin. 
 
    “Or bearmancer,” interjected Hana. 
 
    “Right, or bearmancer, would let a scumbag like Shaykh Antizah continue to forcibly enslave anyone, no matter if they were a mancer or not,” the hobgoblin finished. She slid the dagger she had been examining back into the sheath on her belt with a conclusive click.  
 
    “Just one last thing,” I said, “how do we get into the city? Every guard on the walls and gates are on the alert for any sign of Zala or the rest of us. We have to do that first, and do it fast, before the poultice wears off.” 
 
    The six of us stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Without using dragons?” Renji asked. 
 
    “Without using dragons,” I said drily. “I imagine they’d cause quite the stir.” 
 
    There was more thoughtful silence. Then, Kakra stepped forward, slapping her bone staff into the middle of the table to draw attention to herself. 
 
    “No dragons you say, and I agree with you,” the old woman said. “In stealth our chief hope lies. The solution to this problem is a simple one.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her and then clicked. I laughed softly to myself and leaned back from the table so that I could point at her. 
 
    “You’re dead right, Kakra,” I said. “The Shaykh will be expecting us to make an entrance by air. He’ll be looking to the skies. He won’t think to keep his ear pressed to the ground.” 
 
    “What are you…” Tamsin said, but then she trailed off as if she too had been visited by the old lightbulb of realization. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, “we’re heading underground once more. Kakra will just get—sorry, I’ve forgotten the name of your worm.” 
 
    “Sejuc is my worm’s name,” Kakra said. “And yes, he will happily consent to help us. I will summon him, and he will tunnel ahead of us. There is a corner of Akrit city that is home to little more than a patch of swamp which is used as a dumping ground for rubbish.” 
 
    “Sounds like a perfect spot for us to infiltrate the city,” I said. 
 
    “Only ibis birds and crocodiles live there,” the Last Wormmancer told me. “I shall have him excavate an entrance there. I will summon him back into the staff so that he does not have to surface and give himself away. Then, when we are all safely above ground, Sejuc can materialize back in the tunnel, fill it in, and then I can summon him back to his home.” 
 
    Kakra ran her hand lovingly along her bone staff. 
 
    “He lives in there?” I asked. 
 
    Kakra nodded. 
 
    “Excuse me for voicing what might seem like an impertinent question, wise one,” Hana said, “but are you certain Sejuc will be able to navigate us accurately? Any slight miscalculation might result in any number of disasters.” 
 
    “The least of which being that your creature might inadvertently make a plughole in the bottom of the Silver River,” Renji said.  
 
    Kakra chuckled and gazed happily around at the five of us.  
 
    “Ah, I might have expected such questions from those who travel mostly by air,” she said. “You do not have to worry. You might not be able to fathom such a thing, but once a wormmancer is well underground, they know exactly where they are. A worm’s tunnel is structurally perfect and will only collapse after many years, they choose the ground so carefully. You can be entirely your own master down there and you don’t have to consult any person, governor, or shaykh as to how to live, or mind any rules that might be imposed by such people up on the surface. Lives and society go on overhead the same as they ever did, and you have the luxury to let them, and not care one whit about them. When you need to, you go up and resurface, and there the old things are, waiting for you, just as you left them.” 
 
    The old wormmancer gave a little weary sigh. “Yes,” she said to herself, “there is freedom underground.” 
 
    Suddenly, she looked up at Zala, who had suddenly clutched at her chest and given a little grunt of discomfort, with her odd blue and red eyes. 
 
    “Come, we are almost out of time,” Kakra said. “The poultice is almost spent. Follow me out into the courtyard and let Sejuc lead us on our way under the walls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sejuc, giant worm and bonded beast of the Last Wormmancer, cut a perfect tunnel out of the mud, rock, and sand that lay under the desert of Akrit.  
 
    Will, making himself useful as he always did, bobbed along at the front of our little group of explorers, casting his ghostly blue luminance so that we could see. 
 
    The worm was not at all like the projection of himself that we had fought in the desert. For one thing, he was only about as long and as big around as your average eighteen-wheeler—pocket-sized compared to his phony replica. In reality, he was also a beautifully colored beast, each segment of his long armored body alternating between iridescent blue and muddy red. The same color as Kakra’s unusual eyes. 
 
    Sejuc drilled through the ground ahead of us, leaving only a thin, crumbling layer of dirt for us to jog through. 
 
    As we moved along the worm-made tunnel, Kakra spoke. 
 
    “My scheme is a simple one,” the wormmancer said. “Once we are above ground and are safe in the city, and are sure that the Shaykh’s guards are not onto us, we will all head for the outskirts of the palace.” 
 
    “You think that the safest place to be when a manticore is hunting is on its back?” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Precisely,” Kakra said, stepping nimbly over a head-sized boulder behind the grinding powerful form of Sejuc. “Once we are outside the palace, our company should divide. The plan, as I see it in my mind, is for Zala and the rest of us females to make our way through the outer grounds of the palace and head for where the Shaykh’s harem is quartered.” 
 
    “Why divide?” I asked. 
 
    “And why head for the harem?” Zala asked in a perplexed voice. 
 
    “Because, once we are there, we can all overcome whatever guards might be stationed there, start a diversion, and take out as many more of the Shaykh’s soldiers as he might send our way,” Kakra said. 
 
    “It will also afford us the opportunity to tell the catmancers what is going on,” Zala said. “There is little doubt that most, if not all of them, will join us.” 
 
    Kakra put a hand on the shoulder of the catmancer and smiled at her warmly. “Excellent. Meanwhile, Mike Noctis will be accompanied by the wisp and tasked with destroying this crystal. Hopefully he can get this done fairly easily, if our diversion does what it should.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. It was at times like this that I struggled with military and combat planning. It was a bitter pill to swallow; to know that my friends would be bearing the brunt of Shaykh Antizah’s wrath while I stealthed my way into the inner sanctum. 
 
    Still, it was a good plan and it made sense, and we didn’t really have time to come up with another. 
 
    “We have the element of surprise and we have the cover of night,” I said. “I should be able to sniff out where Shaykh Antizah is keeping this crystal pretty fast with Will’s help. Once I’m within striking distance, I’ll send Will back to you as a signal to get the hell out of the palace grounds. Is that agreeable?” 
 
    The other mancers all voiced their agreement to this. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, “then we’re all set. Everyone sticks to the plan and I’m sure we’ll look back and laugh at where it all went wrong later.” 
 
    Tamsin, Hana, and Renji laughed. 
 
    “It is not bad work, I don’t think,” said Zala, “considering how quickly we had to make it up.” 
 
    “Not bad at all,” I said, turning so that I could waggle my eyebrows at the catmancer. “The fact that we actually have a plan at all is a vast improvement as to how we usually operate. We must be growing up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kakra said, “it is well made, and just in time.” 
 
    There was a grinding, sucking sound from Sejuc’s mouth end. Then, abruptly, fresh air flooded down the tunnel, sneaking past the great sides of the massive worm as it moved out of the hole. 
 
    “Will, stop playing the Human Torch and dim down as much as you can, yeah?” I said to the wisp, who had pulled back toward us. 
 
    Will sportingly did as I had asked him, bringing his light down low so that, if there was anyone bar a curious crocodile or nosy ibis watching, his luminance wouldn’t give us away.  
 
    When the worm had apparently excavated our escape route, the seven of us headed cautiously outside. 
 
    We emerged into precisely the kind of area that Kakra had described; a swamp land that looked as much like a rubbish dump back on Earth as anything else. 
 
    There were crocodiles, as she said there would be, too. One of them was quite large and aggressive, and it took two pretty juicy haymakers on my part to dissuade the bastard that we were not the Akritite version of Uber Eats. 
 
    By the time that I had done that, and the twenty-foot maneater had been persuaded that living another day in a dumping ground was preferable to ending up as a pair of shoes or a fashionable bag, Sejuc had filled in the exit hole he had made and been summoned back to Kakra’s staff. 
 
    “Now, follow me,” Zala hissed, and we set off toward the bright lights of Akrit city, to lose ourselves in the noise and stink of society. 
 
    It wasn’t so tricky, worming our way into the heart of Akrit once we were disguised in some carefully purloined robes and shemaghs. Will was hidden under Kakra’s skirts. Privately, I would have been interested to quiz the wisp how things looked down there—if her face and body was anything to go by, the seer would still have it going on downstairs—but, of course, the wisp was saying nothing. 
 
    The trickiest part of the whole infiltration was getting through the outskirts of the city, where it was mostly residential streets that were not quite so populated as the inner city. However, once we had our disguises, we were able to bypass the abundant patrols. 
 
    “Are there more guards than usual?” I muttered to Zala.  
 
    “Definitely.” She winced and clutched at her chest. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as the others gathered around us. 
 
    “I - I think so,” Zala said. “A sudden weakness, a lightheadedness, just came over me though.” 
 
    Kakra wagged her head sagely. Stepping forward, she reached out and told Zala to open her shirt for her. The catmancer did as she was asked. Kakra scrutinized the poultice that she had plastered over Zala’s strange branding in the middle of her breasts carefully. With delicate fingers, she brushed at the poultice, and the covering flaked away, revealing the brand or scar or whatever it was underneath. 
 
    “Yes,” the wormmancer said. “The poultice’s protection has passed. I think, though, that we are sufficiently within the circle of the city to make it rather difficult for Shaykh Antizah’s men to find us.” 
 
    “He’ll know that we are here though, won’t he?” Zala said. “The Master will know that much at least.” 
 
    I took the catmancer by the arm and held her chin so that she had to look up into my face. 
 
    “Remember,” I told her sternly, “you have no other master but yourself, and by the time the sun rises tomorrow, that brand on your chest is going to be nothing but a powerless mark. There will be no bond, there will be no magic within it that you need to worry about. The Shaykh will be nothing more than some stale memory.” 
 
    Zala smiled bravely at me and nodded, her black liquid eyes growing hard. 
 
    “Nothing but a memory,” she repeated. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “now guide us to the best place for us to infiltrate the palace.” 
 
    Zala did just that. My words looked to have instilled the gracefully lethal catmancer with fresh purpose and confidence. She moved, when not acting like just another of milling multitude in which we took cover, like a hunting cat. 
 
    Before long, we were standing in the shadowy lee of one of the outer walls of the palace complex. Above us, rising as sheer as a sea cliff, was one of the massive sandstone walls. 
 
    Happily, our gathering there was not in the least conspicuous. Although it was night, it appeared as if Akrit was the New York of this world: it looked like the place would never go to sleep. There were hawkers and traders and peddlers of all descriptions, as well as people eating and drinking casually in the streets. Thousands upon thousands of men, women, and children of all races were here, yelling and laughing, lamenting the price of this or that, bargaining and cursing. 
 
    Zala motioned us over to where she was standing and procured a bag of strange curly nuts from one of the pockets of her attire. Under the pretense of sharing them with us, she said, “Okay, behind me is a wall that I know for a fact is only patrolled once every hour on the hour.” 
 
    As if on cue, a tower off to our left began clanging out the hour. Zala grinned. 
 
    “This is the perfect time for us to scale,” she said. “Let us wait five minutes and then head up as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Do we not need a distraction or anything?” Hana asked. 
 
    Zala shook her head. “I know how these guards operate and I know how the Shaykh thinks, my Vetruscan friend. The Shaykh will conclude that any disturbance caused this evening is being deliberately done so that he looks left when he should be looking right, so to speak.” 
 
    “You mean, if there’s anything out of the usual tonight, his first move is going to be to lock down the palace tighter than a crab’s asshole?” I asked. 
 
    Zala cocked her head to one side and gave me a funny look. “I would most certainly not have phrased it quite so colorfully, Mike Noctis. But yes, that’s the gist of the situation, indeed.” 
 
    I nodded, reached for a nut in a distracted sort of fashion, and popped it into my mouth. A moment later, I spat it out again. 
 
    “Those nuts taste like shit,” I said, spitting surreptitiously into the gutter. 
 
    Zala tried her best not to smile. “They’re not nuts, Mike. They’re dried pixie excrement pellets used to feed certain kinds of pet fish. They are shit.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Hm. That’d explain the taste, then.” 
 
    Zala shook her head and passed the bag to Tamsin who pretended to take one and eat it. 
 
    “When we get to the top of the wall,” the catmancer continued in a slightly hushed voice, “I will lead the women left while Mike and the wisp will go right. I know exactly how to get to the harem, having spent much time there myself. As for you, Mike…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us,” I said, indicating Will, whose glow was only just visible if you looked at the ground around Kakra’s feet. “Will can find his way anywhere, once he knows what we’re looking for. It’s a hell of a knack that he’s got.” 
 
    Zala nodded and tossed the packet of pixie pellets into a bush that stood nearby. “In that case, I suppose that we must all wish each other good luck.” 
 
    “We will hold our distraction as long as we possibly can,” Kakra said. “Along with the recruited catmancers we can convince to join us.” 
 
    “Just for as long as it takes Will to get back to you once he and I have found the Shaykh’s inner sanctum,” I reminded her. “Remember, there doesn’t need to be any unnecessary heroics or sacrifices. Everyone do their job, and I’ll take care of the crystal. Once that’s done, old Shaykh Antizah is fair game and we can dispose of him at our leisure, without having to worry about forfeiting any innocent lives in the process.” 
 
    I walked casually over to the wall and leaned against the sandstone blocks. The sandy stone still held a vestige of the blazing sun within it, enough for me to feel it through the back of my stolen robes. 
 
    “Will,” I said, eyeing the wisp, “shall we?” 
 
    In reply, the ethereal little specter darted out from under Kakra’s robes and floated with the speed and silence of an owl up the wall and disappeared over the parapet.  
 
    I looked around to make sure that Will had gone unnoticed before I locked eyes with Hana. “Remember, you keep your eyes open for the first glimpse of Will’s glowing ass returning and then you bail, understand?” 
 
    Hana nodded. 
 
    “It’s not just your safety I’m concerned about,” I said. “The Overseer and General Shiloh, not to mention Queen Frami, wouldn’t appreciate us getting caught and causing some sort of international political incident, you know? I’ve had to polish shields in our armory once before, and I don’t know if I can survive another day doing something that damn tedious.” 
 
    Renji laughed over Hana’s shoulder. “And you didn’t even do that good a job!” the djinn teased. 
 
    I grinned around at my companions, pulled my purloined shemagh closer around my face, winked at Kakra, and then turned. With an effortless bound that would have made Ant-Man proud, I boosted up, out of the light cast by the myriad flickering torches below, and into the shadows above. I didn’t quite make the parapet but used my dragon-enhanced strength and agility to crack the toe of my boot into some loose mortar so that I could jump up again and vault over the edge of the wall. 
 
    I landed like a ghost in a crouch. 
 
    And found myself immediately face-to-face with an extremely surprised-looking guardsman. 
 
    “I guess the patrols are running a little late this evening, with the heightened security, Father,” Pan said helpfully in my head. 
 
    Thankfully, my reflexes were honed and my senses sharp. My Garth-supplied Harpoon Stun spell shot out from my outstretched hand, crossed the eight yards that separated me and the flabbergasted guard, and embedded itself right in the man’s groin. Mana flared briefly through the rose-colored chain that linked us. The man fell forward, stunned and unconscious. 
 
    With reflexes and strength that I had most certainly not had back before the Transfusion Ceremony, I caught the falling body in my arms and used my foot to stop the man’s toppling spear from clattering on the ground. 
 
    I lowered the spear gently to the deck before I dragged the slumbering sentry into the shadows of the wall behind some barrels filled with arrows. Not knowing what else to do, I pulled the sentry’s sword from his belt and bent it into a knot to bind his hands behind his back like a set of makeshift handcuffs. 
 
    I was hoping that the razor-sharp steel around his wrists might stop the young man making any sudden rash movements—such as rolling upright. To make sure he kept his mouth shut when he woke up, I ripped the hem of his purple robe off, stuffed half of it into his mouth, then wrapped the other half around his head.  
 
    “Will?” I hissed, staying low once I had slotted the sentry’s spear into the barrel of arrows. “Will?” 
 
    A slight blue glow down the wall told me where my companion and guide was. I hurried after him. 
 
    Will and I traversed a long stretch of wall, leaving the others behind us. We stopped to take stock of our surroundings and allowed a pair of guards to march past us 
 
    I whispered, “Will, do you think you can change the color of your glow? Make it more fire-colored, you know?” 
 
    Will cocked his body at me and flashed questioningly.  
 
    “It’s not a color thing, for fuck’s sake,” I said. “I like blue. It’s just if a patrol sees a blue light bobbing around, they’re probably more likely to ask questions than if they see an orangey-yellow light, aren’t they?” 
 
    Will stood still for a moment or two, then his dimmed down glow took on a more naturally fire-like tint. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Honestly, to think I had a thing against blue. Come on, lead on, bud.” 
 
    Things went remarkably smoothly for the two of us as Will and I made our way along the wall, avoiding guards as we went. I was just congratulating myself on concentrating more on Metal Gear Solid than algebra back in my youth, seeing as how the former was coming in so much more handy for me in my present vocation, when we hit our first serious snag. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp and I were making our way through one of the extravagant corner keeps, where two walls came together. Will was leading, obviously, and we were in the middle of this damned giant empty room with four corridors leading off it when we heard tramping footsteps growing nearer. 
 
    A lot of tramping footsteps. 
 
    When I say a lot, I had to be realistic in my own capabilities—everything was relative. It sounded to me like there were five sentries approaching, which in of itself would not have posed much of a problem. Nevertheless, we also had to keep a low profile for as long as possible—for as long as it took for the women to start raising hell at any rate. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    There was nowhere really convenient for a guy my size to hide, nor his spectral will-o’-the-wisp sidekick. I looked left, right, behind, and above. 
 
    Above… 
 
    The sound of marching boots drew ever closer. I had only a few seconds in which to act. 
 
    “Will,” I whispered, “play the role of lamp!” 
 
    With no time to elaborate on what I meant, I slipped Noctis into my Wing Slot and whirred straight up like a champagne cork. Due to the imminence of the approaching guards and the dull hum of my iridescent dragonfly-like wings, I had to cut the spell when I had only just reached the wooden rafters that crisscrossed the ceiling. 
 
    Reaching out, I grabbed a hold of the nearest one and let my arms take the strain. I pulled myself up to hug the beam, in a pretty crude impression of a sloth, as tight as possible so that I wasn’t obviously dangling, and then tried not to breathe. 
 
    A small contingent of half a dozen armed men and women marched into the guard tower from the direction Will and I had been heading. Moving my head ever so carefully and slowly to the right, I could watch with one eye as the soldiers tramped through the space a mere twenty-five feet below me. 
 
    Where the fuck is Will? I thought to myself. 
 
    “Down there, to your right, pressed up against the wall,” Cyan said within my head, with the coolness under pressure that only an adolescent female faced with imminent disaster can muster. 
 
    I looked to where she guided my eye and gasped silently.  
 
    Will was burning, bold as brass and with the same sort of color, against the wall which the group of armed soldiers had just gone marching past. 
 
    “Hey,” a particularly burly woman with broad shoulders and a don’t-fuck-with-me scar down one side of her face, “what’s with the one different lamp?” 
 
    “What are you, the Grand Master’s decorator?” the woman and the head of the group snapped. “Magic, fire, or fairy, who gives a damn what a damn lamp is fueled with so long as it drives back the shadows. Keep moving! There was a report of some strangeness on the east wall. We’re on high alert tonight as it is, so let’s not get tied up worrying about bloody lamps!” 
 
    The soldiers marched on. The sounds of their footsteps receded. 
 
    When I was sure that they had gone, I dropped down from my lofty perch and landed quietly in one of those superhero crouches. Will detached himself from the wall. 
 
    We swapped looks for a moment. If the wisp had had lips or a mouth, or any facial features whatsoever for that matter, I was certain that he would have given a little low whistle. As I was the only one with the equipment, I did the honors. 
 
    Will flashed his assent at the observation. 
 
    “Yeah, that was a close one,” I said. “Let’s keep on trucking and get to where we’ve got to go, pal.” 
 
    The two of us made our way carefully out of the corner keep and back out into the night. It was nice to have the shadows close around us once more. We met only a single other sentry, an overzealous young kid who had a face so eager and alert that I felt like I could hear his ears and eyes straining from where I stood in the shadows observing him. 
 
    I didn’t want to blunt his eagerness, but I felt like he could use a lesson. He was probably one of those inherently good people I should try and persuade into another line of work. How would I do this? By showing him just how easy it was to be killed when you draw your pay as a soldier.  
 
    So, I used my Blink spell to zip right up to him and crack him over the melon before he was done sucking in breath to raise the alarm. He slumped, and we moved on. 
 
    Will floated off the wall and down into a courtyard garden below, and I dropped down behind him. I found myself engulfed by the calming scent of lavender. I waited for a moment as my dragon-enhanced eyes adjusted slowly to the darker surrounds of this fragrant garden. 
 
    I could hear the musical sound of an ornamental stream trickling happily away somewhere up ahead. In the darkness in the center of the courtyard, things glittered strangely at head height. 
 
    “What are those, do you think?” I asked the dragons that shared my head. 
 
    There was no answer initially, but then Brenna, the Ice Dragon, said, “Oh, they’re more bejeweled fruit! I must say, being of the dragoon persuasion, I don’t usually appreciate these decorative flourishes that humanoids seem to get so caught up on, but those really are quite nice.” 
 
    I was pretty sure that I heard Garth and Wayne exchanging sniggers, before Cyan snapped, “You two are so uncultured. It wouldn’t kill you to stop and smell the roses once in a while, you know.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find that rather beguiling perfume is actually lavender,” said the ever-helpful Pan. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough, thank you,” I said. “Let’s keep the family squabbles to a time when your old man isn’t in constant danger of getting stabbed by a—” 
 
    “Spear!” Noctis warned me, his voice cutting through my consciousness like a red-hot scalpel. Even as he warned me, he sent a burst of suggestion to my knees that was so forceful I actually dropped to the soft grass. 
 
    It was a freaking good job that I had taken the hint, as a spear whispered over the top of my dome and stuck quivering into a small and ornate maple tree just behind me. 
 
    With a thought, I sent Noctis’ mana energy into my chest slot so that my Onyx Armor materialized around me, sheathing me. Then, recalling that I couldn’t start laying about me with my Stormhammer just yet, but still had to stealth my way further into the Shaykh’s domain if I could, I used Wayne’s Smog Form.  
 
    “There!” I heard a voice yell as I transformed into a silent, drifting smoky miasma. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where I threw my spear, curse you, where do you think I saw them?” 
 
    As I moved my vaporous self around the edge of the courtyard, I was able to perceive, though admittedly with some difficulty, four soldiers moving their way as stealthily as robes and armor would allow through the garden. They had evidently just stepped out, by chance, through a concealed door that I had not seen.  
 
    A very, very concealed door, I noticed now. 
 
    I had no idea where Will had got to, but I figured that a door like that leading to a garden filled with jewel-encrusted fruit hanging from the trees would surely have been put there for the Shaykh’s private use—or the use of his private guards. 
 
    “I see nothing, Majnu,” one of them said, his voice less tense than it had been before. 
 
    “I am telling you, I saw something—a silhouette,” came the reply, though there was an uncertain quality to the tone now. 
 
    “I see nothing. No signs. Nothing.”  
 
    “You better hope that your spear didn’t damage any of the Shaykh’s fruit,” another voice, this one female, said. 
 
    “Jidana is right, Majnu, there’s nothing worse than a spear in the plums, hey?” 
 
    Just went to show—soldier humor was the same the multiverse over. 
 
    As the voices moved off into the dark and the rustling of the guardsmen became quieter, a low throbbing of warm light emanated from out of the gap that they had left in the secret door. 
 
    Will. 
 
    I moved slowly and in absolute silence through the ornate garden at ankle level. Inhabiting this smog form actually became harder the longer I did it, so by the time I snuck my way through the door, I was only just capable of holding myself together. With profound relief, I released the spell and reformed, rather inelegantly, on the floor of a wood-paneled corridor. 
 
    I rolled quickly to my feet and hugged the wall, closing the door silently with my toe and barring it with a handy stout metal candle stick holder that was burning in an alcove nearby. Even as I wedged the door closed, I heard a distant explosion and the glare of obviously magical blue fire painted the walls of the garden a pretty shade of turquoise. 
 
    “And that,” I whispered to myself, securing the door, “would be the female element at work.” 
 
    I looked down the corridor. There was no sign of any other guards. I nodded forward, looking at the wisp that was glowing dully at knee height just in front of me. 
 
    “That way?” I mouthed. 
 
    Will gave me a slow flush of corroboration. 
 
    “Are we close?” I asked. 
 
     Another slow glow of assent, and my spectral guide led the way. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said to the wisp quietly as I padded forward. “All the way over the wall and into the Shaykh’s inner sanctum and we didn’t have to terminally harm a hair on a single guard’s head. I must be getting better at this…” 
 
    My words trailed off as a large shadow detached itself with inhuman silence from the dense shadows at the very end of the hallway. Behind it, I could just make out a set of gleaming cherry wood doors.   
 
    The man, if it was a man, simply radiated malevolence. Every line and sinew of him spoke of someone who relished cruelty like some people relish food or drink. In his hand hung a huge hammer, the head of which almost touched the floor. He was cursed with a face that was so ugly that I couldn’t help but assume that his hair must have caught on fire at some point and someone else had tried to put it out with a brick. 
 
    I shot him right in the face with the Repeating Hand Crossbow that Garth’s mana allowed me to summon. Three times. Black blood, along with gooey clumps of dark purple brain matter, burst out of the back of his skull and splattered up the wall and ceiling behind him like a carnivore’s breakfast porridge.  
 
    The huge man growled, took a step, and then fell dead in the corridor. 
 
    I looked down at Will. 
 
    “Still,” I said, “one’s not bad, is it?” 
 
    Will revolved slowly to face me and then revolved back to look at the fallen giant. He said nothing. Even if he’d been capable, I doubted the little specter would have said a word. 
 
    Together, we moved cautiously down the luxuriously understated corridor, stepped over the massive corpse pooling blood in great quantities across a rug that probably cost as much as a peasant’s house, and then tried the door handle to the gleaming cherry wood doors. 
 
    They were locked. 
 
    I snorted out of my nostrils the metallic stench of blood, which was quickly filling the corridor. I leaned against the door, closed my eyes, and focused my dragon-enhanced hearing into the room beyond. 
 
    I could hear no sound beyond the doors. 
 
    “Anyone?” I asked the dragons in my head. 
 
    “I can’t smell anything, old man,” Garth said. 
 
    “Me neither,” said Wayne. 
 
    “I don’t smell anything… living,” Brenna said. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
 
    I could feel Brenna concentrating. “It’s hard to say,” she said. “Like, there could be something in there, but it doesn’t smell alive so to speak. Not as things with blood usually smell, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “I feel you, sister,” Cyan said carefully. 
 
    “I have to concur with the females, Father,” Pan said. “There is something organic, maybe, beyond the doors, but it’s hard to pinpoint exactly using your humanoid nasal passages.” 
 
    “All right,” I replied, “thanks guys.”  
 
    Then, just as someone might check their pockets one last time, even though they’ve already done it twice and know for a fact that their keys aren’t in any of them, I checked the doors again. I pushed and pulled them gently, careful not to make a noise that someone on the other side might hear. 
 
    Still locked. 
 
    I sighed softly and looked down at Will. 
 
    “Remember, bud,” I told the wisp, “choosing your actions is like choosing your shoes; you always want them to fit the occasion.” 
 
    I looked down at Will’s distinct lack of legs, feet, or shoes, as the wisp tilted his body up to regard me. 
 
    “You know what I mean though, right?” I said a little exasperatedly. 
 
    Then, turning my attention back to the door, I raised my boot.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cherrywood door exploded off its hinges and flew across the width of the long room beyond, smashing into the far wall in a shower of splinters. 
 
    Then, there was a silence, broken only by the soft tinkling thud as a couple of the hinges fell out of the door jamb and dropped to the floor. 
 
    Will glowed a lighter, slightly surprised shade of yellow. 
 
    “What?” I said, my eyes flicking down to him briefly before the two of us stepped over the threshold into the opulent room beyond. “I told you; actions are like shoes. The door was locked and now it’s not and we’re in. I’d say kicking it in fit the occasion. This is the place?”  
 
    Will throbbed an affirmative shade of amber. 
 
    The room that I had just broken into was ridiculously luxurious. Whereas there had been an element of understated taste to the outside opulence of the outside corridor, in here, in what Will assured me was the inner sanctum of the Shaykh’s pad, it was all gaudy as hell. 
 
    “I guess Shaykh Antizah must have decorated this room personally, huh?” I said softly, looking around. 
 
    It was full of golden weapons, artifacts of an obviously magical caste, massive jewels lying on velvet cushions in glass display cases, and all the other sort of things that ludicrously rich people get off on. 
 
    To my layman’s eye, the rectangular room looked like nothing less than a private museum or collection—the equivalent of Aladdin’s cave, stuffed to bursting with enough treasure of one sort or another to drop the jaw of even the most vulgar and ostentatious pro NFL player. 
 
    There was also, as I took more of the place in, something of the dojo about the room. Yes, there were display cases with spellbooks that were rifling through their own pages to show off their trickier incantations, but there were also racks of weapons in a far corner and a number of dummies that looked like they regularly got the stuffing knocked out of them. 
 
    “So, the Shaykh isn’t totally useless, perhaps,” I said to myself.  
 
    That was good to see and good to know. If there was one thing that modern cinema had taught me, it was that it is a foolish man who walks into an adversary’s lair and takes him lightly. It was a much more prudent policy to overestimate someone and then be surprised at how easy it was to wipe the floor with their face, rather than underestimate them and then play the role of human mop yourself. 
 
    Will and I moved through the glittering rows of glass cases, taking in the collections of emerald-encrusted daggers, mirror bright coats of mail, helmets fashioned into the heads of dogs and serpents, rings with rubies as big as chicken eggs, desiccated hands clutching perpetually burning candles, the shrunken heads of orcs, and a host of other magical and non-magical paraphernalia that I was sure caused Shaykh Antizah to crack a little ego-boner every time he came in here. 
 
    We were looking for a crystal, which I thought would have been fairly simplistic. Crystals however, are shiny, and we were hampered by the fact that almost everything inside this private collector’s wonderland was glimmering, glittering, winking, and sparkling at us. 
 
    “Where is it, Will, where’s the damned thing we’re looking for?” I called softly to the wisp, who had headed off down another row of glass cases. “Where…” 
 
    I stepped out into the open space at the back of the long room. 
 
    “...is it?” I finished. 
 
    There, in pride of place, in the middle of this sort of dojo-cum-private museum, was a magnificent magical crystal. 
 
    I was no gemologist, but even I could tell that this is what we had come for. This was what we needed to destroy; it was so obviously magical. The chunk of naturally-shaped crystal was about the size of a gnoll’s head—pumpkin-size—and set upon a simple silver stand. It was glowing a deep crimson and pulsating with a steady rhythmic tempo. 
 
    Whum-whum, whum-whum, whum-whum, whum-whum. 
 
    It was the measure of a heartbeat, I realized. I wondered if it was mirroring the Shaykh’s own. 
 
    It was captivating certainly, but I had also learned from movies such as Mission Impossible II and The Rock, that once the item of a search was found, you didn’t mess around being captivated by it or slipping into a series of flashbacks, you got on with destroying it, disarming it, or stealing it. 
 
    “Will!” I called, not bothering to keep my voice down now. I was thinking of Tamsin, Zala, Kakra, Renji, and Hana. They were outside somewhere, at that very moment, drawing every guard in the palace toward the harem, pulling off whatever distraction they had come up with. 
 
    “Will!” I called again, and the wisp appeared at my elbow as if by magic. 
 
    “Will, get out of here now, I’ve got this,” I said. “Get to Hana and Renji and the rest of them and let them know in no uncertain terms that it’s time for them to get the fuck out of there. Got it?” 
 
    Will flashed once, a bright yellow. 
 
    “Good. You did some more epic tracking today, pal. Great work. Now go!” 
 
    With another brief, pleased flash, Will zoomed away at knee height and out of my sight. 
 
    When he was gone, I turned my attention back to the crystal. 
 
    “All right, Shaykh Antizah,” I said, “let’s even the playing field a little.” 
 
    I stepped across, meaning to take in the crystal from every angle so as to make sure there was no sort of magical defense that was going to blow some crucial part of my anatomy off.  
 
    I stopped. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Balls.” 
 
    There was another crystal; less impressive in its appearance than the one pulsating with the heartbeat, but also obviously magical. It was connected to a series of glass tubes that snaked out and disappeared into evenly spaced alcoves set into the walls. These alcoves were covered over with paper or a type of very thin wood.   
 
    It was fair to say that I was torn, in that moment, as to what crystal I should nail first.  
 
    I decided that the prudent thing to do would be to smash them both apart. 
 
    But which one first? 
 
    It had to be the beating crystal heart. Something like that, so clearly enchanted and glowing with that eerie almost organic rhythm… That had to be important in some way. 
 
    I transferred Pan’s Tempest Dragon mana into Weapon Slot A with a thought. The Stormhammer, crackling and dancing with miniature lightning bolts all across the head and haft, felt good in my hand. 
 
    “Time for some spring cleaning,” I said. 
 
    I raised the Stormhammer over my head and brought it smashing down onto the jagged tip of the beating heart crystal. There was, for all my dragon-boosted strength, far more resistance to the blow than I thought there would be. Post Transfusion Ceremony, a dragonmancer was imbued with the brawn to punch boulders apart and turn blades with their bare flesh. The beating crimson crystal, however, put up a bit of a fight. 
 
    I had been expecting to blast the pretty thing into smithereens, but instead, a series of fiery cracks spread over the whole surface of the crystal. I thought, just for a moment, that I was going to have to turn up the heat and give it another whack, but then the crystal simply burst apart like a glass grenade, causing me to throw up my hands to protect my eyes instinctively. It went off silently, in a spray of scything shards that peppered my front and tinkled off the glass cases behind me, shattering some of the closer panes of expensive glass. 
 
    The Stormhammer vanished. When I lowered my hands, all that was left of the crystal were a few large chunks of dull gray stone on the ground, the silver stand and, grossly, a greasy smell of charred flesh. 
 
    That was one piece of magical bling down. One to go. Just to be on the safe side. 
 
     I turned my attention to the other less flashy gemstone that was sitting in a groove on a plain stand of carved ivory. The glass tubes snaking out of it tugged at my memory, but all I wanted to do was get it broken so that I could get out of there and go hunting for the head honcho, the slave driver, Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    I summoned the Stormhammer and slammed it into this one. The crystal shattered, and the glass tubes fell to the ground. Strangely, those tubes remained intact, obviously made of some very strong kind of material.  
 
    There was a cry from my right. 
 
    It was one of those satisfyingly heart-rending cries, the kind that slips past the lips of the utterer before they so much as have a chance to try and rein it back. Involuntary. Amazed. Despairing.  
 
    It was Shaykh Antizah. I watched as he slid out of yet another concealed door—it made me wonder just how many secret doors and hidden passages there were in this place—and hurry toward me. 
 
    I tensed, readying myself to tear the little bastard’s head off at the slightest provocation, but it didn’t look like the Shaykh was too interested in me. His whole attention was riveted on the shards of broken gray rock, which was all that remained of his occult crystals, all that remained of the magical items that had anchored the lives of all his catmancers to his own. 
 
    “What the - what in the name of the heavens and all their gods have you done!?!?” he screeched. He looked ready to tear his perfect little beard off, he was in such a state. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” I replied coolly. “I broke your funky red disco ball. Slip of the hammer. You know how it is.” 
 
    The Shaykh was rummaging through the ruins of the crystals with his foot while simultaneously pressing at his chest with one heavily beringed hand. I saw then that he was not dressed in the finery that was usual for him. The casual silk robes that I had only ever seen him in had been replaced by some harder wearing linens, though they still made anything that normal folk wore look like rags. 
 
    Over the top of these he wore a suit of golden overlapping mail, which reminded me of fish’s scales, so neatly did all the scales fit together. The glorious mail coat fell to his knees and covered his shoulders, while his neck and arms were covered in some of the finest mesh chainmail that I had ever seen—even including the stuff that Drako Academy dragonmancers were equipped with. At his belt hung a sword, the hilt of which was gold encrusted with sapphires and yellow diamonds. 
 
    I thought I might keep that as a souvenir, once I had taken care of the slave-driving bastard. 
 
    “What have you done?” Shaykh Antizah said again, more quietly this time. He knelt down, took some powdered crystal in one hand, and let the dust spill out between his clenched fingers. 
 
    “I told you,” I said in an even tone, “I was having a look around this fascinating shrine to wealth that you have here when I felt that special urge, and I thought to myself, ‘It’s hammer time!’” 
 
    The Shaykh didn’t seem to see the funny side of this. 
 
    The absolute ruler of Akrit rose to his feet. His eyes flashed as he turned his gaze on me. I had never actually seen eyes flash until then. I mean, I had heard of that happening in books and stuff, but never had I seen someone’s eyes actually flash. The dark, clever eyes glowed a sudden furious red. 
 
    Someone looked like he was about to spit the dummy. 
 
    “Why?” the Shaykh asked in a low, dangerous voice. 
 
    “Why? Are you fucking kidding me, Antizah?” I retorted scornfully. “I know about the whole slavery angle. Zala told me how you have each and every catmancer in this kingdom under your sway. They have to do what you say when you say, otherwise they suffer just like I saw Zala suffer.” 
 
    “I am the Shaykh here, you cretin,” he spat at me. “It is the way things have always been! The Shaykh of Akrit answers to no one, to nothing! Only the gods, if it be their will, might stop me, and then they would simply smite me down.” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah held out his hands and looked up at the ceiling. He closed his eyes, and a horrible smile lit his features. 
 
    “And yet they do nothing, do they?” he said. 
 
    “They might not bother themselves by coming down and dealing with you directly,” I said, “but, perhaps, they might use another as their instrument.” 
 
    The Shaykh put down his hands and sneered at me. He had a good face for sneering; sharp, angular, and filled with spite and greed. 
 
    “We have an expression on my world, jackass,” I said. “It goes, ‘A little powder, a little paint, makes a girl look like what she ain’t.’ You might have harnessed the powers of your catmancers through coercion or some other means, but I’ve put a stop to that. Your crystal is broken, as are the bonds that you shared with the women you enslaved. All that’s left now is you, Antizah. There are no catmancers for you to torture if they don’t come to your aid. Even now, the ones that me and my friends have freed are laying waste to the guards that you sent to stop them. You’re mine.” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah crouched to study the glass tubes that had once been attached to the second crystal. He caressed them and stared in the direction that they led, snaking away into the alcoves at the walls. 
 
    “You might have broken the bond that bound myself and my catmancers together, your foreign dog,” Shaykh Antizah said. “You might have saved the life of that traitorous bitch, Zala—for now. All that though, matters but a little now. This, you backward Mystocean heathen, is your undoing!” he suddenly screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Before I could say anything, before I could react in any way, Shaykh Antizah screamed out a word in a tongue that was painful to hear. The word, whatever it was or meant, seemed to sizzle and burn in the air, in the way that fireworks sometimes burn into your retinas. It was a cruel word, filled with avarice and an incomparable contempt for the sanctity of the lives of others. 
 
    So potent was the language that Antizah spoke then that I actually took an involuntary step back, bearing my teeth in an animal snarl. 
 
    “Oh, shit…” I said. 
 
    The word had somehow caused the glass pipes that had been attached to the second crystal to slam into the Shaykh’s body, embedding themselves into him through his armor.  
 
    The Shaykh began to steam, even though air in the room we were in was already warm. 
 
    It was heating up. Boiling inside. 
 
    “What have you done, you stupid prick?” I growled at the Shaykh as I reached within myself to summon my Chaos Spear. At the same time, I conjured my helmet, courtesy of Pan, which enabled me to move with Lightning Speed should I need to. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah did not answer. His face had gone rigid. His body was vibrating, his body fused to the now cherry red glass tubes. As one, the tubes connected to the alcoves on either side of the room began filling. Filling with a liquid that, with a sinking heart, I knew was blood. 
 
     Then, with a rustling sigh, the alcoves down the sides of the room began to open. I whirled, thinking that a trap had just been sprung, but all that happened was that the papery partitions of the alcoves slid aside to reveal what had been lurking within. 
 
    Catmancers. 
 
    Eight catmancers, unconscious or drugged. There were four of them to each side, levitating inside the alcoves. A glass tube snaked up each of their bodies and disappeared into their chests, precisely where their hearts would have been. 
 
    So, that was it; this was a bloodletting chamber, and these poor women, connected via the glass tubes to the crystal device in the center of the room, were the blood bags. 
 
    Through his vibrating teeth, the Shaykh uttered another foul, indecipherable word.  
 
    I threw my Chaos Spear as hard at the Shaykh as I could, but as it hit home, it vanished in a puff of Chaos Magic. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled. 
 
    Conjuring Shadow Spheres to both hands, I flung them at the Shaykh—one at his head, the other at his heart. Both spells should have resulted in his head and chest being blown into ether, but the spells simply vanished in puffs of silvery-sable smoke. 
 
    What the fuck is going on here? I thought to myself. 
 
    Uncertainty rose in the pit of my stomach. I had been in situations in my life where force had been no avail, both on Earth and after I had stepped through that portal with Elenari into the Mystocean Empire. But I had never seen magic thwarted like that, not since I had become a dragonmancer. 
 
    I stuck out my hands and fired a blast of Forcewave magic at the Shaykh. The spell whipped the robes under his armor around and set his golden chainmail and scales to flapping. His carefully oiled black hair was blasted free so that it streamed out behind him, his cheeks flapped as if he was skydiving. 
 
    But the Shaykh stayed where he was, hanging now in the air. The tubes swayed a little, but the blood of the catmancers continued to flow down the glass IV lines into him. 
 
    I fired more Shadow Spheres at Shaykh Antizah and the tubes, but with no effect. The Repeating Hand Crossbow, which had felled the giant warrior in the corridor, appeared in my hand. I leveled it at the Shaykh’s head and squeezed the trigger over and over and over again, unloading the magical firearm like Bruce Willis emptying his Colt M1911A1 semi-automatic pistol in The Last Man Standing. 
 
    The thaumaturgical bolts shattered and sparkled into rose-colored fragments when they came a quarter of an inch from the Shaykh’s flesh. There was nothing that I could see that the man was doing to account for this, so I could only assume it had something to do with the magic he had called up to activate the crystal. 
 
    Looking over to the catmancers nearest to me, I could see that the women were definitely getting paler and more drawn, as the blood was sucked straight out of their hearts. I gritted my teeth and let forth a wordless snarl of rage. 
 
    More innocents paying the price for some entitled madman’s whimsies, whatever they might be. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to touch the Shaykh, not when I saw what was happening to the pure magic I was sending his way, but I couldn’t see any other way of breaking his hold on the tubes—or the tubes’ hold on the man.  
 
    The Shaykh himself was twitching and vibrating, his eyes fixed unseeing at some point four inches above my head. His face was contorted in that disquiet rictus of a smile. He looked like he wanted to burst out laughing, to sing with happiness. He looked like he wanted to cry. 
 
    Once more, the Stormhammer appeared in my hand. It had already proved itself formidable against foes of the flesh and blood kind, as well as the crystals. 
 
    I strode toward the Shaykh. 
 
    Lightning traced arcing patterns down the handle of the hammer as I held it upright, preparing to pulp the leader of Akrit into something that would likely resemble a meaty sandwich spread. 
 
    Four paces from the man, I ran into something solid and invisible; a barrier that I could neither move nor see. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me!” I roared. 
 
    I swung out in frustration with the Stormhammer, and the weapon connected with something. That invisible something rebounded the Stormhammer and caused lightning to spray in all directions, blowing holes in the walls and reducing a shelf of assorted baubles to powdered glass and molten gold. 
 
    I tried again. And again. 
 
    I tried shoving through the barrier, utilizing every ounce of dragon-shared strength I possessed. 
 
    All to no avail. 
 
    Whatever magic was taking place in this room, it was potent, and it was beyond my understanding. 
 
    There was only one other, quite extreme thing, I could think to do. I’d have to summon the drag—  
 
    The Shaykh let fly another word of power through lips that looked like they were tight enough to tear. Once more, I staggered back as the word hit my ears and brain like an icepick. 
 
    All the blood in the lines shot into the Shaykh, as did every other drop of blood that was still inside the catmancers. I could only watch on in dismay as the catmancers connected to the crystal were drained completely. In an instant, what had been eight attractive, healthy women were left as little more than hanging husks in the chambers they had been held in. 
 
    “Goddamn it!” I yelled in unadulterated fury. 
 
    There was nothing that I could have done to save the eight comatose catmancers. I allowed myself a crumb of comfort in knowing that they had probably felt nothing as they were systematically bled, but it was a meager crumb. No, there had been nothing I could have done to save them. 
 
    But there was something I could do to avenge them, and to make sure that no others met the fates that they had. 
 
    I thrust myself at the invisible barrier that had bloomed around the Shaykh. I was rebuffed by the forcefield with such vigor that I was catapulted backward and smashed through a cabinet holding a collection of very valuable-looking and, as it turned out, awfully fragile vases. 
 
    “I’m going to show you why storms back on Earth are named after people, motherfucker!” I bellowed.  
 
    I picked myself back up, fragments of china and glass cascading out of my hair, and prepared to charge again. 
 
    “M-my most l-l-l-loyal catmancers!” the Shaykh managed to say, squeezing the words out from between clenched teeth. He was stuttering like a man driving down ten miles of bad road on top of a washing machine filled with bricks. “Y-y-your sacrifice w-w-will not go unappreciated.” 
 
    I looked over at the hanging corpses of the eight catmancers, looking like macabre humanoid raisins where they still levitated in their alcoves. 
 
    So, these had been some of the ones that actually supported Shaykh Antizah and wanted to please him. The ones who had been most eager to help him in whatever mad scheme he had in mind. Well, I was sure that his appreciation meant the world to the poor wretches now. 
 
    With a monumental effort, I braced myself and shoved into the barrier. I roared as my muscles bunched and my joints took up the strain. So hard did I push against the forcefield that my booted feet actually went through the floorboards, and I ended up standing in the dusty cavity beneath. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Inside his protected bubble, the tubes still poking out of his body, the Shaykh began to howl and cackle like a mad thing. 
 
    I looked up, ceasing trying to bust my way through the invisible barrier. 
 
    As I watched, Shaykh Antizah’s torso glowed red and started to grow. The pitch of his howling changed, heading up into the register of those who are in mortal agony. 
 
    The blood of the catmancers was being transfused into his body. 
 
    Before my eyes, the once handsome, if incredibly annoying and punch-worthy, Shaykh began to change. In a twinkling, the man had grown about two feet in height. The skin of his hands and face turned red, redder than an Englishman on vacation who’s forgotten his sunscreen—devil red. 
 
    His body under his robes and armor looked to be taking on about thirty pounds of muscle; his shoulders broadened, his chest deepened, his arms grew larger so that the chainmail that had been loose around his biceps now looked like a second skin. 
 
    I looked down and saw that his supple, expensive leather boots were writhing and bulging as his feet and legs underwent some violent transformation within. Abruptly, the boots just burst apart, scraps of leather flying in all directions like shed skin, to reveal a pair of bright red, elongated feet, the toes of which were tipped in two-inch black claws. 
 
    All this was very confronting, but it was nothing compared to what was happening to the Shaykh Antizah’s head. His facial features were being reconfigured in a truly awful and mesmerizing way. 
 
    With a spine-chilling cracking of bone, the man’s whole face elongated and broadened, his jaws crunching forward and growing, so that it resembled more of a muzzle than a human face. The blackness of his pupils spread out until both his eyes were filled with an inky darkness. His ears extended upward into points. His nostrils became bigger and narrowed into slits. Skin stretched like elastic, leaving deeper crimson stretch marks amongst the bright red. 
 
    Then, with a suddenness that would have scared the bejeezus out of ninety-nine percent of Earth’s population, the transformation ceased. The tremors that had been shaking the Shaykh to his core stopped, and his teeth halted their rattling in his head. 
 
    The tubes, having now returned to their innocuous translucent state, each dropped out of the Shaykh’s now massive torso and thudded to the floor.  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, the new and improved, seven-foot Shaykh Antizah turned his blood-colored face and gazed at me with his pitiless black eyes. 
 
    To be fair, though I wasn’t about to tell him this, the motherfucker did look pretty tough; a badass cat-man-demon monstrosity, a little evocative of Anubis or Bastet.  
 
    There was precious little of the old leader of Akrit left to see. Only the straining golden chainmail that covered his now bulging muscles, the armor that was now about eighteen inches too short and far too tight across the chest and…  
 
    “Well,” I said, my tone light, but my eyes heavy with the threat of imminent violence directed his way, “at least your hair’s still looking pretty good.” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah let loose a deep, throaty, bowel-loosening growl. The long yellow fangs that had taken the place of his perfect pearly whites were bared. His huge hands, with their long red fingers and black claws, curled into fists like bunches of bananas. Knuckles popped and cracked. 
 
    And the invisible barrier, which I had still been unconsciously leaning on, vanished, leaving nothing between us. 
 
    The Shaykh’s growl went up into those reaches that spoke of bloody, gleeful murder. 
 
    “Oh, I see, you think that just because you’ve put on some muscle and gotten yourself a scary new paint job that you’re a beast that needs fearing now, huh?” I said, setting my stance and loosening the muscles in my shoulders. “Well, I’ve got news for you, Antizah; there’s a beast in all of us, all the time. It’s just up to us to decide when to let it off the leash.”  
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had half a dozen dragons backing me. That is a powerful thing to know, to have in the back of your head—both literally and figuratively. I was feeling confident, and not just in my own abilities as a fighter, but in the skill and capabilities of each individual dragon with me. We were a team. We had always been a team. We were a team that got stronger and stronger with every new addition. Stronger and more dangerous. Yet, on the outside, I was still just one man. 
 
    That was a formidable illusion in its own right.  
 
    It was understandable then, why I hit Shaykh Antizah with the confidence of six souls when the two of us went at one another. 
 
    At some unspoken, mutually recognized signal, the posturing and the words stopped and the whole intense business of trying to kill one another began. I launched at him, just as he sprang at me. We were only ten feet apart, and we both crossed that space in a fraction of a second. 
 
    I hadn’t even thought of employing magic initially. Hadn’t really thought of anything except getting my hands on Shaykh Antizah’s throat and twisting his head off his neck. My right fist pulled back and hammered forward, aiming for the Shaykh’s ribs, aiming to stove them in like a car door being hit by a truck. 
 
    At the same time as I went to hit him, Shaykh Antizah lashed out with one of his newly elongated feet, the right, aiming for my side. 
 
    I elected to take the hit. If I had moved to defend myself, I would have jeopardized the power in my own punch and I didn’t want that. I wanted the motherfucker to really feel the blow. 
 
    We struck each other simultaneously. My fist drove into his armored ribs while his foot cracked into my side. 
 
    It was like being hit by someone wielding a shovel—a snow shovel—and, moreover, giving it everything they had. It might have been closer to the truth to say that it was like being hit with a snowplow. 
 
    I was catapulted off my feet, just as my punch connected and bowled Antizah off his other foot. I was flung in one direction, he in the other. I crashed through four glass display cases before hitting the floor and rolling to my feet, coming up in a fighting crouch with my teeth bared. Glass fell around me like diamond hail. 
 
    Antizah was hurled through the air and crunched into the wall face-first. Shards and splinters of wood went spinning through the air at the impact. The wood around his body actually warped and rippled like water, before bursting apart in a ring of expanding shrapnel. He smashed right into one of the desiccated corpses of the unfortunate sacrificial catmancers. 
 
    “That must’ve stung a little,” I said, my eyes narrowing. 
 
    Of course, I had seen the results of these sort of do-it-yourself transfusions before. Captain Remington Cade, former employee of the Drako Academy and overall megalomaniacal cocknoggin, had put himself through such a process not long after I had arrived at the Academy. The results had been, well, far from good. The man had been imbued with ultra-strength and stamina, a suped-up resistance to pain and injury and, I suspected, heightened regeneration powers. 
 
    So, Shaykh Antizah’s new body would probably be molded from a similar cast. I expected this fight to go all the way. One thing I was not expecting, though, was the way that he simply sprang back out of the mess that he had made of the wall and came at me like a cougar on bath salts. 
 
    I had dragon-enhanced reflexes, strength, and speed, but I still found myself backpedaling, as Antizah swiped and slashed and raked at me with his massive clawed paws.  
 
    Cade had not had this kind of ferocity or this kind of furious momentum. Yes, I had only been bonded with less dragons at the time of fighting him, but I knew for a fact that the Shaykh was far stronger and faster than Cade had ever been. 
 
    As I stepped backward and sideways, dodging blows that would have caused even a regular dragonmancer to wince, I could only speculate as to why the Shaykh was so much stronger. 
 
    A sideswipe that would have sent me flipping through the air ruffled my hair as I ducked and delivered a lightning-fast roundhouse kick to Antizah’s guts. 
 
    It should have at least sent him back a step, but it was like kicking a building. 
 
    The scaled armor that my enemy was wearing bent inward where my kick had connected, but the Shaykh only grunted and barely slowed. 
 
    It must be because the Shaykh hasn’t just taken on the blood of a dragon or a cat, he has sucked the blood out of living catmancers, I thought, backflipping over a raking sidekick from the Shaykh that smashed through a cabinet and crumpled up an ornate breastplate like thin tin. They already had enhanced blood, so I wonder if that means the Shaykh has taken on a sort of distilled dose? Is that what’s made him a far more unpredictable and potent adversary?     
 
    “Focus on the battle at hand, Mike!” Noctis spoke into my mind. “Save such speculation for later. First: survive!” 
 
    “Sound advice,” I said, and turned my shoulder to absorb a haymaker from my foe. 
 
    The force of the punch rocked me sideways, but I was ready for that. I shifted my weight and swept my foot low, knocking the Shaykh off his feet. He rotated, and I smashed him with a doozy of a jab right in the solar plexus. Antizah was thrown backward fifteen yards and crashed through a table. 
 
    I knew he was going to leap to his feet again like a fucking jack-in-the-box, and he didn’t disappoint. He jumped up snarling and met the pair of glittering silver throwing stars I had scooped up and thrown at him head on. One hit him in the shoulder with a meaty thwack, the other struck him in the center of the chest and ricocheted off and stuck quivering in the ceiling. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Antizah felt the inch-long spikes buried in his muscular shoulder. He just shrugged, and the throwing star popped out, leaving a couple of wounds that healed shut before my eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to need something a little bigger, I think,” I said. 
 
    Antizah charged once more. 
 
    I conjured a Shadow Sphere into my palm, pumped it with as much mana as I had time to, and then let it fly at the oncoming juggernaut. 
 
    Antizah batted the sizzling orb of Chaos Magic aside, as if it was no more than a tennis ball flung at him by some cheeky kid. The Shadow Sphere hit one of the hanging corpses of the catmancers instead and vanished one of its shriveled legs. 
 
    “Shi—” I started to say. 
 
    Antizah hit me like the fucking Amtrak Empire Builder. He propelled me backward, his legs pumping, as I pummeled the back of his head and neck with my fists. The two of us careened through glass, wood, and metal, sending precious items flying in all directions. Glass rained down. Chunks of wood spun through the air. 
 
    The bastard’s grip was unbreakable, and he seemed to not even feel my punches at all. Behind me, the wall was approaching at bone-breaking speed. I was clad in my Onyx Armor, but I had always stood by the policy that if you can avoid being plowed through a wall, then you should do it. 
 
    So, I utilized the Smog Form spell yet again, but only for an instant. 
 
    The Shaykh ran on as I quite literally slipped through his fingers. Reforming, I turned and hit him with a Forcewave right in the meat of his broad back. The propulsion of the spell wasn’t as concentrated as it might have been, due to the fact that I had just rematerialized into my usual shape. But the spell had enough juice to send Shaykh Antizah flying forward and through the already busted doorway that led to the outside corridor. The big bastard ripped out even more of the door frame as he crashed through it. 
 
    I summoned my Stormhammer back to my hand, thinking that I’d bound in there and pound his head into hamburger meat and then maybe cut it off just to be sure. But in the brief time that it took the Stormhammer to form in my hand, Antizah was already back on his feet. 
 
    He reached down and picked up the corpse of the giant I had shot in the face earlier by one leg. The corpse must have weighed four-hundred pounds, but the Shaykh had no trouble throwing it at me. 
 
    The massive body tumbled toward me like a giant puppet, and I was obliged to swing my hammer upward and bat the makeshift missile into the ceiling. Such was the impetus of the flying corpse and the force with which I struck it, that it crashed up through the ceiling and through the roof. 
 
    As shattered roofing spars rained down around me, Antizah careered toward me once more. 
 
    Banishing my Stormhammer, I brought forth the Repeating Hand Crossbow and unloaded with it yet again. I was hoping that the thaumaturgical bolts would work where the throwing stars had failed. 
 
    However, with an agility and speed that was more suited to a gibbon than a seven-foot tall, five-hundred-pound demon, Antizah dodged and rolled and bounded this way and that. No matter how quickly I adjusted my aim, the magical crossbow quarrels slammed harmlessly into the walls and surrounds instead of him. 
 
    It was about then, with my crossbow bolts zipping around him and sparking off the armor and weapons behind Antizah, that I figured this might be a closer run fight than I had previously anticipated. 
 
    Roaring a wordless battlecry, I took off and hurtled head-on toward my adversary.  
 
    We hit each other with immense force. Glass exploded out from us in a ring, every single pane or piece that had survived our initial confrontation shattering. The racks of gaudy items and precious gems and antique vases were knocked over, their contents sent in all directions. 
 
    My Onyx Armor absorbed most of the damage that my body would have taken, but I still felt the impact through the occult breastplate. 
 
    I locked my hands around Antizah’s bulging red neck and squeezed as hard as I could. At the same time, he grabbed me by the front of my jerkin and attempted to throw me from him. I used the momentum to pivot around, plant my foot, and toss him by the throat at the nearest wall. 
 
    The Shaykh crashed through wood and plaster in a powdery burst of dust and splinters and tumbled out into the night. 
 
    I launched myself after him, not giving him time to do anything more than get to his knees and growl before I shin-kicked him square in the face. Antizah flipped over backward with the energy I managed to put into my kick. As he turned a neat backward somersault, I summoned my Chaos Spear to my hand, whirled, and drove the butt into his chest. There was a crunch of armor as the Shaykh’s golden chestplate crumpled and he was flung away. He crashed so hard into the trunk of a sapling that it snapped in half, and the small tree fell on top of him. 
 
    I jumped high into the air, ninja style. My knees were drawn up close to my chest, my spear was pulled back in a double-handed stabbing position. I floated upward and then descended, my eyes fixed on Antizah’s burning red face. 
 
    Antizah rolled to his feet and picked up the sapling he had just felled like it was a toothpick. As I stabbed downward, he caught the blade of the Chaos Spear in the meat of the trunk. The weapon’s blade went through the wood like a hot wire through a stick of toffee, but the disruption was enough that I still only nicked the shoulder strap of the Shaykh’s armor instead of skewering him through the lung. 
 
    With a deft twist and spin, the Shaykh flicked me away with the end of the sapling. I crashed through a marble statue sprouting from a flowerbed in a cloud of stone chips and landed on my back, my Chaos Spear skittering away across some raked gravel. 
 
    I flipped up onto my feet and stared across Antizah. The seven-foot demonic apparition that was still, technically, the leader of Akrit, reached up and contemptuously pulled off his ruined and battered armor. He tossed it away so that he then stood dressed only in his ripped linen robe. For a moment, I thought that I had gashed it up quite nicely, but then realized that the red showing through the rents and slashes in his robe was not blood but merely his bright red skin. 
 
    Antizah lifted one huge hand and pointed at me with a clawed finger. 
 
    “You stupid heathen scum!” he said, in a voice that reminded me of Thanos with a head cold. “Can’t you see, you and the rest of your kind, my catmancers included, are the pinnacle of what once was. I am the future. I am the new height of excellence. You throw your magic at me, and I throw it back. You share your blood with the dragon, but I share my blood with eight catmancers! Women who had already undergone a body and mind altering change. I am power purified! Now that I have this power, Akrit and all the kingdoms and empires beyond will see how great I truly am.” 
 
    I made a noise that sounded like an ice hockey buzzer. “Wrong, dickhead,” I said. “We already all know what kind of man you are, and it isn’t a great one. You see, any man can stand having everything taken from him, but if you want to see if someone is truly great, then give that person everything they could ever desire and see how they act. You’ve lived a life of prosperity ever since you shot out of the end of your daddy’s pecker, and are you a great leader, a great shaykh, a great man?” I laughed and slapped my knee. “I don’t think so, dickhead.”  
 
    Antizah bristled and snarled, “Cease calling me ‘dickhead’ at once! Show me the respect a pioneer such as myself is due!” 
 
    I held up my hands placatingly. “All right, all right, all right,” I said, “no more dickhead talk.” 
 
    I smiled. Slowly and wide. “How about if I call you Richard Cranium instead?” 
 
    This took a moment to sink in, and I wasn’t sure he fully understood. But he at least knew that I was taking the piss.  
 
    The Shaykh let out a howling roar of fury and bellowed into the night, “My people will worship me like a god, or I shall make them despair!” 
 
    I rolled my shoulders and twisted my head until the bones in my neck clicked. “Today, I think you’re going to find out that your people have more backbone than you ever gave them credit for.” 
 
    I used the power of Pan’s Tempest helmet then, transporting myself across the garden with the speed of lightning. I smashed my helmeted head up into Antizah’s chin in a meaty headbutt that rocked him to his foundations. He stepped back a pace, grunting in surprise. 
 
    The sudden drain in mana that the Lightning Speed used sent a rush of blood to my head, slowing me by a second. 
 
    Rocking back onto his toes, Antizah delivered a doozy of a headbutt of his own to the crown of my head. 
 
    It might have gone poorly for me then, if I had not been wearing my helmet. As it was, I was obliged to totter backward a few steps as my vision doubled. As I retreated, I felt my armor suddenly flush hot all over. 
 
    “It is ready. Fully charged with kinetic energy,” Noctis told me. 
 
    “Kinetic… what?” I asked, momentarily a little blurry. 
 
    “The Onyx Armor, Dad!” Wayne cried in my head. 
 
    “Cook that bastard!” Garth and Cyan cried together. 
 
    I’m not a man to be pushed around, but good advice is good advice, and it’s always beneficial to make your kids think that you listen to them, right? 
 
    As the seemingly tireless Shaykh Antizah came at me once more, I pulled myself together and aimed the conduit that lay in the center of my breastplate at the charging demon. 
 
    In the middle of the gleaming sable breastplate was something like a fiberglass 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, and right at that moment, that fog was shining with an ethereal radiance. Essentially, the Onyx Armor absorbed kinetic damage and transformed it into offensive Chaos Magic, and it was this distilled Chaos Magic that I let loose at Antizah. 
 
    The scintillating beam of silvery, black-laced magic hit the demon shaykh right in the chest. For a split second, he froze in the air like a cartoon character being electrocuted—only I didn’t see any bones through the effervescent glow that encapsulated him. Then he was rocketed away, blasted through the wall of the garden and out of sight. There were a few distant crashes and screams as he made his dramatic exit. 
 
    I knew that it was highly doubtful that I had dispensed with the shaykh that easily. He might have loved to hear himself talk, but from the monologue he had delivered to me a moment ago, it sounded like he had expected the change he had undergone. That made me think that he had been a lot more scientific in his research and execution than the late Captain Cade. 
 
    I sprinted through the garden, ducking under the ornamental jewel-encrusted fruit, and sprang through the break in the garden wall. The stones and bricks that had been used to construct it had been sheared cleanly, as if by a giant laser beam. Their edges glowed molten orange and clinked and clicked as they cooled. 
 
    I had hit Shaykh Antizah with such a powerful beam of magic that he had been blasted through the adjacent two walls that separated the palace grounds into neat little gardens, walkways, and courtyards. It was a simple thing to follow the trail of smoldering, smoking vegetation, obliterated brickwork, shattered statues, and demolished shrubbery until I found my old pal once more. 
 
    When I did, I found that we were not alone. 
 
    “This would be the distraction, then?”  
 
    There was a battle happening at the Shaykh’s house and everyone looked to have been invited. By the size of the courtyard, and the selection of small buildings currently in the middle of being burned to the ground by raging blue flames, I figured this must be the harem. 
 
    At a glance, it appeared that a selection of catmancers were fighting with other catmancers, while dozens and dozens of the palace guard were trying to decide exactly who they should attempt to bring down. 
 
    A sudden burst of familiar brilliant illumination drew my eye. I saw the unmistakable spectral form of Will zooming out of a cluster of guards who were hopping around with their hands clamped over their eyes. It was obvious that Will had just done his flashbang impression. 
 
    A shrill warcry drew my attention to Tamsin, armed with her ubiquitous spear, trading blows with two catmancers armed with leaf-bladed swords. As I watched, Tamsin blocked a blow from one of the catmancers and swept the other catmancer’s sword around so that it tangled up with the weapon of the other woman. Tamsin leapt, did the splits in midair, and double-kicked her two enemies in their faces, sending them reeling. 
 
    I guessed that not all the catmancers had been quite as amenable to turning coats as Zala might have predicted. I wondered whether this was because they had been brainwashed by Shaykh Antizah or because they really thought that he deserved to be running Akrit. 
 
    “To take a leaf out of Noctis’ book, Father,” Pan said, almost apologetically in my mind’s ear, “I would say that that is an irrelevant detail. Fight like a dragon; fight to win. Leave all else from your mind.” 
 
    It was anarchy of the first order. Fires of numerous colors reached up into the night sky, clawing at the stars with their flickering fingers. The dead and dying lay scattered like dropped washing. 
 
    There was a sucking explosion off to my right, and a large hut sitting in the middle of a rococo pond, which might have once been a sauna or massage room, exploded as a stray spell hit it. A trio of guardsmen who had clearly been standing too close were tossed heavenward, screaming as their robes burned with pink fire. They splashed down into the pond, bobbing as the pink fire continued to consume them, heedless of the water. 
 
    The three-ton statue of a centaur that flipped slowly out of the stark shadows was the only clue I needed as to where the Shaykh was. 
 
    I caught the statue, my shoulder muscles bunching as I took the weight, and then threw it back in the direction of the demonic form that had appeared out of the gloom. For his part, Shaykh Antizah didn’t want to continue our little game of catch. Instead, he ducked and allowed the statue to thump harmlessly into the gravel path behind him, sending stone spraying. 
 
    “I’m just about sick of you, you son of a bitch,” I growled. “Let’s get this over with!” 
 
    An Entropic Mine might have sealed the deal, but with allied and enemy catmancers and guards everywhere, I wanted to keep collateral damage down to a minimum. I doubted any of the guards were particularly loyal to Shaykh Antizah but were fighting more out of fear for their own skins than anything else. 
 
    Chaos Spear in one hand and Stormhammer in the other, I walked out to try and finish what we had started the moment we had sat down for that first cup of coffee with Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    The Shaykh attacked in a whirlwind of claws and snapping jaws. It looked like he thought I owed him for stirring up his city and he was going to take his pound of flesh in the most literal way possible. The front of his robe had been burned away by the intense beam of magic that had erupted from my Onyx Armor’s conduit, and I was delighted to see that the red flesh underneath was bubbled and scarred. 
 
    I struck out with my two weapons, but he slid around the point of my spear and countered with a buffeting punch that could have buckled the side of a M113 armored personnel carrier. In turn, I swatted his blow away with a downward strike of my Stormhammer, crushing one red hand into the beautifully manicured lawn. Tendrils of storm energy flowed up his arm. While the crushing blow to his paw seemed to have little effect on his body, the magical lightning cracked his skin so that weeping red lines appeared along his forearm. 
 
    Roaring, he snapped his jaws sideways at me in retaliation, attempting to rip my throat out with his yellow fangs. I used my Blink ability to disappear and reappear around the back of him. Shaykh Antizah’s elongated jaws snapped on thin air, and I punched him hard in the back of the head with the hand holding my spear, using the haft of the weapon to deliver more bang for my buck. 
 
    I was just beginning to feel like I might have the upper hand when Shaykh Antizah whipped around and hit me with a spinning sidekick.  
 
    I was tossed unceremoniously across the harem courtyard, scattering a quartet of guards hurrying to engage with Renji like skittles. 
 
    I got quickly to my feet, which proved to be a good move. The guards had dusted themselves off too and looked to have decided that they were happy to dispatch me before moving on to Renji. 
 
    After fighting with Shaykh Antizah, however, four run-of-the-mill guardsmen were absolutely no trouble. I didn’t even bother to block the swing of the first axe that was swept sideways at me. Instead, I tensed my bicep, and the weapon rebounded from my arm, throwing the female elf wielding it off-balance. I snapped the spear of my next attacker like a twig, kicked a third so hard in the stomach that he was thrown backward in a cloud of vomit, and then grabbed the fourth man and flung him at the elven warrior so hard that they were both knocked cold. The remaining guard held up his broken spear in surrender. His eyes were as wide as saucers. 
 
    I jerked my thumb over my shoulder, where Shaykh Antizah was busy studying his injured arm. 
 
    “You really want to die fighting for that hideous asshole?” I asked the purple robed guard. 
 
    The man shook his head vehemently. 
 
    “Then I’d go home, grab the wife and kids, and take a long weekend out in the desert,” I said. 
 
    The man did not answer. It’s hard to do that when you’re legging it in the opposite direction. His broken spear clattered to the stones. 
 
    I turned around, letting out a long breath, before I started forward in a mad dash. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah was heading for where Zala and Hana were fighting a bunch of Shaykh-loyal catmancers back-to-back. He was stalking toward them, his all-black eyes reflecting the multiple fires scattered around the harem courtyard, making him look even more devilish than he had done previously. 
 
    As I ran, I activated my Wing Slot and took off, my booted toes skimming along the gravel. 
 
    A posse of crossbow-wielding guards ran out of a building on my left as I shot across the courtyard. They must have been drilled to within an inch of their lives because half of them dropped to one knee while the other half continued to stand behind. Then, they all drew a bead on me, tracked me, and fired. 
 
    I barrel-rolled in the air, the crossbow bolts twittering and whistling as they passed around me. I did not stop to engage with the guards—there was no time for me to be bothering with the likes of them. My gaze was fixed on Shaykh Antizah. I imagined he was blaming Zala for the subsequent uprising and destruction of his comfortable palace home. 
 
    He wasn’t far from me now, but neither was he very far away from Hana and Zala. 
 
    As I blasted through a box hedge, I noticed a trio of longbowmen had taken up position on a balcony overlooking the harem courtyard. They were aiming up a couple of allied catmancers engaged with a dozen of the palace guards. 
 
    We had been told explicitly while training at the Drako Academy that it didn’t matter how strong a mancer you were, if you had a longbow arrow drop through the back of your neck or pierce your spine, there was precious little you could do about it. Hardened sinew, tougher bone, and thicker skin—it didn’t matter. Longbows could deliver their payloads on target with enough oomph to go through chainmail with ease. 
 
    The archers drew their strings to their ears, sighting down at their targets. 
 
    While in mid-flight, I fired a couple of Shadow Spheres at the support columns of the balcony. They vanished, and the crossbowmen were sent suddenly tumbling to the courtyard below along with the rest of the balcony. The collapsing structure crushed a couple of men who were coming out of a door underneath, while two of the archers accidentally loosed their bows as they fell. One of their arrows hit an unfortunate guardswoman in the side of the neck. She fell, spewing blood. The other arrow, by complete chance, smacked between the shoulder blades of Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    The arrow shattered against the Shaykh’s broad back, and he turned to find out who had dared to try a shot at him. The shot did nothing to hurt him, of course, but it did distract him. 
 
    Using this distraction, I came zooming over an artistically placed pond so fast that water jetted out behind me, sprayed into a fine mist by my wings. I ripped past Shaykh Antizah, grabbed Hana and Zala forcefully by the backs of their shirts, and hauled them into the air and out of danger. 
 
    “What in the fuck!” Hana ejaculated. 
 
    I must have taken her by surprise—it was a rare day that the Vetruscan bearmancer used profanities like that. 
 
    “Only me,” I said. 
 
    The three of us hurtled in a tight arc around the edge of the harem grounds, the extra weight slowing my speed considerably and sapping my considerable mana reserves. 
 
    “Why the hell haven’t you got out of here yet?” I asked in a slightly strained voice. 
 
    “There were too many of them,” Zala said. “Too many catmancers did not believe me. They thought me to be a simple traitor. We got bogged down and then separated.” 
 
    “All right, then let’s reunite you!” I said, spying Tamsin, Renji, and Kakra down below. “Then high tail it out of here. I’ll draw off the fucking super Shaykh.” 
 
    “That thing is Shaykh Antizah?!” Hana gasped looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    There wasn’t time to answer. With all my friends still in the vicinity, I had to get the Shaykh out of the picture so that they could concentrate on getting free of the palace compound. 
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    I dropped Hana and Zala. The two women plummeted down and crashed neatly into some of the three score guards that were trying to encircle them. In an instant, the whole collection of mancers and guards were a seething mass of magic and madness. Guards screamed as the mancers dispatched them with a combination of clinical precision and overwhelming brutality.  
 
    By then, though, I was gone, cutting around in the air to zone in on Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    I found him, shouting at a fresh legion of his place guard, trying to convince them that he was their shaykh and that they should follow him into death and beyond. The men and women looked terrified, though, judging by their faces. I think they were having a hard time accepting the fact that this hellish apparition was the once handsome shaykh that many of them had revered as a god. There were a couple of mutilated and broken bodies nearby, which told me that some of the guards had decided that they weren’t going to take the word of some monster and had tried to cut the Shaykh down. Even as I watched, Shaykh Antizah stomped on the back of one woman who was trying to crawl away from him. Even from thirty yards away, I heard her spinal cord snap with the sound of a forty-five going off. 
 
    “I am your Grand Master, you pathetic worms!” Shaykh Antizah spat at them in his new bass voice. “You will hear me and obey! You will heurgh!” 
 
    The last word was lost in a surprised gulping noise as I flew over at forty miles per hour, looped the chain of my Harpoon stunner around his neck, and yanked his big red ass into the air. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re a fat motherfucker now!” I groaned as my arms took the strain. 
 
    We flew over the intense fighting in the harem courtyard and out over the palace walls. I wasn’t too careful to make sure that Shaykh Antizah had a turbulence free flight. In fact, I went out of my way to make sure that I swung him into as many immoveable structures as possible—one of the corner guard towers for example.  
 
    Roofing slates rained down into the street below, causing pedestrians to look up and gawp, or else run for cover. 
 
    I dropped altitude and smashed my struggling, choking enemy through the side of a building I suspected might have been a tannery, if the stink that arose from the busted roof was anything to go by. 
 
    Antizah was kicking and struggling on the end of the occult pink chain wrapped around his neck like a fish that had been foul-hooked. Like I had noted, he was much heavier in his new form, but freeing himself was made even harder by the fact that every now and again, I shot a burst of electrifying mana down through the chain that connected the two of us. 
 
    His constant spluttering growling would rise in pitch whenever I zapped him and his legs would stiffen and his arms tighten up. It was at these moments that I plowed his ass into a structure of some kind as he was least able to protect himself or fend off it. 
 
    They say that all good things must come to an end, and so it proved in my game of shaykh strangling. Just when I thought the bastard dangling below me was going to have the good sense and class to asphyxiate, he only went and ruined everything. 
 
    I was at least a half mile from the harem when Shaykh Antizah gave up his tactic of trying to unravel the chain from around his neck and tried a new tack. He suddenly stopped scrabbling at his throat and quickly climbed hand-over-hand up the chain. When he was about halfway up, he let go and let gravity take me. 
 
    “What the hell are you doi—” I said. 
 
    When he got toward the bottom of the chain, he grabbed it and yanked. 
 
    Gravity and the man’s own prodigious strength combined to pull me clean out of the sky. 
 
    The two of us fell fast, flailing, and went through the side of a temple like a dud bomb. We crashed through sandstone masonry, shattering blocks as big as garbage cans, sending dust billowing into the night. 
 
    Citizens going about their legitimate nightly business screamed and ran for cover. Slabs of stone thundered down into the street, crushing vendors’ stalls as their owners sprinted away. The stained-glass window on one side of the temple burst outward like a multicolored bubble, shards of glass as big as a man dropping into the street, one of which cut an ill-fated and decrepit mule cleanly in half.  
 
    I was tough, but I felt that impact. I narrowly avoided quite a headache when a slab of masonry fell toward me as I lay in the street catching my breath. I had to strain my reflexes and strength to the utmost to get my legs up in time and kick it as hard as I could so that it split and dropped to either side of me. 
 
    I hauled myself to my feet. I was covered in dust and looked like I had just walked out of a flour factory explosion. 
 
    Through the fine particles that filled the street, I scanned for any sign of my opponent. 
 
    Something did loom up out of the dust. 
 
    A horse drawn carriage spinning through the air like it had been picked up by a tornado. 
 
    A burst of Forcewave punched it back the way that it had come, and it disappeared into the murk with a rending crunching crash of splintering timber. I followed it and came across Shaykh Antizah picking himself up out of the mess. One of the carriage wheels had looped over his head, but he only had to flex his mighty arms a little to burst out of it with the ease of someone breaking a rubber band apart with his hands.    
 
    “I’m going to put you through hell for what you’ve done here tonight, Dragonmancer,” the monstrous figure told me when he saw me stalking toward him. “Then I shall put the rest of your countrymen through it after you.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’ve been through hell, buddy.” My eyes burned with a hatred for this thing that had once been a man. “There’s a secret to surviving it; you just keep going until you emerge from the other side.” 
 
    Privately, I was racking my brain for anyway to bring this fucking guy down. I wouldn’t say that hope was fading in my heart—it’d be a dark day indeed before that happened—but I was running out of ideas. 
 
    “Anyone got any inspiration?” I asked my dragons in the seclusion of my own mind. 
 
    There was a chorus of mutterings that I took to mean that they were on the case. 
 
    They knew my thoughts, and I was thinking that it would be a real treat just to let them all loose so that they could barbecue Antizah.  
 
    So that’s exactly what I did.  
 
    All six dragons materialized before me, an array of splendid colors and shapes and sizes. Each dragon let loose with their customary flesh-broiling breath, covering the Shaykh in flames. Together, the six dragonfire combined into something combustible, and there came an ear-splitting explosion. 
 
    And what an explosion it was. 
 
    The entire street ignited. There was a colossal roaring sound, like ten prides of lions being fed into a rocket thruster, and the very air ignited in an expanding sheet of bright flame.  
 
    The shockwave lifted me off my feet and threw me some thirty feet backward into the city square. Hot air buffeted me and dust choked me as the street that the Shaykh had been standing in turned into an oven. 
 
    Buildings toppled into the road. Carts, stalls, pallets, crates, and everything else that wasn’t fixed to anything solid was thrown into the air or obliterated. In that street, night turned to day for about five seconds. 
 
    Five seconds. 
 
    It felt a lot longer. 
 
    When the pall of flame had cleared and the dust had settled, the only thing that could be heard was the distant sound of panicking people, the odd scream, and the far-off noise of something heavy crashing down in an adjacent street after a brief and unexpected visit to the stars. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet with a slight groan.  
 
    I was tired. I was tired of fighting for the day. I hadn’t thought it possible, but I was damn well sick and tired of cracking that scumbag, Antizah in his hideous visage. 
 
    I wanted him gone, relegated to my past, so that I can get on with the important things in life. Like breaking the tradition of slavery that he had instituted amongst the catmancers. And not having to ever see him again. 
 
    I was also keen for a drink. A drink and some time spent with the fine women that I had come on this adventure with. Not to mention the new female acquaintance that I had made: Zala. 
 
    I straightened up and scraped my tongue with my teeth. I spat ash, dust, and the gods knew what else out onto the floor, backed up a few paces, and leaned gratefully on the edge of a well that was the focal point of this particular plaza.  
 
    My dragons had all been banished back into their crystals a split-second before the explosion. And good thing, too, since I didn’t want to know what would have happened to them had they been caught in it.  
 
    I did a mental role call and found that they were all still alive and kicking.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Looking around, I could see that the stacked houses that would have passed for apartments back in L.A. were crammed with citizens craning their heads out of the windows to see what the hell had just happened. 
 
    Spot fires illuminated the street as well as the plaza in which I stood. Raising my eyes to the night sky, I could see that there were a few fingers of black smoke reaching up to touch the celestial heights. I guessed if you followed those smoke trails you could trace where the Shaykh and I had had our fight. 
 
    Man, I was glad to be rid of that mother— 
 
    “Dad…” Brenna said in the back of my head. 
 
    There was a tall figure striding through the smoke. It was lit quite theatrically by the fires behind it. 
 
    “Don’t be Shaykh Antizah, don’t be Shaykh Antizah, don’t be Shaykh Antizah,” I murmured to myself under my breath. 
 
    It was Shaykh Antizah. 
 
    I knew Akrit was an exotic place, but there simply couldn’t be two figures in the whole land, or anywhere for that matter, with a face that looked like it could get its owner arrested for indecent exposure if he stuck it out of a window. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah did not look quite as composed as he had done pre-conflagration. He was completely nude for one thing, his robe having been burned away by the epic dragonfire explosion. It’s a tricky thing to maintain the same level of awe-inspiring dread when you’ve got your big red ass out on show for the world to see. 
 
    The guy was tough, I had to hand it to him. Even the toughest brute, though, was going to be affected by a street-killing explosion. You can’t have that much fire, that much heat, that much flying debris all coalescing on you at once, no matter how big a magical badass you are, without some serious repercussions. 
 
    Still, he came limping out of the smoke and dust of the firelit night gamely enough. As he drew closer to me, I could see at a glance that one of his pointy ears had been totally shredded and hadn’t grown back. His left arm also hung limply at his side, the bottom half of it looking like it had been put through a sausage making machine. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah stopped about twenty yards away from me and regarded me through eyes that looked like twin pools of tar. His slit nostrils were opening and closing at the end of his bloody snout. His teeth were still bared in a grimace of rage. His one good, red-fingered hand clenched and unclenched, as if he were imagining squeezing my eyes out of my head with every other breath. 
 
    He looked, in a word, pissed. 
 
    “Well,” I said lightly, gesturing south of his waist, “I see that as fucked up as you are, you at least still have your cock and balls.” I gave him a cheery thumbs-up. “That’s something at least.” 
 
    The Shaykh said nothing, but I heard that Harley-Davidson Fat Boy rumble start up in his throat again—a sure sign that I was standing on his last nerve. 
 
    “This is only going to end up one way if you hang around here, Shaykh Antizah,” I said loudly, so that my voice carried to all those citizens of Akrit who were hanging out of their windows, watching the scene unfold. “You’re going to die. Even if you were to best me here, and let’s face it, that’s unlikely, your subjects aren’t going to put up with any more of your tyrannical shenanigans, are they?” 
 
    The Shaykh opened his fang-filled mouth and barked, “They will endure whatever their Shaykh asks and requires them to endure. That is their purpose! That is why they were brought about—to serve me!” 
 
    “Sweet deal,” I replied in a blasé voice, “for you, that is. Funny thing is, I’ve always thought that a ruler’s duty is to serve his people. was your function and responsibility, Shaykh, to earn the love and loyalty of your citizens. Not to coerce them into obeying your every whim. not to force them into slavery!” 
 
    I shouted this last word angrily, and only partly so that all those listening would not miss it. I was angry. You couldn’t just go around taking peoples’ God-given right to live the lives they wanted. We all only got to go around this world once—as far as anyone knew. No one person should ever think they have the power and right to take another person’s life and use it as an extension of their own. 
 
    “It is the way that I have decreed it,” the Shaykh snarled, “and my word is law!” 
 
    “Law!” I spat contemptuously. “Law is easy to jot down on paper. But it’s a much harder thing to actually govern.” 
 
    “They will look upon me, in my new form, and they won’t dare to countermand my orders or disobey my commands,” Shaykh Antizah roared at me. 
 
    “I think they’re more likely to look at you and throw up in their own mouths,” I said. 
 
    “I will be able to put Akrit under a control the likes of which it has never been put under before,” Shaykh Antizah continued in his deep bass voice. “Everything in its proper place. Every man, woman, and infant doing exactly what they should be doing, when they should be doing it.” 
 
    “According to you.” 
 
    “According to their revered and venerated Shaykh,” the demon-faced Shaykh replied harshly. 
 
    “You’re basically ticking all the boxes required to be a fucking A-class tyrant. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “I am their protector!” Shaykh Antizah bellowed at me, taking a step toward me. 
 
    He’s close, he’s right on the edge, I thought to myself. Almost right where I want him. On the cutting edge where I can bleed him. 
 
    “That’s the classic thing all tyrants say,” I said. “They always come across as the great protectors who rid their people or land of something or other, and then you know what happens? They turn out to be fucking worse than whatever scourge it was that they convinced their people that they helped them out with.” 
 
    The Shaykh took another step. 
 
    “You’re nothing more than an asshole who’s good at doing his own public relations campaigns,” I said. “Let me guess, you’re going to try and defeat me and my friends and then blame this whole shitshow on us? Huh? And then you’ll invite your Shadow Nations pals over and that’ll be that—Akrit ruined. And now look at you, you’ve taken the first step down the road to Balls-up City; you’ve fashioned yourself into the semblance of what you think some godking looks like, isn’t that it?” 
 
    Shaykh Antizah snarled at me. His top lip was quivering, like a dog that’s seconds away from sinking its teeth into the meat of your calf. 
 
    “I’m telling you, dickhead, your good people aren’t going to stand for it. And now that me and my friends have freed the catmancers, there’s no way you’re going to be able to hold onto your power.” 
 
    The battered and bloody Shaykh let out a great slobbering, howling roar of ire. He launched himself at me, his one busted arm swinging behind him as he loped like a greyhound across the space that divided us, his bright red torso ravaged by fire and magic. His gleaming all-black eyes were wide and mad. 
 
    I let him come on. 
 
    And he leapt at me, as I knew he would. His one good arm was outstretched, his long red fingers reaching for my throat, the black claws glinting like nine-inch nails in the firelight. 
 
    And I used Blink to teleport backward, onto the other side of the well that I had been leaning against. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah dove into space, the madness not leaving his eyes for a second. He hung over the midnight-black hole for just a second, and in that second, we exchanged glances that told one another that we would hate and despise one another until our dying days. 
 
    Not too much longer, in his case. 
 
    The seven-foot demon shaykh dropped into the beckoning abyss of the well. He didn’t scream or anything, but he did let loose an enraged snarl like a hyena that’s just been kicked out of a butcher’s shop. 
 
    He fell away from me into the darkness and disappeared. 
 
    I looked down into the impenetrable blackness. Far below, I saw sparks erupt and the sound of tortured stone drifted up to my ears. 
 
    “Thought so,” I said to myself. “You can’t keep a good psycho down.” 
 
    And I conjured two Entropic Mines into my hands and dropped them into the well. The two discs, wreathed in an ethereal silver-black mist fell into the darkness. Down, down, down they went, heading for the scrabbling, clawing, snarling in the dark below. 
 
    Then they went off. 
 
    I watched for as long as I could, but there came a point a couple of seconds in when I was compelled to step hurriedly backward from the well. It was as the mines started sucking in the very interior of the well itself, liquidizing and crushing the bricks down, compressing them into a far smaller mass than they were ever intended to take on—along with the late Shaykh Antizah.  
 
    The rim of the well sucked inward down the hole like the last of the bathwater draining down the drain. Then, there was silence. The entire well was an imploded tube, the top of which was now filled with sand and debris. 
 
    Shaykh Antizah was well and truly dead and buried. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and sighed contentedly. I felt slightly strange. After the epic battle, the one-on-one fight that had claimed about four city blocks and caused who knew how much property damage, I felt like I should have been far wearier in body than I was. That was the thing about being a dragonmancer, though: we could fight for as long as it took to take the bad guys down and still party all night afterward when the job was done. 
 
    “Well done, team,” I said to the dragons in my head. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    There was a chorus of ‘thank you’s and ‘any time’s and ‘duh’s. 
 
    I looked up at the stars above us. 
 
    “Nice night,” I said. 
 
    The crunch of feet on stone brought my eyes back down to earth. A smile lit my features. 
 
    “Ladies,” I said, “it’s good to see that you’re all still in one piece.” 
 
    “Did you really expect anything less, Dragonmancer?” Hana asked me, returning my smile with interest. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, “no. No, I did not.” 
 
    Tamsin, Hana, Zala, Kakra, and Renji, followed by the unkillable Will, walked toward me out of the night. Covered in blood and dust, they looked like the very epitome of warriors who were not to be messed with. 
 
    My companions came over to where I was taking a breather on a section of low wall that had somehow escaped the carnage. 
 
    “No injuries?” I asked. 
 
    Tamsin made a disparaging little noise in her throat. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” I said. 
 
    “The Shaykh?” Zala asked me. She was sitting next to me, and I could feel the warmth of her body pressed up against my side. It felt good. Very good indeed. She had a look of beatific peace on her flawless face. 
 
    I pointed at the crumpled collapsed mess of the former well in the middle of the plaza. 
 
    “It would be far from the truth to say that he was the kind of individual that couldn’t punch his way out of a wet paper bag,” I said, eyeing the buckled stonework of the well. “He was cunning, driven, and strong in the end. But even in the fresh, hellish form that he took on, he couldn’t hope to walk away from how I finished him. There’ll be no comeback tour for Shaykh Antizah, I can guarantee that.” 
 
    Zala sighed, looked down at her feet, and smiled. I wouldn’t have liked to wager money on it, not with one so hardy and resilient, but it looked to me like a tear might have sprung up in the corner of one dark eye. 
 
    “How about things at your end?” I asked Renji, giving Zala the space she needed to gather herself. “Did you end up having to wipe out the entire palace guard?” 
 
    Renji grimaced a little. “Many fell. All the catmancers who remained loyal to the Shaykh had to be put down and defeated, but once that was done, the regular troops saw that fighting on was a death sentence. They threw down their weapons, and we told them to go and be with their families until everything was sorted out and made clear.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing,” Tamsin said. “I would not care to be in the shoes of any of Shaykh Antizah’s chief bureaucrats right now.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because the catmancers we freed are cleaning house,” Tamsin said with relish. “After we had made sure everyone knew that Shaykh Antizah was on the out, we left the catmancers to keep the peace.” 
 
    Zala looked up, evident delight at the memory of what they had seen as they left the palace burning in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “those kowtowers and toadies and sadists that climbed so high in the Shaykh’s esteem were being dealt with justly.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, though I could probably imagine. 
 
    “Being ruthlessly torn in half, having their decapitated heads kicked over the palace walls by the catmancers, being clawed apart and made to watch as their guts fell in piles in front of their still seeing eyes, that brand of justice—the Shaykh’s brand of justice,” Zala replied. 
 
    “Sometimes that sort of justice is the only justice,” I said. “You sow bad seeds, and you can’t be surprised when the harvest isn’t to your liking.” 
 
    Zala nodded, her eyes fixed on the imploded well in the middle of the plaza. 
 
    It was then that I became aware of a building hubbub around us. Those citizens who lived around the square, who had seen and, more importantly to my mind, heard what had taken place between the Shaykh and myself, were tentatively walking out into the street. They snaked out of the streets tentatively, as if they weren’t sure whether or not the world was going to start exploding again. 
 
    Renji looked around at the gathering mass of chattering folk. 
 
    “Um, Mike, can we expect there to be a riot of any kind?” the djinn asked me. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I told her, my own eyes sweeping the gathering throng. “I was careful to only use a tiny bit of dragon power.” 
 
    Hana raised a shapely eyebrow at me and nodded down the street that had been reduced to rubble and fire. 
 
    “That doesn’t look like a tiny bit of dragon, Mike,” she said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess a tiny bit of six dragons equals a lot. Don’t ask me; I’m better at Metal Gear Solid than math.” 
 
    “So we shouldn’t expect trouble from the people?” Tamsin asked, rephrasing Renji’s question from earlier. 
 
    I addressed my friends. “Shaykh Antizah basically dug his reputation’s grave. He blabbered on about how the populace of Akrit only existed to serve him. He spouted all this crap about how they lived to fulfill his requirements, the kink of thing ordinary, peaceable inhabitants would just love to hear come from the guy they pay their taxes to.” 
 
    “So, you don’t think they’re here for our blood?” Renji asked. 
 
    “Nah,” I said. “I think they’re here for closure.” 
 
    I stood up and dusted myself off as well as I was able to. 
 
    “Zala,” I said, holding out my hand, “I think it’d be a smart idea for you to come with me.” 
 
    Zala looked at me, then at the crowd. Then she nodded her head. 
 
    Holding our heads high, we walked out into the growing congregation of citizens. 
 
    Many people tried to accost us as we walked through the throng, asking us what was going on, who I was, why the fuck half the city was on fire—all good, germane questions to the current state of affairs. 
 
    We ignored them until we were standing by the pile of rubble that had once been the quite pretty and functional well in the middle of the plaza. We climbed the mound of shattered, warped stones, and stood above the heads of the crowd.  
 
    I raised my hands for silence. 
 
    The clamor simmered down once more. 
 
    “People of Akrit,” I said in a loud voice that rang out over the hundreds and hundreds of people gathered in the plaza, “I’m not really one for speeches, so I’ll give you the short version; that slavemaster who once ruled this fine city, Shaykh Antizah, is dead!” 
 
    Noise erupted from the crowd, as I knew it would. 
 
    “Is this true?” someone asked. “Is this really true?” 
 
    Zala addressed this question. “Yes,” she said loudly, “it is true. That foul snake is gone!” 
 
    “What does this mean? What does this mean?” many people called from all sides.   
 
    “It means that you are free, my friends,” I said in a ringing voice. “It means that you have nothing to fear from us and, more importantly, you have nothing to fear from that dog’s cock that you called a shaykh.” 
 
    There was a deal of laughter at that and some half-hearted cheering. 
 
    I continued. “It means that, in time, and when you have chosen a representative from amongst yourselves, that the Mystocean Empire, the Kingdom of Vetrusca, and the people of Akrit will be fast friends, and our nations will flourish together as they have never flourished before.” 
 
    “You said once we have chosen a representative from amongst ourselves,” someone nearby piped up. “Are you saying that we elect our own shaykh?” 
 
    “Doesn’t necessarily have to be a shaykh,” I said. “Get a bunch of respected candidates together and have the city vote on one of them to lead. Then elect a council of men and women from each district in the land and have them help.” 
 
    “We are an intelligent people,” Zala interrupted, before I had to get too deep into the bare bones of how democracy worked, “and I’m sure that we can work out a fair and impartial voting system amongst ourselves.”  
 
    Privately, I thought that if voting really made any difference back on Earth, then the bastards in charge of things wouldn’t let us do it, but I kept this bit of cynicism under my hat. Who knew, maybe things would be different here?  
 
    The tumult that now arose had an excited edge to it. It was a din fueled by possibility; the possibility of a newer and brighter future. 
 
    Zala and I pushed our way back through the crowd. Distantly, I heard what sounded like a drumbeat go up. 
 
    Zala pressed my hand. “And so,” she said, “the celebrations begin!” 
 
    “No one is too pissed off that I leveled part of the city?” I asked in an undertone. 
 
    Zala smiled at me and pressed my hand harder. “The street was occupied by tax collectors, and they were almost unanimously loyal to the Shaykh. No one will be mad over the destruction of their homes. Besides, Akrit is a harsh and unforgiving land, despite its wealth. The people here are used to adversity. They are used to rising above it. They will rebuild, and I guarantee that this part of the city will be more magnificent than it ever has been.” 
 
    I nodded at her, and together we made it back to the rest of our waiting crew. 
 
    “So,” I said, while in the distance the drums were joined by horns, flutes, and tambourines, “I think it might be safe to say that our work here is done.” 
 
    Kakra came forward and flung her arms around me. The desert seer was surprisingly strong for one with such a willowy frame, but then again, she was a mancer. 
 
    “You and your friends have done more for this country than I could ever have hoped you would,” the Last Wormmancer said to me, her red and blue eyes sparkling. “You have worked a magic here that far surpasses anything that any mancer who has come before you has ever worked.” 
 
    I patted the older woman’s hand and cleared my throat. 
 
    “It’s all good, Kakra,” I said, keeping my tone light. “I did what anyone else would have done, were they only accompanied by these awesome and powerful women.” I motioned toward Tamsin, Renji, Hana, and Zala. 
 
    “And wisp!” I added, nodding and grinning at Will. 
 
    The will-o’-the-wisp flashed a multitude of colors, going through the spectrum in his excitement. 
 
    “Yes, perhaps anyone would have tried to do what you did, had the stars and fates aligned for them,” Kakra said. “But not anyone could have, Dragon Breeder. Among many other things, you are a catalyst for change. That I know without having to gaze into the future.” 
 
    I gave Kakra another hug. She might have been grimy, her robes stained and smeared with blood like the rest of us, but I still thought she was a hot piece of ass for an older woman. 
 
    “It’s a good thing that I’m covered with dust, Kakra,” I teased her, “otherwise I’d be blushing like a schoolgirl right now.” 
 
    Kakra laughed and poked me in the ribs with her long bone staff. 
 
    “What now, Mike?” Renji asked me as we all gathered in close. She had to raise her voice to be heard over the growing music and laughter. It sounded like there was going to be some serious revels happening in the streets of Akrit tonight, and probably well into the morning too. 
 
    “I think,” I said, “that it’s time that all of us made our way home.” 
 
    Zala stepped forward, as did Kakra. 
 
    “I—we—owe you a debt of gratitude, Mike,” the beautiful catmancer said. “A debt that cannot be wholly paid in just words. I will come with you, if you will let me, and help you and the Mystocean Empire in their endeavors.” 
 
    “And I will be coming with you too, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Kakra said to me, smiling her bright white smile. “Whether you will have me or not. It has been many ages since I have talked with your seer, Claire. I think now is as good a time as any for the two of us to sit down and have a well-deserved catch up.” 
 
    “There will also be some catmancers who will be eager join us on this adventure, Mike,” Zala said. “I am sure that, in this coming battle with the Shadow Nations, every mancer willing to aid the allied force will be appreciated.” 
 
    I had no argument with that. Every mancer would be needed. Besides, as I turned my gaze on the raven-haired, dark-eyed beauty of Zala, I realized just how badly I wanted to get to know the woman more. 
 
    As I looked at her, running my eyes over her flawless caramel skin, heavily shadowed eyes, and toned physique, the catmancer looked up at me and smiled a feline smile that touched something warm inside of me and made it glow all the brighter, like a smoldering coal that is touched by the breath of the bellows. 
 
    “So, Mike?” Zala purred. “Will you have us?” 
 
    I smiled widely. “Yeah, I’ll have you.” 
 
    Zala smiled another one of those feline smiles. 
 
    I looked around at the assembled female warriors and nodded to myself. 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “Let’s ride.” 
 
    End of Book 5
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