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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We headed back to the Galipolas Camp, back to the waiting General Shiloh, Queen Frami and, most crucially of all, the Overseer. They would be eager to hear what had transpired in Akrit. 
 
    We soared over the vast nothingness of the desert, and I watched the sand unroll below us with unfocused eyes, lost in thought. I flew on the back of Brenna, the Ice Dragon, as I was keen to give each of my dragons as much of a run as possible when the situation allowed it. 
 
    Brenna reveled in the flight; I felt her body and mind thrumming with joy. Her jointed lance of a tail, tipped with the silver-blue, glave-like barb, whipped from side to side as though wagging. The glittering barbs that covered her neck like icy stalactites winked in the dawn light. Her armchair-sized heart, discernible through her semi-translucent hide, thumped with the unmatchable calmness of a dragon.  
 
    Behind us, the capital city of Akrit was burning. Columns of black and white smoke rose into the desert sky like admonishing fingers. The sun rose in the east, the rim of the fat copper disc peeking over the waving skyline that the dunes provided. 
 
    The desert sun somehow burned brighter and purer here than it did in the mountains surrounding Drakereach. There was no haze to diffuse its light, no trees creating mist to lessen the intensity. The gleaming orange edge spilling its light over the rolling sand seemed to promise a day of intense heat to come. 
 
    As beautiful a country as it was here, I was glad to return to the cooler, hilly plains that lapped the knees of the Galipolas Mountain and the military camp at its base. 
 
    I smiled to myself, a smile that hadn’t left my lips since Shaykh Antizah had made his exit via the well.  
 
    I looked forward to catching up with and seeing quite a few people when I got back to the camp. I had, during my time at the Drako Academy, made many new friends. This was not so surprising in itself—I was a sociable guy—but what was strange was the fact that I had kept them. Back on Earth I lived such a transient, fleeting lifestyle that the friends I did make never hung around for long—or, at least, I didn’t hang around long enough to form close bonds with anyone. 
 
    I was eager to catch up with my coterie first and foremost; with Rupert, Gabby, and Bjorn. I looked forward to seeing all of my ladies of course, in particular my two wives, Saya and Elenari. My tastebuds anticipated a reunion with Old Sleazy and his band of culinary geniuses. Even the debrief with my superiors was something I looked forward to in a strange way. They would be stoked with how things had played out in Akrit. 
 
    Not only had my friends and I secured the power of the relic under the desert for our side, but we had also wiped out a sizable enemy force. We’d overthrown a tyrannical shaykh and secured the goodwill of a people who would, in due time, ally themselves with us and enrich the Mystocean Empire with trade. 
 
    Not a bad couple of days’ work.  
 
    Although there had been a bit of carnage left behind, some dark deeds that had taken place in the city, and many buildings leveled, Akrit wasn’t doomed. Not at all. After the rubble had been cleared and the dead buried, after a new government had been formed and the place had stabilized, I predicted the future of Akrit would be brighter than ever. As bright as the sun inching its way over the eastern horizon. 
 
    “You are deep in your thoughts, Dragon Breeder,” Kakra the wormmancer spoke from behind me. “It is a lucky thing that your dragon is such an intelligent entity, otherwise I might be worried that you would crash us into the dunes with your absentmindedness.” 
 
    The old wormmancer rode with me on this first leg of our journey. Her slight weight was a warm comfort behind me. 
 
    “Well, we’ve accomplished a lot in the last few days,” I said. “There’s a lot to mull over.” 
 
    The rest of my crew soared behind Brenna. Tamsin rode on Fyzos with Hana the bearmancer at her back, while Renji was on the Steel Dragon, Corvar, with Zala the catmancer clinging on behind. 
 
    Casting an eye back to the catmancer, I saw she was loving the novelty of flying over the dunes. Her gorgeous caramel-colored face was lifted up to the sky, her eyes were closed, and her short black hair was flying out behind her. The smile that lit her face would have made Rembrandt swoon like a schoolgirl. 
 
    “Yes, much has been achieved,” Kakra said. “The world has been bumped from an ill course. Good has been done. Such deeds are always gratifying to observe.” 
 
    “Even if you already know they’re going to happen?” I asked. 
 
    There was a soft little snort in my ear and I could tell she was laughing. “Ah, Dragon Breeder, nothing is certain. Nothing is set in stone. There are many futures. Some just shine brighter than others. Many, no matter how beneficial for the world and humanity that they might be, need the right catalyst or the right person to come along at just the right moment to make them possible. As was proved with you.” 
 
    “You sound like a seer that doesn’t believe in destiny,” I said. 
 
    She huffed another laugh. “Seers more than anyone know that whatever good or bad fortune may come a person’s way, they can always give it meaning and transform it into something of value. Or not.” 
 
    That was the sort of mystically ambiguous wisdom that I had come to expect from seers, but it was comforting, somehow. 
 
    “How many catmancers do you think will come to join our armies at Galipolas?” I asked. 
 
    I felt her shrug her slender shoulders. 
 
    “It is hard to say for sure,” she said. “But, I think there will be many. You and your fellows have proved yourself stalwart warriors—a quality that the fighters and catmancers of Akrit hold in very high esteem. Even now, behind us, they and their giant cats will be making their ways over the sands. You would be surprised how fast such beasts of the desert can move. If this journey back to your camp is going to take us two days, then it will only take them four at the outside.” 
 
    “Kakra, you know the plan for the Mystocean Empire is to make war on the Bronze Citadel and the Shadow Nations, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “In coming along with me, with Hana, Tamsin, and Renji, I hope that the new catmancers know they’re agreeing to throw in their lot with, and help, the Mystocean Empire. They do, right? I don’t want them to think they’ll be fighting for me. I’m just an elite soldier, and not even the most elite kind of soldier. I’m not part of the Empress’ Twelve or anything.” 
 
    Kakra released the loose grip she had been keeping around my waist and patted me on the shoulder. She, unlike Zala, seemed totally unimpressed with flying on dragonback. She was as cool about it as she might have been riding the bus—cooler, probably, seeing as the blight of the internal combustion engine was something that was totally unnecessary in a world in which there was magic. 
 
    “Do not worry, Mike Noctis,” she said. “I have foreseen catmancers joining the Mystocean legions, bolstering them with their skill and ferocity. The visions on this at least are clear. Besides, I believe Zala has already gathered those who were intent on fighting alongside you and told them what they can expect once they have crossed the desert and scaled the mountain passes.” 
 
    “The Bronze Citadel is going to be a tough nut to crack, if the reports from the ranging spies are to be believed. General Shiloh sounds as worried as a woman like her ever sounds,” I said. “I hope the catmancers are all as tough and resilient as Zala.” 
 
    “You shall see in good time,” Kakra said. “And, as far as our upcoming confrontation with the Shadow Nations goes, you are heading back to your base with a relic that makes you even more powerful, even more formidable a weapon, and a handful of new mancer troops. To my mind, it would appear that the Mystocean Empire is going to be as well prepared as they’ll ever be to take on the prodigious might of the Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    I turned my eyes, which had been staring thoughtfully at the back of Brenna’s neck while Kakra spoke, to the desert. The wide orange sea of sand began to glow with the spreading radiance of the sun, as it seeped across the dunes like spilled tree sap. 
 
    It looked like it was going to be another beautiful day. Another day filled with possibility. 
 
    I smiled to myself. Possibility. That’s what it all boiled down to sometimes. Possibilities, even dreams. Dreams, after all, were a kind of planning. 
 
    “Bring it on,” I whispered to the world, as me, Brenna, and all the rest of our gang of warriors and dragons flew into whatever the future had in store for us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the Galipolas Camp two days later, we found the camp heaving like a nest of ants that had been stirred up with a stick. 
 
    We flew in with the afternoon sun at our backs and landed in the special cleared area that had been assigned for dragonmancers and their mounts. It was an area that afforded the tents of the commanders and officers a clear view of who flew in and out of the camp. It was no surprise then that, even as Brenna flapped her wings to slow her descent and drifted earthward to touchdown, General Shiloh and Queen Frami waited for us. 
 
    They were not alone. 
 
    The flaming red head of Elenari and the gleaming ashy blonde hair of Saya were what caught my eye first. Penelope, resplendent in her usual all blue, was also there. Two women in gleaming black armor—one wearing a bright crimson sash—told me that Ashrin and Jazmyn, two of the highest ranking dragonmancers serving as ground troops in the army, were also there. 
 
    A tall, thin woman, with angular features and blue hair that had been shaved into a severe mohawk, stood behind General Shiloh. Her tanned face was covered in intricate tattoos that might have been runes of some kind. It was Scrutor, the head of General Shiloh’s spy network. Her presence here hinted that things were definitely afoot. Had she just returned from some secret mission, or was she waiting to hear what had taken place in Akrit so that she knew where to go next? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    I slid off Brenna’s sleek back, then offered my hand to Kakra and helped her to the ground. 
 
    As soon as her feet hit the ground, Kakra patted me on the back and said, “I shall go and seek for Claire.” 
 
    “She’s here?” I asked, looking around but not seeing the slender white-robed figure of the Drako Academy’s seer. 
 
    Kakra smiled. “She is down in the town awaiting me. Do not worry about me, Mike Noctis. Report to your general. We shall see each other again soon. You can depend on that.” 
 
    With that, she turned on her heels and marched off through the small throng of gathering officers and minor dignitaries, as if she visited Galipolas Mountain all the time. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said as I walked over to the imposing bear-like woman, “you’re back, and so soon. You have a report for me?” 
 
    “I do, General,” I said, smiling at Saya and Elenari who were standing off to one side. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said. “Then you’ll kindly follow me to my tent and give it to me.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    General Shiloh led the way toward her tent. Queen Frami stomped along at her side. 
 
    As we walked along the beaten dirt path toward the tents that had been set aside for the officers, I caught sight of a trio of men lurking by a supply tent. 
 
    “Boys!” I called, catching eyes with the slightest one—a man wearing a ridiculous Robin Hood-style hat. “Good to see you. I feel like it’s been ages since I’ve had to put up with your ludicrous chit-chat. Have you been behaving yourselves and not besmirching my good name, etcetera etcetera?” 
 
    The biggest man, a giant of a warrior with skin as white as snow and pale blond hair and beard, guffawed and shook like a panna cotta in an earthquake. 
 
    “Oh yeah, boss,” he said, nudging me with an elbow the size of a sledgehammer head, “we ain’t been smirching shit, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “That response fills me with no confidence whatsoever, Bjorn,” I said. 
 
    Bjorn guffawed again and winked. 
 
    “S-s-sir, I’ve been endeavoring to do my utmost to keep Bjorn from d-disgracing himself,” Rupert Dyer said. “But, as you can imagine, it has been a task that is f-far easier said than done.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have, Rupert,” I said. “Gabby, how have you been? Have you been utilizing your downtime to wreak havoc on the female population?” 
 
    The yellow-eyed tracker, Gabby, who was also a tongueless mute, gave me a steady look. It always amazed me how much meaning he could get into a single, long look. This one seemed to say, ‘I know you’re joking, but the fact is I have been cleaning up—tongue or no.’ 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh barked from up ahead, “there will be plenty of time for gossiping with your coterie later. As for now, you will report while the memory of events is still fresh in your head.” 
 
    “Yes, General! Sorry, General!” I said. 
 
    “I’ll see you lads a little later on,” I told Rupert, Gabby, and Bjorn. “I’ll meet you down by Old Sleazy’s outdoor grill after I’m done reporting. Make sure you’re waiting there for me.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, s-sir!” Rupert said, snapping out a salute. 
 
    “Good.” Leaning into Bjorn, I said, “And, Bjorn?” 
 
    “Yes, Dragonmancer?” he said. 
 
    “Go and eat something before you fall over,” I told the big man. “Your breath smells like the inside of a gin still.” 
 
    Bjorn suppressed a stupendous belch with difficulty and said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, boss.” 
 
    “Of course you fucking don’t,” I said. 
 
    With that, I took my leave from my personal bodyguard and hurried after the retreating backs of the General and Queen Frami. 
 
    When I had pushed my way inside of General Shiloh’s tent, past the two guards stationed outside, I found the General behind her scarred and paperwork-covered desk with her feet up in the space she kept free just for that purpose. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” Queen Frami said, turning her head toward me and fixing me the one eye that wasn’t covered by a badass eyepatch, “I trust that you were successful on your mission?” 
 
    I looked over at Scrutor who stood in one corner of the tent. The rangy woman fiddled with her hands, twisting her long fingers around and around. She never seemed at ease inside a structure of any kind, and I assumed this was because she spent so much of her time out under the open sky. 
 
    “You can speak freely in front of Scrutor, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said, her foot wagging. “Hell, she probably knows more about what has been going on and what is going to happen than you do.” 
 
    I nodded at Scrutor, who gave me a thin-lipped smile. 
 
    “In that case,” I said speaking directly to Queen Frami, “then yes, I think I can say things went pretty well in Akrit, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Hana acquitted herself well?” she asked. 
 
    “Like always,” I said without hesitation. “Your ward is one hell of a warrior.” 
 
    Queen Frami beamed at me. “Good!” she cried, slapping the sword at her side with evident pleasure. “Damn good to hear! Now, you say that your mission went well? You and I have already established that the pair of us share a trait in common: we do not have the time nor the inclination for longwinded words and fucking around. Bearing that in mind, give me the gist of how things went. Doubtless the good General will want specifics from you afterward, but put this old shieldmaiden’s mind at ease first, if I might ask it.” 
 
    I looked at the General who nodded her assent. 
 
    “Wet your whistle and your throat before you tell me,” Queen Frami said, her piercing eye sparkling in a knowing way. 
 
    I gave a short laugh. “That is a much appreciated offer, Your Majesty. Was it that obvious?” 
 
    Queen Frami chuckled and tucked her thumbs into her sword belt. “You might not be as experienced a campaigner as the General or myself, but just because you are young does not mean your appetites are any different to what ours used to be, eh, General?” 
 
    General Shiloh looked torn between irritation and amusement at the casual turn things had taken. She reached behind herself all the same and retrieved a bottle and four horn cups. She poured measures for herself, Queen Frami, me, and Scrutor. 
 
    We raised our cups.  
 
    “May each of us give the demons their due,” Queen Frami said. 
 
    We drank. 
 
    “Now, Mike,” Queen Frami said, “tell us in short speak what happened.”  
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty,” I said, after I had regained the power of speech that had been robbed from me by General Shiloh’s Hangman liquor. “We made contact with Shaykh Antizah, who made me uneasy from the start. He tried to have me killed for the sport of some of his visiting dignitaries, but I thwarted him. By chance, we unearthed that the good Shaykh had been enslaving his catmancers in a way that enabled him to torture them if they didn’t adhere to his every command.” My fingers clenched tighter around my drinking horn. “He had them locked in a harem in his palace. We found this out by rescuing a catmancer who was tortured, then we made a break for it out into the desert where we were looking to rendezvous with some rebels. This rebel force ended up being a single wormmancer going by the name of Kakra, who just so happened to be a seer too.” 
 
    “Like our own Seer? Like Claire?” General Shiloh asked. 
 
    “The very same, General,” I said. “The same red and blue eyes and everything.” 
 
    “That old woman who was riding behind you was a seer?” Queen Frami asked. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” I said, “and although she might be older than we are, she’s a damned fearsome warrior. She’s the last wormmancer.” 
 
    “And you have brought her over to help us?” General Shiloh said.  
 
    “That’s right, General,” I said. “She actually requested to come back with me. It seems that she and Claire are acquainted, though how well I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Continue with your tale, Mike,” the Queen said, reaching for the bottle of grog on the edge of General Shiloh’s desk and pouring us all another slosh of the fiery liquor.  
 
    “It was while we were out in the desert with Seer Kakra that we found out what the Shaykh had been doing,” I continued. “He had been consorting with the Shadow Nations before we even arrived, I’m afraid.” 
 
    To my surprise, neither General Shiloh nor Queen Frami looked shocked. Only Scrutor raised an eyebrow, which was probably about as surprised as the sanguine spy ever got. 
 
    “It was as the Overseer feared, then,” General Shiloh said. “The Shadow Nations have not been idle. It would seem they have been trying to undermine us in more ways than one.” 
 
    Queen Frami knocked back her second drink and grimaced. I couldn’t be sure whether it was at the thought of the Shadow Nations getting up to a bit of skullduggery, or the tonsil-dissolving taste of General Shiloh’s homebrew. 
 
    “Just as she feared,” she said when she could. “She has a bastard of a mind that Overseer of yours, and I mean that as the sincerest compliment, General. She is one of those rarest of leaders that is able to make use of their enemies, where most figureheads are fools who couldn’t even make use of their friends.” 
 
    I smirked, thinking of the pompous asses that made up the Martial Council. 
 
    “I wonder how long ago the Overseer thought the Shadow Nations might try and approach the Shaykh of Akrit?” 
 
    “Hm,” General Shiloh said. “If I know the woman at all, and I would flatter myself to say I probably know her better than most, I would say the Overseer had decided to not interrupt them while they were making a mistake.” 
 
    “Give them enough rope to hang themselves.” Queen Frami grinned, but it faded. She turned back to me. 
 
    “So, where do things stand now between the Shaykh and the Shadow Nations, Mike?” she asked. 
 
    “The Shadow Nations had made a bargain with the Shaykh,” I said. “They told him how he might make himself stronger—he wasn’t a mancer himself and I think that really pissed him off—through the Bloodletting process.” 
 
    “Bastards!” General Shiloh thumped her desk with a beefy fist. 
 
    Queen Frami waved her into silence. “And?” 
 
    “In return, Shaykh Antizah must have given the Shadow Nations troops the location of the relic. We got there just before them and fought them for it. I’m happy to say that, with the relic’s new power, the other mancers and I were able to obliterate the Shadow Nations troops that had been sent to waylay us.” 
 
    Queen Frami clapped her callused fighter’s hands and poured me another drink. 
 
    “That’s the way to do it!” she growled. 
 
    “This relic,” General Shiloh said, “what does it do?” 
 
    “It allows whoever has possession of it, me currently, to be able to spread the power of whatever beasts they are bonded with into whatever slots they need,” I said. 
 
    Genera Shiloh sat back in her chair and whistled. “You have the power of six dragons at your disposal at any one time?” she asked, her eyes lighting up at the thought of what such a weapon might be able to achieve. 
 
    “Yes, General,” I said. 
 
    She took a gulp of Hangman, and her eyes bulged. She motioned with her hand that I should continue my story. 
 
    “In the end, thinking that it would be the right thing to do, as well as having made a bargain with Kakra to help her out if she told us where the relic was located,” I said, “we made a move on the shaykh.” I paused here, unsure what the general thought of me freestyling. 
 
    For a moment it looked like she might chew me out for being sentimental and doing the ‘right thing,’ but then her cloudy expression morphed into a dry smile. 
 
    “You decided to do the right thing and uproot an ancient dynasty, did you, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she asked. “And what, pray tell, were the results of that?” 
 
    I recalled the apocalyptic damage that my battle with the Shaykh had caused to the city. I decided to gloss over it. 
 
    “Pretty smooth transition, all things considered, General,” I said with a nonchalance that wouldn’t have fooled the sort of person that thought ‘nonchalance’ was a type of cured meat. “The Shaykh is dead, the catmancer slaves were freed, and the people of Akrit are now able to elect their own representatives.” 
 
    Queen Frami laughed. “Democracy, eh? I believe that fuckin’ notion was tried in Vetrusca many, many long years ago. From what little is recorded in our sagas, it was given up because people were laboring under the misapprehension that the ignorance of many was just as helpful as the knowledge of a few.” 
 
    “Yeah, it can be a tricky one to get your head around and to navigate,” I said, “but at least it gives everyone a fair bite at the apple. At the end of the day, surely a system in which the smart, cunning, sympathetic, ruthless, charismatic, or respected can fight to get to the top trumps a system where all a lucky leader has to do to get to the top is be born?” 
 
    Queen Frami chuckled and put up her hands in mock surrender. “I’ve told you before, Mike. I’m more of a warrior than a politician. How about you and I table this discussion for when we’re about four bottles further into the evening.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh yes, that special point in an evening when everyone is right and nobody is wrong?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “Now!” General Shiloh said, slapping her hand on her desk and taking back the command of our small meeting. “Tell me, Dragonmancer Noctis, you have been away and returned with increased power for yourself, and therefore increased power for our Empire.” 
 
    “That’s correct, General,” I said. 
 
    “You have changed the face of the desert country of Akrit?” she went on. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And you have returned with one old seer, this Last Wormmancer as she styles herself, and… That’s it? You realize that Scrutor here has been running recon missions around the Bronze Citadel. Judging by all that she and her agents have reported back to me, we are going to need every available mancer and soldier to help us win the coming confrontation with the Shadow Nations.”  
 
    She cleared her throat and brushed some imaginary dust from the front of her worn sable uniform with its talon-shaped pauldrons. 
 
    “I have no problem at all with dishing out credit where credit is due, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said gruffly, “and the fact that you and the other mancers with you took down a sizable force of the enemy without taking a single loss or injury is nothing short of miraculous. However, the fact remains that we need warriors.” 
 
    “Then, I hope you’ll be glad when I tell you there was an unseen consequence to me throwing that no good son of a bitch—” 
 
    General Shiloh held up one warning finger and motioned to herself and the other two women in the room. She gave me a wry smile. 
 
    “Easy on the profanity there, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “There are ladies present.” 
 
    Queen Frami burped and poured herself some more booze. 
 
    “Well, there are ranking officers and royalty present,” she amended herself. 
 
    I laughed. “Sorry, General,” I said. “Let me rephrase, although let me just say for posterity that to call Shaykh Antizah a repugnant, slimy dog would be an insult to all the repugnant slimy dogs out there in the world.” 
 
    “Noted,” General Shiloh said. “Proceed.” 
 
    “Yes. So. There was an unexpected bonus to me throwing Shaykh Antizah down that well,” I said. “Many of the catmancers who he’d enslaved agreed to come and fight for the Mystocean Empire in payment of the favor we did for them.” 
 
    “Granting them their freedom is quite the favor,” Queen Frami said. 
 
    “There are catmancers on the way?” General Shiloh asked, sitting up in her seat and taking her feet off the desk. 
 
    “Yes, General,” I said. “In fact, you already have one here now. Her name is Zala, and she’s a hell of a warrior in her own right. It was she who told us about the Shaykh’s sneaky dealings with the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    “How many more are on their way?” General Shiloh asked, hauling herself to her feet. 
 
    “I’m not too sure, General, but they’re going to be here in a matter of days, so we’ll be able to see when they arrive,” I replied. “I hope that’s more of the rank bolstering stuff you were after?” 
 
    She grinned, walked around the desk, and slapped me on the shoulder. It was like being struck by a spade carved out of corned beef. 
 
    “Bolstered ranks, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh growled in delight. “You follow me and we’ll see about bolstered ranks.” 
 
    She strode from the tent. Queen Frami, Scrutor, and I followed. 
 
    “Scrutor,” the General barked over her shoulder, “you heard what Dragonmancer Noctis said about the incoming mancers?” 
 
    “Yes, General,” Scrutor replied. 
 
    “Make sure you send word to all your watchers in the mountain passes to let them through unmolested. Anyone riding on a giant cat is an ally. Got it?” 
 
    “Aye, General.” 
 
    “Good. Get going now.”  
 
    Scrutor winked and punched me on the arm before she slid away between the crates and barrels of supplies that surrounded us. 
 
    General Shiloh and Queen Frami praised me as we walked, telling me once more how well my companions and I had done in thwarting the Shadow Nations forces from getting the relic. 
 
    We crested the top of the hill and headed to a ledge on the other side of the town. The why of all this was swiftly answered—it was so that I could look out over a parade ground some way below us, where more than just the regular troopers of the Mystocean Empire were being assembled and drilled. 
 
    “Is that… Are there a few other strange beasts that I see down there?” I asked. 
 
    “You have dragon-enhanced eyesight, don’t you?” General Shiloh said. She sounded pleased despite her short words. “You don’t require me to tell you what is evident to your own eyes, do you?” 
 
    I had only caught a glimpse of the fearsome cats of the Akrit catmancers. Now though, down there on the parade ground, I saw a number of other recognizable and yet different creatures. 
 
    Standing to one side of the parade arena were a couple of giant birds, as huge as one of those naked fellbeasts that the Nazgûl fly in the Lord of the Rings movies. Their feathers shone with an oily, pearlescent blackness, the color of ripe blackcurrants. Their beaks were dark as sin and evil-looking, and their eyes shone like polished onyx. 
 
    “Are those rocs?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course they’re bloody rocs,” Queen Frami said, whacking me on the back. “What other bird do you know of that’s big enough to carry off sheep? Flown by rocmancers.” 
 
    “And those are… those are fucking giant gorillas aren’t they?” I asked, forgetting in my amazement to watch my language. The gorillas reminded me of nothing less than King Kong—if King Kong had started up a punk band and dyed his entire body a bright orange. Although I might have thought the coloring of the gorillas detracted from their awe-inspiring majesty, had I not seen them, it definitely did not. The great apes were so muscle bound that they looked like they could tear an elephant in half. 
 
    “That’s right,” General Shiloh said. “Some of our scouts were able to convince the apemancers of the wild forests of the west to join with us. We’re lucky. As far as terrestrial mancers go, the apemancers are some of the most deadly in the world—from what little we know from our records of such things.” 
 
    “Then we have the bugmancers over there,” Queen Frami said, taking me by the shoulders and adjusting my gaze so that I could pick out the three long, alien beasts that lounged in the grass just to the left of the parade ground. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I said in a quiet voice. “Look at the size of those fucking praying mantis, would you.” 
 
    I had not seen the trio of giant insects at first, as they were perfectly camouflaged in the grass they were lying on. They were emerald green all over, and about as long as your average pickup truck. The bulbous eyes shimmered as they moved independently of each other, and the formidable pincers at the front of their heads winked as they caught the afternoon light. It was their retracting arms that took most of my attention. Just looking at those praying arms sent little shivers down my spine. Getting caught in one of those would be like being snared in a giant mousetrap edged with butcher’s knives. 
 
    “I guess we know who’d stage an ambush or do a bit of spying,” I said. “Those bugs look like they could sit still for days at a time if required.” 
 
    “I believe they can,” General Shiloh said. “Although the bugmancers are a reticent people. They divulge information of any kind slowly and carefully and only after much trust has been built up. One thing I do know though, is that apart from being damned deadly and phenomenally patient, those mantis can also fly.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “Rocs, dragons, and mantis in the air, cats and gorillas on the ground. I wouldn’t want to be on the side of the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    General Shiloh looked pleased at how keen and appreciative I was, but she also looked a mite somber too. 
 
    “I would not underestimate the Shadow Nations,” she said. 
 
    I nodded, gazing out at the parade ground below, with the Queen of Vetrusca on one side of me and the most powerful officer of the Mystocean Empire on the other.  
 
    “This is going to be a dangerous mission, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said to me. “A dangerous business, even compared to all the other shit that you and your colleagues have pulled in the not-so-distant past.” 
 
    “Battle usually is, General,” I said. I kept my tone light, but there was no denying she had a point. What was coming up next would probably be the most dangerous undertaking that the Mystocean army, and the legions of the Drako Academy, had been a part of—let alone myself. “I guess we just have to weigh the risks and make sure we take the right ones.” 
 
    General Shiloh looked sideways at me and let out a bullish snort. 
 
    “It’s a damned big target we’re shooting for, Dragonmancer Noctis; the Bronze Citadel. Massive in size and massive in importance to the Shadow Nations, if the reports of my spies are anything to go by.” 
 
    “It might seem hard, General,” I replied. “It’s daunting to the brave women and men who are going to be risking their lives trying to take it. Might be useful to remind the troopers that, no matter how hard it gets, they should keep their heads up, because things are gonna get easier, and things’ll get brighter. It’s what they have been trained to do, and there’s no warrior on the side of the Shadow Nations that has the same level of training as one of the soldiers of the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    General Shiloh turned her head fully, so that she wasn’t just looking at me out of the corner of one of her penetrating brown eyes. 
 
    “You know, that was a profound, inspiring thing you said just now, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Perhaps we’ll make a leader out of you yet.” 
 
    I grunted my thanks. I couldn’t bring myself to tell the good general that I had just paraphrased none other than the late and great Tupac Shakur.  
 
    “How are we going to know that we’re taking the right risks, in your expert opinion?” she asked, turning back to survey the multiple milling mancers. 
 
    “Because, General Shiloh,” I said, reaching out a hand so that my brawny commanding officer was obliged to turn and observe the dragon fire burning in my eyes, “they’ll be the risks that leave us all looking down on the broken corpses of our enemies. You’ll see.” 
 
    Queen Frami barked another one of her wolfish laughs. The eye that was not covered by the patch shone with the light of the coming battle, with an eagerness to face our enemies on the field, to take the fight to them. 
 
    “You’re a hard man not to believe, Dragonmancer Mike,” she said, her gray dreadlocks swinging around her face as she turned her head this way and that, all the better to take in the vista below us. “I must say, and this comes fairly hard to the lips of a Vetruscan when describing one of the Mystocean Empire, I find myself holding great store in your abilities. Not just as a soldier mind you, but as a leader of soldiers.” 
 
    I chanced a glance at General Shiloh, but the burly woman said nothing. Clearly, she was tapped out of good things to say about me for the present. 
 
    “You really don’t fear this coming storm, do you, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she said. 
 
    “You might not have noticed, General, but I’m a stubborn man,” I replied. 
 
    Inside my head, Noctis chuckled. 
 
    “I refuse to be blinded by fear or anger,” I said.  “It’s not that I’m unafraid, but I just refuse to let fear control my actions.” 
 
    Inside my mind, I felt the swelling warmth of pride that my dragons felt at my words. 
 
    “There are hard times ahead, no doubt,” I said, my face lit by the westering sun. “Things that are going to be hard to face down and overcome. That’s the thing about bravery—something that our army has in abundance. It enables men and women to stare down that which might terrify other, lesser people and say ‘fuck it’ and walk out to face it anyway.” 
 
    “This foe,” General Shiloh said, “is not the kind of adversary that is going to shy away from throwing the first punch—and it is bound to be a dirty one thrown from our blindside, from out of the dark.” 
 
    My face was set. Inside of me, my dragons were ready and raring to go, to fight whatever had the foolishness and balls to stand against us. 
 
    “In that case, General,” I said. “We’ll just have to be ready to throw the second one, and make it such a blow that the motherfuckers won’t be able to get up for a third.” 
 
    Down below, on the parade ground, an assortment of monsters waited. That was all very well and good, because they were our monsters. 
 
    “And sometimes,” I muttered to myself as I thought of the Shadow Nations’ forces mustering and waiting for us somewhere in the Subterranean Realms, “we have to embrace the monsters within us to defeat those that threaten us.” 
 
    Out there, somewhere over the wilds of Galipolas Mountain, a dragon roared. 
 
    It did not sound afraid.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I left General Shiloh and Queen Frami on top of the hill, looking out over the parade ground below. As I strolled back down the long slope, I was already musing on just how we might use these new allies of ours to help us in the coming battle with the Shadow Nations. It was clear to me, having already encountered bearmancers and catmancers, that each type of mancer had a penchant for different kinds of combat. 
 
    If we wanted to crush the Shadow Nations’ forces, we needed to take advantage of those unique warfare predilections. That would be crucial: identifying and accepting my strengths, the strengths of the soldiers and allies willing to follow me, our weaknesses, our fears and hopes, and to know what tools we had at our disposal to fulfil our purpose. 
 
    Yeah, there was a lot to consider. A lot to weigh up. The coming conflict was only a part of the weight pressing on my shoulders. 
 
    There was also Rifa, the bear cub I had sired with Hana. The little guy still needed to somehow ingest the Etherstone we had waiting in the wings for him. However, having been preoccupied with our mission to Akrit, not to mention being instantly taken aside for a debrief by General Shiloh, I hadn’t yet had time to find Penelope. 
 
    It had been the Knowledge Sprite’s task to uncover how a bear cub could absorb an Etherstone. I was hoping she had managed to unearth something in the Grand Library, back at the Drako Academy, while I had been away.  
 
    “Mike?” 
 
    Almost in answer to my percolating thoughts, there came the voice of Penelope, Dragonmancer and Librarian. 
 
    I turned and saw the blue-skinned Knowledge Sprite, wrapped in her habitual cobalt robes, padding toward me. 
 
    “Just the Sprite I was wanting to see,” I said, giving her a smile. “It’s damned good to catch sight of your pretty face again, Pen.” 
 
    Penelope beamed back at me, bobbed onto her tiptoes, and gave me a swift kiss. 
 
    “Lovely to see you again too, Mike,” she said. “You survived, I see.” 
 
    “You sound surprised,” I said, grinning and raising my eyebrows. 
 
    Penelope linked her arm through mine, and together we ambled back toward the camp. 
 
    “I’d be far more surprised to hear that you hadn’t,” she said in the polite, bashful voice, which I found so endearing. “As would most of the army stationed in Galipolas town.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope nodded and squeezed my arm. 
 
    “I have to say that even though the rumors that are already spreading through the camp are, well, rumors, they definitely sound like they contain more than a little of your methodology…” 
 
    I had to chuckle at that.  
 
    “We blew up part of Akrit and killed the former ruler, Shaykh Antizah,” I said. “This, in turn, might have led to the political destabilization of Akrit. Does that really sound like something I was involved in?” 
 
    Penelope raised her eyes to the heavens. She muttered something under her breath, frowning, as if she was engaged in some complex calculation. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after a moment, her azure eyes returning to mine. “Yes, that sounds exactly like the sort of thing you would be caught up in.” 
 
    I chuckled again and bumped her with my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it might sound a bit extreme, maybe,” I said, “but it’ll be good for the citizens in the long run. They’re an enterprising people. It’ll be good for trade—both for us and for them.” 
 
    Penelope’s eyes sparkled up at me as she listened.      
 
    “You should hear the things people are saying about you around Old Sleazy’s barbecue pits,” she said when I fell silent. “You’ve garnered quite the reputation, you know. The way they swap stories about your exploits reminds me of the heroes of old that I spent so much time reading about in the Grand Library when I was studying there.” 
 
    I snorted. “I bet you that there’s a problem with all those heroes of old.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’d wager more than a few scales that most of them were so courageous they managed to get themselves killed doing something that crossed the line from heroic to stupid.” 
 
    Penelope snorted, then looked up at me with a thoughtful light in her eyes. 
 
    “You know, if every being in this multiverse of ours was satisfied with themselves, there would be no such thing as heroes,” she said. 
 
    I considered this, as we strolled across the grass, heading toward the bottom of the hill. 
 
    “I think I get what you’re saying,” I said. “The men and women that we consider heroes are beings who do things which we recognize, with regret, and sometimes with a secret shame, that we can’t do as they do, right? So, if we were all happy with how we went about our business, we wouldn’t need to appreciate qualities in other people.” 
 
    Penelope smiled up at me again. “You have placed your finger on the nub, Mike Noctis. Well done.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s the funny thing about the whole ‘grass is always greener’ thing, isn’t it? I’m not sure about sprites, but us humans from Earth, don’t find too much in ourselves to admire. We’re always wanting to be like somebody else.”  
 
    “I think that is applicable to all sentient, intelligent beings,” Penelope said. “Unthinkingly, we all have a caliber by which we measure other people, and if we examine ourselves closely, we find that this standard is a very basic one.” 
 
    “Go on, I’m all ears,” I said. 
 
    “Well, we admire and envy these other people for the great qualities that we ourselves are without.” 
 
    “That’s hero worship?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope took a deep breath. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Equal parts admiration and envy? That’s a little pessimistic for you, isn’t it?” I teased. 
 
    She smiled at me. “It’s just something I have observed.” 
 
    Somewhere off in the distance, I heard a war bear bellowing its deep grunting roar.   
 
    “Hey,” I said, remembering what it was I wanted to talk to her about, “there’s something I needed to ask you; did you learn anything about the Etherstone for Rifa?” 
 
    Penelope gave my arm another squeeze, which I took to be a reassuring one. 
 
    “I did,” she said. “That was why I was waiting around for you to finish up. I thought you'd be anxious to hear all about it.” 
 
    “Well?” I asked. “It sounds like you were successful.” 
 
    “Like many mysteries that cause us so much worry, the answer, when I found it, was remarkably straightforward,” she said. “The bear cub must slowly, over the course of an entire day, feast upon an Etherstone. Very slowly, taking small bites.” 
 
    I blinked and let out a grunt. “That’s it? The little guy just has to eat it?” 
 
    Penelope nodded. 
 
    Ahead of us, sitting by a canvas pavilion and tucking into something wrapped in a leaf, I saw Elenari and Saya. 
 
    “The only thing that we need to watch out for,” Penelope said as we made a beeline for the two women whom I had married simultaneously, “is how quickly Rifa consumes the Etherstone.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because that is the only risk. If he eats it too fast, it can prove fatal,” Penelope said. 
 
    “Why is it that dragonlings can devour the stuff so quickly after they’ve liquidized it?” I asked. 
 
    “Digesting such a potent magical catalyst without a dragon’s intestinal fortitude is not something every creature can do,” Penelope explained. “The bear cub will also be distracted while it eats, because he will be constructing his den.” 
 
    I glanced over at Penelope as we approached Elenari and Saya. They looked up and waved at us. 
 
    “They build dens instead of forming cocoons?” I asked. “That’s awesome.” 
 
    “Every magical beast is different, just as each humanoid race is,” she said. 
 
    “We won’t have a problem with Rifa eating his Etherstone too fast,” I said. “Hana will want to be by his side while he does it, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    We stopped in front of the blonde and the redhead, and I looked down at the two beautiful women. 
 
    “What’ve you two got there?” I asked in way of a greeting. 
 
    Saya grunted a laugh, stuffed the last of her meal into her mouth, wiped her lips with the leaf and then tossed it away. My natural Earthling response was to reprimand the sexy woman for littering, but I caught myself just in time. In a world with no plastic, there was nothing to complain about with someone throwing away a leaf. 
 
    As Saya and I embraced, Elenari said, “It’s roasted stork, crusted with cinnamon moss, and slathered in barbecue sauce. One of Old Sleazy’s finest.” 
 
    “Sounds delicious,” I said as Elenari got to her feet and came in to give me a hug too. “I’ll have to go and find that old gnoll and see if I can wrangle a meal out of him. It feels like forever since I’ve had some of his barbecue. How have you ladies been?” 
 
    Elenari and Saya looked at one another. I could tell they were trying to play things cool. Saya was a lot better at it than Elenari, but clearly both warriors were stoked about something. 
 
    “You better tell me, then,” I said, looking from Saya’s icy blue eyes to Elenari's bright jade ones. 
 
    “Tell you what?” Elenari said. 
 
    “Tell me whether or not I’m talking to the two newest members of the Empress’ Twelve.” 
 
    Elenari’s face split in a wide, white grin. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, tapping my chin and gazing at her, “that would be a yes, would it?” 
 
    Saya launched herself at me, wrapping her strong legs around my waist as I held her off the ground. She thumped me a couple of times on the back, kissed me hard on the lips, and said, “We fucking did it, Mike!” 
 
    “You’re in?” I asked, a little breathlessly. 
 
    Saya loosened her grip on me so that Elenari could join the hug. 
 
    “We sure did, Mike!” the Elven huntress told me. 
 
    “That’s amazing news, you two!” Penelope said. Her eyes shone with pride and wonder. “You’re two of the very best now!” 
 
    Elenari reached out a hand and squeezed Penelope’s. 
 
    “Is that the Dream Tattoo?” Penelope asked, her voice colored with awe as she looked down at Elenari’s wrist. 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said, pushing Saya gently away from me. 
 
    Saya and Elenari pulled up their sleeves and showed Penelope and me the inside of their forearms. 
 
    “Each of them are different,” I pointed out. 
 
    Saya nodded her ash-blonde head. “Each of the Twelve gets the vague shapes of their own dragon inked into the inside of their forearm,” she said. “They are done in a white-silver ink that is made up partly of the blood of the Empress’ own Dream Dragon.” 
 
    Penelope let out a soft gasp as she ran her thumb over the outline of Elenari’s dragon, Gharmon. 
 
    “What does that do, having the ink suffused with the blood of her Dream Dragon?” I asked. 
 
    “It allows us to bilocate,” Elenari told me. 
 
    “And that means…?” I tilted my head. 
 
    “It means that we can be wherever the Empress is, at the same time as being where we are now,” Saya said. 
 
    “What, you can teleport?” I said, amazed. 
 
    Saya nodded, grinning at my astonishment. “It ensures the Empress is always protected by at least Twelve dragonmancers.” 
 
    “If she needs us, she simply calls for us with her mind—meaning she can do it without alerting anyone who might have captured her or is threatening her,” Elenari said. 
 
    “Our Dream Tattoos will turn ice cold and glow in response to her call,” Saya carried on, “and we’ll be able to appear at her side.” 
 
    “What’s more,” Elenari told me, “she can relocate to the side of any of the Twelve as well, which basically gives her a dozen portal escape routes, should she need them. She is aware of where we all are at any given moment.” 
 
    “I read that this ability to move across great distances magically had been used by leaders before her,” Penelope said. “Who were required to make visits to neighboring kingdoms that would have taken weeks of travel otherwise.” 
 
    Saya and Elenari both nodded. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, puffing out my cheeks and looking with renewed respect at my two wives, “you two have some real responsibility on your shoulders now. Congratulations. I’m more proud of you than I can say. I hope Empress Cyrene realizes how lucky she is to have the pair of you two guarding her body.” 
 
    Both Elenari and Saya looked pleased with that praise.  
 
    Naturally though, Saya, who had always been the outwardly gruffest and toughest of the two, said, “We’ve been discussing the best way for you to congratulate us later, Mike, so don’t worry about covering us with flowery words right now.” 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender and laughed, “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    “Yes, not when you’ll be covering us with kisses later on,” Elenari said, flashing me a devilish little smile.  
 
    “Right now, though,” Saya said, breaking in before I had a chance to ask more about these plans, “I’m sure there’s something you should be doing, Mike.” 
 
    “Apart from the whole covering you ladies—” I attempted to say. 
 
    “Yes,” Saya said, laughing and shaking her head. “Penelope has probably told you already, but the regular troopers of the Drako Academy have come to hold you in very high esteem.” 
 
    “Especially after the wild tales of your latest adventure,” Elenari said. 
 
    “I still can’t think how any of that got around so fast,” I said. “We’ve hardly been back for any time at all. Whatever everyone has heard, I’m sure it’s far from accurate.” 
 
    Saya shrugged her athletic shoulders. “Well, whatever the hell it is everyone has heard, and has been hearing ever since you and the others left for Akrit, it’s being exacerbated by that coterie of yours.” 
 
    I grinned at the mention of Rupert, Gabby, and Bjorn. I was looking forward to catching up with those guys. It sounded, from Saya’s slightly proprietary tone, like that would have to wait for the time being, though. 
 
    “All right, boss ladies,” I said to the Amazonian-looking blonde and the graceful Elven redhead, “what is it that my wives think I should be doing?” 
 
    “Come on, Mike,” Elenari teased, “you don’t need us to tell you what the Mystocean Empire’s most celebrated warrior should be doing, do you?” 
 
    I thought about this for a second. I let out a little inaudible sigh, looking down at the empty leaf wrapping that had contained Saya’s barbecued stork. 
 
    Man, I had really missed Old Sleazy’s cooking. 
 
    Still, duty called. 
 
    I looked around at Elenari, Penelope, and Saya. 
 
    “You know, I was just studying these new mancer allies from the top of the hill,” I said. “And I was thinking, we should enter the Bronze Citadel completely aware of all our strengths and all our possible shortcomings.” 
 
    Saya nodded. “Readiness doesn’t guarantee victory, but it does guarantee confidence, which is a pretty damned important component to victory.” 
 
    “Well said. So, with that in mind,” I said, “let’s head over and see what these new allied mancers of ours have got going on.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    I walked along the edge of the expansive parade ground with Penelope, Elenari, and Saya, observing in silence the gathered warriors from realms I had never known existed until only an hour or so before. 
 
    As I had seen from the top of the slope that General Shiloh and Queen Frami had led me up, there were quite a few giant creatures and their bonded mancers on show. Each of them was a race unto themselves, obviously, but they also carried themselves in different ways. As I walked around the parade ground, taking in the allied warriors even as they scrutinized me and the other three dragonmancers in turn, I formed rough ideas about each of them. 
 
    For instance, the apemancers appeared to be super strong. As a dragonmancer, I knew what it was like to be possessed of superhuman strength. I mean, the equivalent of a dragonmancer going for a five minute round on a punching bag was to smash a solid block of granite apart with their bare fists. However, even compared to the Herculean strength the Transfusion Ceremony gave us, I could tell the apemancers had acquired an even more immense physical robustness. 
 
    “Looks to me like these apemancers are endowed with incredible jumping abilities,” Saya said under her breath, nodding at the almost cavewomen-like apemancers. They were dressed in crude skins and hides that had been neatly and expertly sewn. Their faces were streaked with warpaint and their hair bound in thick braids.  
 
    I grunted my assent. “And it looks like they have the ability to punch even harder than many dragonmancers.” 
 
    As we continued around the section of the parade ground that had been set aside for these impressive apemancer folk, we caught a few glimpses of them using their magic. They didn’t give too much away, and generally stopped when they saw us coming, but I got the impression that the spells they used depended on their ape’s magical or elemental ability, in much the same way that dragonmancer magic did. 
 
    “One thing I noticed,” I said to Penelope in a quiet voice, once we had passed the apemancers, “is that they looked to have sorcery that enhanced their prowess at physical combat. Did you see that?” 
 
    She nodded. “Spells and enchantments that granted them eldritch armor or weapons, but no offensive spells like we use, you mean? Yes, I noticed that.” 
 
    I gazed over my shoulder at the great, hulking orange-furred gorillas themselves. 
 
    “They don’t look overly fast, their apes,” I murmured. “Do you think that they ride them into battle, or fight side by side?”  
 
    “There is a notion that the apes are able to sprout wings when required,” Penelope said. “Although, it is not something that I have had confirmed by what I would consider a reputable source.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but picture the flying apes in The Wizard of Oz. They had been scary enough as they were, even being normal monkey-sized. I could only guess at the sort of butthole-clenching terror that might be induced on an enemy, seeing a four-ton flying gorilla coming toward them. 
 
    We strode slowly past the bugmancers in silence. The bugmancers themselves were training and sparring in almost complete quiet. They reminded me of ninjas: swift and noiseless. They watched us walk past them out of the corners of their eyes. 
 
    They were lithe and well-knit in frame, dressed in organic-looking outfits of brown, green, and gray that hugged the contours of their bodies in a beguiling fashion. We could make out little of their facial features because they wore tight, thin balaclavas over their heads. 
 
    “Their magic looks to almost be more hunting and stealth-based than anything,” Penelope mused as we walked on. “Spells that conceal and camouflage. I’m not sure where they come from exactly, but I would hazard a guess at one of the great forests.” 
 
    “Probably somewhere fairly warm,” I said, “judging by the thinness of their garb.” 
 
    As we watched the bugmancers work some spells, they appeared to be using a variety of natural magic—magic that tapped into the natural world. This was unlike dragonmancers who had access to lots of different types of magic. 
 
    “What’re you thinking about, Mike?” Elenari asked me as we watched a trio of bugmancers hover into the air on the back of their giant-sized praying mantises. They began to flip and jump from the back of one creature’s carapace to the next, trading blows and fending off attacks in midair.   
 
    “I was thinking that these bugmancers look like they’d be about as much fun to fight as a spurned Amanda Nunes,” I muttered. 
 
    “Who?” Saya demanded. “Who is this Amanda Nunes?” 
 
    “Probably the only woman on the planet I come from that might give you a run for your money in a fight, Saya.” 
 
    Saya bristled, her bright sapphire eyes flashing at me. 
 
    I held up my hands and laughed. “I was kidding, I was kidding! I know that you and the rest of our band of women are the most undisputed badasses in this multiverse.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Saya said, flicking her Baywatch-ready hair out of her face in a way that set her fantastic rack jiggling. 
 
    The third largest contingent of allied mancers was that of the rocmancers. As much as the apemancers and bugmancers clearly had their own cultures, the rocmancers had a style and aesthetic that I found impressive from the get-go. 
 
    “Where are these mancers from?” I asked Penelope as I ran my eyes over the haughty women staring imperiously back at us. 
 
    “I believe they’re actually located in the mountains around the Grimtooth Mounds,” she whispered.  
 
    “Wait, isn’t that where Tamsin hails from?” Saya asked. 
 
    Penelope nodded. “Yes, it is, but whereas Tamsin’s hobgoblin people are known to burrow through the foothills and lower slopes of the mountains, I believe these rocmancers inhabit the high places that can only be reached on the backs of rocs—or dragons, of course.” 
 
    “They sure look impressive,” I said. 
 
    The rocmancers wore elaborate headdresses made from their roc’s feathers and were covered in swirling tattoos. They were clothed in tanned hides, with baggy trousers, which almost reminded me of those harem pants, tucked into their boots. 
 
    Their rocs, essentially massive crows with glaring yellow eyes and heads that more closely resembled those of eagles, were also daubed in shimmering white paint on certain areas of their coal-black plumage. I pointed this out to the ever-knowledgeable Penelope as we walked past them. 
 
    “Ah, yes!” Penelope said enthusiastically, her voice lowered to a reverential hushed tone. “Yes, I was about to point those out to you! That’s a bit of magic I find fascinating. I’ve been researching it to see if there is not a way that we can somehow implement that particular branch of thaumaturgy on our own dragons.” 
 
    “It’s not just warpaint?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope shook her head and gestured for Saya and Elenari to come closer. 
 
    “It is a closely guarded secret by the rocmancers,” Penelope said. “They use and paint their roc steeds with enchanted dyes that are known only to them.” 
 
    “What do these dyes do?” Elenari asked, her eyes fixed on the markings around the eyes of the roc closest to us. It looked to me like the feathers had been daubed with glimmering white paint. 
 
    “Well, they paint around their eyes for increased vision, along their wings for increased speed, along their breasts to be more impervious to physical missiles, things like that,” Penelope said. 
 
    “I can see why it might be helpful to find out how they work that kind of magic, if it’s not just superstition, of course,” Saya said. 
 
    “Superstition has always been something that has puzzled me,” Penelope replied. “I mean, we as a people, even with all the magic that we possess, cannot make anything as simple as a worm, and yet we’re always happy to make up gods and myths by the dozen.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s the same as back on Earth. Anything us Earthlings don’t understand we usually make it something, or mean something, that conveniently suits our needs.” 
 
    “That might be so,” Penelope said,  “but the art of concocting their special dye, and the way that it boosts the abilities of their rocs, isn’t a rumor that has been created by idle fancy, I don’t think.” 
 
    “Does it boost the rocmancers themselves?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope gave a little shrug.  “I really couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    It was as we were rounding the far corner of the practice and drilling grounds that we were approached by a small group of warriors. Saya and Elenari, whether unconsciously or due to their recent training, took a few steps in front of me, almost as if they were adopting bodyguarding duties. Not wanting to give the approaching newcomers the wrong idea, I stepped between my two wives and smiled at them. 
 
    “How goes it?” I said in greeting. 
 
    There were three of them. A rocmancer, apemancer, and bugmancer. I had known that our patrolling of the parade ground would not have gone unnoticed, but I was still intrigued to see what this trio of mancers wanted with us. 
 
    It was the rocmancer that stepped forward to speak with me. She was a tall woman, wearing the headdress of black roc feathers that all the rocmancers wore. Her throat and wrists were adorned with jewelry that looked to be carved out of bones. Her features were wonderfully aquiline. Her eyes were wide, astute and as yellow as those of a roc. 
 
    “You are a dragonmancer,” she said to me in a calm voice. There was a soft, almost Hispanic, cadence to her voice. 
 
    “That’s right.” I gestured around at the three women that stood next to me. “We’re all dragonmancers.” 
 
    The rocmancer smiled. “Forgive me, your tongue is full of subtleties and it has been long since any of my people have had need to use it. I meant to say that you are the dragonmancer, yes? The one that the tales tell of?” 
 
    I looked a little awkwardly back at Saya and Elenari, both of whom gave me knowing grins in return. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I’m not sure about any tales, but it’s true that I’m the only dragonmancer packing a zipper sausage instead of a, ah, pink taco, as it were. The name is Mike by the way, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    A slight frown creased the rocmancer’s brow. Her skin was a color that lay somewhere between dusky blue and ash gray. 
 
    “The tales that are woven about you are many, and stretch credulity,” she said. 
 
    “That sounds about right,” I replied. “I have been in some scrapes recently that strain belief. I know they strain mine when I look back on them, and I was involved in them. What’s your name?” 
 
    The rocmancer considered me through those thoughtful yellow eyes of hers. Then she said solemnly, “My name, in your tongue, is Madtail.” 
 
    “Well, it’s my pleasure, and the pleasure of all my fellow dragonmancers to meet you, Madtail. This is Saya, Penelope, and Elenari, who are all capable warriors.” 
 
    Madtail inclined her head as I made the introductions. 
 
    “It is on the subject of warriors that myself and these two other mancers have come to speak with you, Mike Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “I thought it might have had something to do with that,” I said. “How can I be of service?” 
 
    Madtail held out her right hand, indicating the bugmancer who stood just behind her. 
 
    “This mancer here is Qeli,” the rocmancer told me. 
 
    Qeli bowed to me. The bugmancer was a woman whom I could make out only the eye color of—deep brown—thanks to her skintight balaclava. 
 
    “An honor, Mike Noctis,” she said, in a voice that was so startlingly evocative of Ireland that I almost asked her if she was from Earth.  
 
    “And this doughty warrior goes by the name of Ruthero,” Madtail said, indicating the apemancer on her other side. 
 
    Ruthero was a woman cast from the same template as Saya. She was tall, muscular, and looked capable of tearing a phonebook in half. If anything, she was broader and more thickset than Saya, with shoulder and arm muscles that strained the long fur-trimmed sleeves of the leather shirt she wore. Her feet were enclosed in crude sandals instead of boots, and she sported a number of sheaths around her body that carried a selection of knives. 
 
    For all this imposing weaponry, and the dreaded plaits that fell over her shoulders, the apemancer’s face was unexpectedly feminine; with inquisitive, wary tawny eyes, full lips, and a crooked nose that looked like it had been broken in the past. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ruthero,” I said. 
 
    Ruthero appraised me, cocked her head to one side, and then extended her arm. I took the proffered hand, and we shook. 
 
    “It will be an honor to fight you, Mike Noctis,” she said, in a voice that was warm. 
 
    “An honor to fight me?” I asked, looking from one new face to the next. “I thought we’d all come together here as allies?” 
 
    “What you say is true,” Madtail said. “But, if one really wishes to know their allies, then it pays to face them as enemies. Then, at least you know their capabilities, and you can predict where and how they might require your aid in a combat scenario, no?” 
 
    “True,” I said. “It makes sense to test each other’s limits.” 
 
    “Why do the three of you want to fight Mike?” Elenari asked. 
 
    Ruthero turned her intense attention onto Elenari. 
 
    “Because this human is, from all accounts that we have heard since arriving here, one of the best fighters among you.” 
 
    “One of the best,” I said. “Not the best necessarily.”  
 
    “Perhaps not the best, nor the most tried,” Qeli said, her jaw moving under her mask, “but from what we have heard, Mike Noctis is the most unpredictable.” 
 
    “The most unconventional,” Madtail said. 
 
    “And the fucking luckiest,” Ruthero growled. 
 
    I gave a single-shouldered shrug to that. 
 
    “They do have a point,” I said. 
 
    “But, why you three in particular?” Saya asked. “Why not any of the others?” 
 
    “Because we are the champions of our people,” Madtail said. It might have been a boast coming from anyone else, but coming from her lips, it sounded like a simple statement of fact. 
 
    “So, you’re looking to pit the best warriors of your mancer clans against little old me?” I asked. “I don’t know whether to be honored or worried.” 
 
    “We would not all be fighting you, Mike Noctis,” Ruthero said, twirling one of her dreadlock plaits around her finger. 
 
    “No, it would be an all versus all contest,” Madtail said. “A simple sparring match in which we aim to stun or disable, but not kill. It will be good for us to see, to figure out, and to know who is the strongest fighter amongst the strongest fighters.” 
 
    “More than that though,” Qeli said, her gaze flitting from my face to the faces of the other dragonmancers behind me, “it will begin a cornerstone of respect, on top of which a bastion of friendship, recognition, and esteem might be built.” 
 
    “You think that’ll help us against forces of the Shadow Nations that await us?” I asked. 
 
    Ruthero snorted in contempt at the mention of our common foe. 
 
    “The Shadow Nations! Goblins, ogres, ratfolk, and lich… There will always be parasites of their kind, with no respect for any other being, taking what they please and never caring a shit for who or what they have to butcher, so long as they get what they want. However, such creatures cannot, and should not, be underestimated. This will be a trial for us all—it is why we mancers are banded together for the first time in eons. We must give ourselves every advantage against them.” 
 
    Qeli inclined her head. “Peaceful creatures, or people who seek to fight as little as possible to preserve peace, are viewed by our enemy as weak fools. They have lost their respect for the mancers that once kept them in check. They have grown arrogant and even more ruthless in their growing thirst for blood and war.” 
 
    “Now though, they are going to find themselves coming up against beasts like us,” Madtail said, her yellow eyes sparkling. “Peace-loving and private until we’re threatened. It is the goal of the rocmancers then, to ensure that we won’t be killed, enslaved, or trodden on just for the cruel satisfaction of the Shadow Nations. No, we’ll band together and fight to protect this surface world and for everything that is ours! To do this, as allies, we must have trust.” 
 
    I considered the three new faces in front of me, trading gazes with each of them for a few seconds before moving my eyes on to the next. Then, I glanced up to the top of the hill on which I had stood and observed the parade grounds with Queen Frami and General Shiloh. 
 
    My dragon-enhanced vision enabled me to clearly make out the two figures of the women who commanded the Mystocean and Vetruscan forces still standing there. 
 
    I turned back to the three other mancers. 
 
    “All right then,” I said, “let’s spar.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were two things, two acts, that sprung to my mind whenever I thought of the word ‘intimacy.’ One involved getting on your back as quickly as you could, while the other involved trying to keep on your feet at all costs. 
 
    One involved losing your pants as fast as possible, while the other revolved around trying to catch your partner with their pants down while yours stayed firmly in place. 
 
    I had faced down countless opponents, both in the octagon back in Los Angeles and on the battlefields of the Mystocean Empire. Each and every time, no matter the situation, I was always struck by just how deeply personal that link between me and the person or people I was fighting was. 
 
    It was a bond. A bond which was forged in a flash of red-hot heat and incandescent necessity. A bond which might only be a fleeting thing, or might last for years in the form of a vendetta. A bond made to the death or, as in this instance, to the drawing of blood.  
 
    All in all, while sex and violence could’ve been considered two sides to the coin that was intimacy, I was more inclined to hope for sex than a fight. 
 
    Still, there was something so primal and real and visceral when you fought someone, that the only comparable thing was, indeed, the no-pants dance.  
 
    As I squared off with Qeli, Ruthero, and Madtail, I felt that tingling itch in my palms and that rush of blood in my ears that I always felt before entering the fray. 
 
    The four of us had gathered in an empty patch of the parade ground on which countless other mancers, as well as a few legions of the Drako Academy regulars, were drilling. 
 
    Elenari, Penelope, and Saya were gathered on the sideline, alongside a fair few random spectators who had caught sight of me. Saya had done her best to deter as many of them as she could from gawking, but she only held so much sway over other mancers, even though she was now one of the Twelve. 
 
    I looked around. The bugmancer, Qeli, stood across the sparring ground from me. Ruthero was on my right some way away, swinging her muscular arms in circles, while the rocmancer, Madtail, was on my left. 
 
    “So, as agreed, non-fatal attacks only,” Madtail said, in her clear and carrying voice. “Both physical and magical attacks are permitted. A warrior is out only when they are knocked unconscious, their blood touches the earth, or they are otherwise incapacitated.” 
 
    Qeli jumped into the air a couple of times to limber up. On the third jump, she hung in the air for at least three seconds longer than gravity should have allowed. 
 
    “On your signal, Mike Noctis,” she said. “You are fresh from a long journey. It is only fair that you should start the proceedings.” 
 
    The chatter and buzz that surrounded our part of the parade ground muted in my ears, overtaking the slow hum and rush of blood whooshing through my veins. 
 
    I scraped the toe of my boot through the dry mountain earth, able to feel the coarse granules through the weathered leather, thanks to the sharpening of my dragon-boosted senses. 
 
    I inhaled, held the breath, sifting it for the sweaty tang of fearful sweat. 
 
    There was nothing to suggest that any of my opponents were in the least bit scared of me, or anything else for that matter. 
 
    I let out the breath in a long controlled sigh. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” I said and darted forward. 
 
    It would have taken some seriously fast eyes to keep track of everything that happened next. Such was the speed and ferocity of the melee that the four of us mancers unfolded before the spectators. 
 
    Distantly, I heard the screams and cheers and hoots of delight as Qeli, Madtail, Ruthero, and myself came together, but I forced them from my mind. 
 
    As great and good and brave as the soldiers of the Drako Academy were, they were still, at the end of the day, soldiers: their business was to fight and to kill. Exhibiting violence or a trial of arms to the Drako Academy troopers was like mentioning chocolate ice-cream to a bunch of five-year-olds; they wanted it there and then and they would consume it until they were sick of it. 
 
    Both magic and physical attacks are allowed. 
 
    Nothing lethal. 
 
    That ruled out quite a selection of my repertoire, but not all. It just meant I had to get creative. I smiled to myself as I charged into the mixer, into the eye of the storm. 
 
    I could do ‘creative.’  
 
    Thanks to the two relics I now possessed, I was able to put any of my dragons into multiple inventory slots at the same time, and could even pile up the power of different dragons into a single slot. 
 
    I ran hard toward the lithe and nimble form of Qeli. I hoped I looked like I had singled her out for annihilation first. For all intents and purposes, she too looked eager to engage with me. She moved with a gorgeous flowing gait, which made her look as if she were skating across a frozen pond instead of running over the uneven and dusty earth. 
 
    I funneled Noctis’ power into my Chest Slot so my torso was encased in my sleek, black Onyx Armor, which absorbed kinetic damage like no one’s business. At the same time, I channeled the power of my Pearl Dragon, Garth, into my Left Arm Slot. 
 
    When I was about ten yards from the approaching bugmancer, I threw a harpoon stunner out from my right hand, across my body at Madtail. The unspooling rose-colored chain extended out from me as the projectile shot toward the rocmancer, but she was too fast and evaded me with a brilliant corkscrewing flip. 
 
    Before I had even seen that I had missed her, I had placed both Pan’s and Noctis’ power into my Head Slot, with the speed of thought. I used my Lightning Speed ability to dodge a few steps backward to avoid the flying form of Ruthero, who was coming in from my right. Then, in the next instant, I used Blink to teleport myself. 
 
    All of this happened in the space of about four seconds. 
 
    Ruthero thundered past me like a freight train, clad in an occult suit of armor that looked crafted from ethereal, bristling silver hairs. As she crashed instead into Madtail, I popped back into existence behind Qeli. 
 
    I was already going through the motions of punching Qeli in the back with another of Garth’s handy-dandy Harpoon Stunners when I reappeared. As I flashed into existence, my fist came down, and I sent a surge of mana through the link and into the back of her.  
 
    Qeli convulsed on the spot, quivering and twitching. I sent a few more bursts into the bugmancer, the harpoon stunner embedded in the back of her armor, until I was sure she’d be out for at least a minute or so, and then sprang backward in an arching backflip. 
 
    Qeli collapsed onto the hard earth of the parade ground, her limbs convulsing like they were made of jelly. 
 
    There was no time to bathe in the admiring roars of the growing crowd. Ruthero and Madtail had clashed and come together and broken apart again. Neither one of them looked to have drawn blood or disabled the other. All there was to show of their skirmish was a rain of golden sparks as the rocmancer hit Ruthero with a spell that dissolved her magical armor. 
 
    As Qeli continued to twitch and jerk on the floor, Ruthero, Madtail, and I circled one another. Neither of the other two so much as glanced in the direction of the stricken bugmancer. Neither of them said a word to me. They didn’t look at all angry or surprised about the sudden elimination of Qeli from our little contest—they were too seasoned a pair of mancers to betray those sorts of emotions. Expressing anger or surprise at a fellow mancer for being efficiently ruthless was like being angry at a fire for being hot and burning you. 
 
    Out of the corner of one dragon-enhanced nostril, I caught a beguiling scent of roasting meats. I let out a brief exhalation of mirth. The one and only Old Sleazy. I should have known that the gnoll entrepreneur and revered gourmand would be drawn to even this small spectacle like a fly to shit. There were plenty of punters to sell his wares to. Even in those intense circumstances, I was visited with a pang of longing for one of his delectable barbecued treats. 
 
    Madtail opened her arms and vanished in a burst of smoky feathers. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
    It was fucking hard to predict where someone was going to hit you from when you literally couldn’t see them at all. 
 
    In response to this, I used my Blink ability a few times, darting this way and that through short sections of space and time, so as to make myself as hard to get as possible. It was a defensive tactic that I turned offensive, appearing behind Ruthero. 
 
    The apemancer must’ve learned from Qeli’s mistake. Although I might’ve pegged her more as the hard and heavy brawling type, who’d rather go through a problem than around it, she moved like grass through a goose as soon as I appeared behind her. 
 
    Without so much as turning her head, she lashed out with a kick that would have done a mustang proud. Her sandaled foot caught me squarely in the chest. For the most fleeting of instances, I had the unenviable experience of learning how a pile felt when it was introduced to the driver. 
 
    It was a blessing that I had activated my Onyx Armor. The gleaming sable chestplate absorbed the terrific blow with aplomb, but I was still catapulted backward.  
 
    It turned out that Ruthero had actually done me a favor in giving me the boot. 
 
    As I was flung backward, Madtail appeared in a burst of spectral feathers right next to where I had been standing. She was now armed with a pair of carved wooden or bone clubs that glowed with a dull blue light. There were runes carved deep into the surface of the weapons, though what power they might’ve impregnated the clubs with I had no idea. 
 
    I had probably been the intended target, but as I was flying backward, Madtail swung at Ruthero. The apemancer launched into the air, the clubs hissing by underneath her. At the top of her leap, she thrust her hands out toward the rocmancer standing below her. Branching tendrils of earth shot up Madtail’s legs, gripping her tight so that she couldn’t move. Madtail hissed. 
 
    I landed hard on my back but managed to roll up to my feet in one fluid motion. I was going to have a hell of a bruise, but I was still in the fight and feeling only slightly rattled. I summoned my Stormhammer, courtesy of my Tempest Dragon, Pan, and dashed back toward the fray. 
 
    Ruthero came back down to earth, her mighty arms swinging downward in a pulverizing hammer strike. I noticed that her fists seemed to have enlarged, the knuckles growing to the size of grapefruits, and I figured that this was some morphing ability given to her by her bond with her ape. 
 
    Stuck as she was, there was no way Madtail could avoid the blow. Instead, she raised her clubs above her head, and a dome of shimmering, semi-transparent gray light appeared above her. 
 
    The apemancer roared as she brought her mighty fists crashing down. Madtail’s defensive shield absorbed the blow like a rubber bubble. It cracked and gave inward, so much so that Ruthero’s fists came within about an eighth of an inch of the rocmancer’s feathered headdress. Then, the defensive forcefield sprang back, catapulting Ruthero up into the air and away. 
 
    I had materialized the wings that occupied my Wing Slot in a heartbeat. The wings gave me the speed and maneuverability of a jetpack, and I was airborne within a second. 
 
    I met Ruthero at the apex of her jump. I saw her eyes go wide as she saw me zoom toward her. She swiped wildly at me with those fists of hers that looked capable of crumpling a Jeep Wrangler like a soda can. As she had no way to control her flight, I dodged easily, pirouetting in the air and bringing my Stormhammer around in a blistering arc of crackling storm energy. 
 
    I nailed Ruthero hard—but not lethally hard—in the face. Lightning ran in miniature rivulets of crackling energy from the point where I had struck, playing across the woman’s skin and making her hair stand on end. 
 
    I pulled my punch. If anything I erred on the side of caution more than necessary, what with Ruthero being a hardass mancer and capable of withstanding far more punishment than the average soldier. That being said, thanks to the storm energy that Pan’s magical weapon channeled, the blow was enough to send her falling unconscious to the earth. 
 
    I streaked after her, as she fell limply back to the parade ground, and managed to arrest her fall enough so that she wouldn’t be injured by mistake. 
 
    As I was doing this, Madtail freed herself from the earth bonds that had been imposed on her by Ruthero. She had hammered herself free of the binding earth magic with her clubs and now took aim at me with one of them. 
 
    I was still flying, and was forced to barrel roll to avoid the flying club. The rather basic-looking weapon was trailing a tail of powdery blue sparks behind it and actually veered toward me as I made my evasive maneuvers. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and narrowed my eyes as I shot across the parade ground, heading for the rocmancer, who stood with her other club raised. I was only a few feet above the ground, kicking up a spray of dust behind me in my speed, when I heard a low whum-whum-whum noise coming from my rear. 
 
    Despite my better instincts, I glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    Detachedly, I registered that Qeli, the bugmancer, was back on her feet and pulling the still unconscious Ruthero out of harm’s way. Then I saw that Madtail’s magical club had come back around like a damned boomerang and was shooting toward me. 
 
    I cut my wings just in time and fell out of the air as the flying club whizzed over my head. It was moving with enough force that I thought it would have caused me some serious problems, even with my Onyx Armor in place. 
 
    I crashed into the ground in a spray of earth and grit. 
 
    The occult-powered club punched into the deck not far away, and the soil erupted in a miniature geyser of loose rock and dirt.   
 
    I used quite a bit of my mana utilizing Lightning Speed yet again, which was notoriously heavy on mana costs. I needed to close the gap between myself and Madtail though, before the rocmancer could let loose with that other club of hers. 
 
    As I shot toward her, dodging this way and that so that she couldn’t draw a bead on me, I conjured my Chaos Spear to my hand. The weapon felt good and familiar, nestling in my palm like an old friend. It felt more like an extension of my body than a separate weapon, and I wondered if this was because it was imbued with Noctis’ energy; the magic of the Onyx Dragon, my first bonded beast. 
 
    We came together in a burst of magic and channeled aggression. Madtail had her club, I had my spear, and together we created a beautiful blurred dance of lethality as dust churned up around us.  
 
    There was no time to get too creative with our magic. Even finding the split-second needed to think of a spell and put it into action would have been the split-second it took for one of us to get the upper hand. Our weapons battered at each other, but never found the opening that might have drawn the blood we needed to stain the ground and win the bout. 
 
    Madtail leaped over a scything sideways sweep from my spear. She cartwheeled over the slash, batting the return stroke away with her club even as she was upside down. As she landed, she was already swinging downward with all the force at her disposal, her club a blue streak in the air. 
 
    I brought my spear shaft up to parry the blow and, struck by inspiration at the last minute, injected my defensive strike with my Forcewave spell. 
 
    The concussion wave that this spell unleashed blew the rocmancer clean off her feet.  
 
    Perhaps, she had forgotten that I, and I alone of all mancers, was capable of utilizing more than one itinerary slot at a time. Perhaps, she had been so focused on my dragon-powered spear that the fact that I could bring more magic into play, while still retaining my hold on that weapon, had slipped her mind. 
 
    The result was the same, no matter the reason. Madtail was sent flying backward in an explosive, expanding cloud of loose gravel and dust and shredded grass. She flopped and tumbled across the practice ground, her eldritch club winking out of existence as her magical grip on it was broken.  
 
    There was no such thing as mercy in the midst of battle, despite all the romantic notions that Hollywood had tried to drill into me over the years. The idea of nobly letting your enemy up when they are down, so that the pair of you can take up your fight on even footing, is about as ludicrous a tactical idea as there ever was. In battle, you push and push and push, and when your opponent goes down under the weight of your pushing, that is when you roll them off the metaphorical cliff with your boot. 
 
    Although I had only known Madtail for a handful of minutes, I was certain she was one of the canniest fighters I was ever likely to meet. It was important that she respect me, but I would never gain her respect by playing the nice guy. The only personality trait that someone like Madtail—or Ruthero and Qeli, for that matter—really regarded was a killer instinct. 
 
    With an effort, as I closed on the rocmancer on the floor, I pushed these distracting thoughts from my head.  
 
    Using the always handy Blink ability, along with Wayne’s Smog spell, I teleported the last few yards that separated myself and Madtail. I appeared, standing above her, in an inadvertently theatrical burst of smoky fog. 
 
    My Chaos Spear was in my hands, the tip of it resting ever so lightly under the rocmancer’s chin. 
 
    “I believe I have you,” I said. 
 
    Madtail looked up at me. For the space of a heartbeat, I thought she might resist and force me to slice her with the blade, but then she smiled. She looked genuinely pleased. 
 
    “I believe you do have me, Mike Noctis,” she said.   
 
    I puffed out my cheeks, returned the smile, and vanished the Chaos Spear with a thought. I reached down and offered the beautiful woman my hand. 
 
    All of a sudden, there was the ear-splitting sound of silver trumpets blaring out. They seemed to echo and resound around the Galipolas Mountain camp as if they were being broadcast through wide megaphone speakers. My face screwed up as it blared on. The din was pure and beautiful, but shit, it was loud too. It more than drowned out the cheers of the crowd of soldiers that had gathered to watch the mancer sparring match. The troopers scattered like chaff in the breeze, running back to where they should have been.   
 
    “What the hell?” I said as I hauled Madtail to her feet by her hand. 
 
    I looked over at Penelope, Saya, and Elenari to see whether all the noise was something to be worried about. As I did so, the entire practice ground was doused in a vast shadow. 
 
    Looking up, I saw a great mass, made up of a few smaller creatures, which were in no way small in themselves, pass over the camp. In the midst of this cluster of flying beasts was a giant, bright-red dragon. 
 
    “It’s the Empress’ Dream Dragon!” Penelope cried. “It is Empress Cyrene!” 
 
    All around this airborne behemoth eight other dragons, all titanic in proportions, flew. I gauged at once that these were the rest of the Twelve. 
 
    “Are Ashrin and Jazmyn already here?” I asked. 
 
    “Correct,” Elenari said, shielding her eyes as the nine massive dragons landed on a stretch of grassland nearby. “Mike, Saya and I will be back in a second. It’s time for us to go to work.” 
 
    Without another word, Elenari and Saya hurried away to greet Empress Cyrene. I watched them go, even as I saw the mammoth bright red Dream Dragon touch down like a space shuttle coming back down to earth. 
 
    It was the epitome of what I had always grown up thinking of as a classic dragon, if such a term could be used without sounding stupid. It looked like a giant lizard, with a fringe of spiked horns around its head. Its wings were separate from its forelegs, which was something less common that I had initially thought of when I had been transported to this world. Along its huge, fifty-foot tail there were a series of spines that could have been cut off and used as glave tips. 
 
    The gargantuan beast folded its wings, shook out and stretched its neck, and then dipped its shoulder so that a slender figure could slide from its back to the ground. 
 
    “This is the fabled Empress of the Mystocean Empire?” Qeli asked, coming to stand at my side. The knees and shoulders of her tight figure-hugging suit were covered in grass and mud stains from our very brief tussle, but if anything, they only added to her camouflage.  
 
    “So it would appear,” I said. “I haven’t actually had the privilege of meeting the woman before.” 
 
    “Really?” Ruthero asked. “For one with your reputation, I expected you to be bosom pals with one as exalted as Empress Cyrene.” 
 
    I allowed myself a small smile at that. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been busy,” I said. “Plus, what with my Earthly upbringing, I was never wowed by such things as royal titles. I’ve always been more impressed by people who attained their positions through a blend of humanitarian understanding, cunning, firm elimination of their enemies, eloquent argument, and a mind like a finely-honed scalpel, rather than just being born into it.” 
 
    Ruthero grinned. I noticed she had uniquely broad teeth, which were very white. At least they would have been very white, had they not been smeared with blood. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, gesturing to her mouth. “Sorry about smacking you in the face with a hammer and all. Some women might take umbrage at that.” 
 
    Ruthero ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth, turned her head, and spat. 
 
    “Just a scratch,” she grunted. “And a well-earned one at that. You are quite some warrior, Mike, just as the rumors and wild stories say. Variable and unpredictable, but effective. I will be honored to fight beside one such as yourself.” 
 
    “The honor will be all mine, I’m sure,” I said, making sure to exchange glances with both Madtail and Qeli too. 
 
    Qeli, Madtail, Ruthero, Penelope, and myself, along with every other soldier and mancer on the parade ground and practice yard, watched as the ten present members of the Twelve surrounded the Empress in a fluid formation. Then, moving with the effortless efficiency of the highly trained, they accompanied Empress Cyrene as she made her way over to… 
 
    “Is she coming this way?” I asked Penelope out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “It would appear so, Mike,” Penelope said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “She is a fine-looking one, this Empress of yours,” Qeli observed in her fluting accent, her tawny eyes narrowing as she watched the eleven figures approach us. 
 
    She had that right. As the Empress came closer, I could make out more of the woman. Skin the color of milk chocolate juxtaposed the bright blonde of Empress Cyrene’s hair, which was tied up in intricate swirling braids at the back of her head.  
 
    To my surprise—though in truth I hadn’t given it that much thought—she was not dressed in anything that I would have labeled as ‘finery.’ Instead of flowing silks or ostentatious furs, Empress Cyrene was attired in functional clothing and equipment that had been designed for wilderness survival, stealth and mobility. 
 
    Earthy tones like brown, gray, and green were present, and the few decorations I noticed were limited and subtle. Her plaited leather sword belt, from which I was pleased to see a sheathed sword hanging, took inspiration from the natural world. The few bits of jewelry she wore had been made using materials gathered from any untamed environment; I could see wood, bone, and feathers. 
 
    In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised at any of that. The woman had been flying on the back of a dragon after all, a mode of transport that didn’t really lend itself to ball gowns. 
 
    Before I could make any other assumptions or get any more caught up with Empress Cyrene’s fashion choices, the woman had called a halt to her guard and was crossing the last of the space between us. Thinking that she would want to talk in private, I excused myself from Pen, Qeli, Ruthero, and Madtail, and walked out to meet her. 
 
    Empress Cyrene stopped when we were ten yards apart, and I closed the rest of the distance. When I stood before her, not knowing what the hell else to do or might be expected of me, I bowed. No one had told me the protocol for meeting an Empress, but I imagined that a crisp high-five was out of the question. 
 
    I straightened up, raised my chin, and let my gaze rest on Empress Cyrene’s face. 
 
    It was a nice face, set atop a nice figure. Her countenance was kite-shaped and possessed the kind of perfectly proportioned features the likes of which so many Hollywood celebs had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars chasing. Her mouth was heart-shaped with a lower lip that was slightly heavier than the upper. This dragged the eyes down to a slender neck that, in turn, led to a spectacular cleavage, the top of which I could just make out through the opened button of her long coat. 
 
    As delightful as all that was, it was the woman’s eyes that really grabbed my attention. 
 
    They were piercing bright amber in color, the exact shade of runny honey. The same shade as a lioness. 
 
    For a moment, all we did was regard one another in silence. I wasn’t usually one for decorum and all that bullshit, but I thought it wouldn’t cost me too much to show a little respect for the most powerful individual in the whole of the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    I cleared my throat, hoping to communicate that I was happy to wait until Empress Cyrene got things underway. 
 
    “Mike Noctis,” she said after the moment had stretched between us like pulled taffy. “I have heard much about you.” 
 
    I had never been sure what to say to this, and unfortunately I wasn’t struck by anything particularly witty to say right then. 
 
    “I was young,” I said, keeping my face dead straight. “I needed the money.” 
 
    The Empress’ mouth parted in a disbelieving expression and a sound, which might have been the ghost of a laugh, snuck past those exquisite lips of hers. Then, she gathered herself and cleared her throat.  
 
    “I understand you’re about to venture to the Bronze Citadel,” she stated. 
 
    “Apparently so, Empress,” I said. 
 
    “I have brought the entire Twelve here to help you in this task.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you, Empress,” I said. “I happen to be on pretty close terms with Elenari and Saya, and I know Jazmyn and Ashrin too. If the other eight are half as courageous and able as them, then we should make short work of those motherfu—the Shadow Nations, Empress.” 
 
    The Empress gave an almost imperceptible shake of her. 
 
    Almost imperceptible. 
 
    “You really are what so many of the people say you are, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    “And what’s that, Empress Cyrene?” I asked, holding the woman's eye for what was probably longer than decorum recommended. 
 
    “Something else,” she said. 
 
    I was saved by the appearance of Hana. 
 
    She either didn’t realize who Empress Cyrene was or, more likely, didn’t care. Whichever it was, she skidded to a halt next to me and grabbed me by the shoulder. 
 
    Over the Empress’ own shoulder, I saw Elenari, Jazmyn, Ashrin, and Saya assuring their fellow members of the Twelve that the wild Viking-looking chick was, despite every appearance to the contrary, not a threat to the Empress. 
 
    “Mike, it's happening! You must come quickly!” she said in a voice that was taut with excitement and trepidation. 
 
    I smiled at the Empress, who was gazing at Hana with frank astonishment. I cupped Hana’s face in my hands. 
 
    “What’s happening, Hana?” I asked. 
 
    “Rifa, he is ready—he’s starting his transformation!” Hana’s eyes were wide, wild. 
 
    “No shit, that’s incredible!” 
 
    I turned to Empress Cyrene. 
 
    “Empress, I’m sure that I’ll probably get in trouble for this, but it’s kind of a big deal. I mean no disrespect to you, but I’ve got to take off.” 
 
    “Take off? As in take wing?” she asked. 
 
    I waved my hands. “No, no, I mean that I have to run. My bear cub, the one that I sired with this stunning example of Vetruscan femininity,” and I pointed at Hana, “is about to ingest his Etherstone and take on his adult form.” 
 
    Rather than get her panties in a knot over this explanation, the Empress’ captivating amber eyes lit up with sudden interest. Her mouth worked, and I got every impression that she was struggling to contain a girlish thrill. After a split second struggle, her countenance became composed once more. 
 
    “I am all too keen to see with my own eyes the result of the Dragon Breeder’s and, apparently, Bear Breeder’s union, Dragonmancer Noctis!” she said. “Lead on, and I will follow.” 
 
    Even if I had wanted to gainsay her, there was no chance of it happening. I only had time to swap a quick look with Hana, who appeared not to mind who the hell came along with us so long as they were quick about it, before Empress Cyrene had signaled to the ten members of the Twelve standing behind her. 
 
    As we all made our way after Hana, who was leading, I thanked Qeli, Madtail, and Ruthero once more for the sparring match. 
 
    “It was a pleasure, Mike Noctis!” the rocmancer called after our retreating backs. “It has filled us all with hope. I am sure I speak for the three of us when I say that we look forward to standing in battle with you and bathing in the blood of our joint enemies.” 
 
    “Well, shit, it was a trifle heavy, maybe,” I said to Hana as she shot me a questioning look from the corner of her eye, “but I liked the sentiment.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hana led our party—which would have been smaller had it not been for the Empress’ ten bodyguards—through the camp. We passed many troopers, who were visibly moved by the sight of the Empress of the Mystocean Empire in the flesh. All of the regular soldiers hurried aside out of respect for her and, though I didn’t realize it at the time, for me. 
 
    We made our way through the heaving central part of the main camp, which had expanded and taken on more troops even in the short time I had been in Akrit. Cutting through one of the makeshift streets, we found ourselves in part of the woods that encircled much of the Gallipolas Mountain camp. 
 
    “Is it much further?” I asked Hana. 
 
    “No,” she said, “just through the next glade and over the stream. It might be better if your Empress were to leave all her bodyguards here, though. I don’t want Rifa to be distracted or put off by anything if it can be helped.” 
 
    I was just formulating how I would ask the Empress to leave the Twelve behind her, when the woman herself said, “Elenari, Saya, you two accompany me. The rest of you stay here.” 
 
    I had expected some grumbling at these instructions, but the other eight members of Empress Cyrene’s elite defenders ceased their marching and settled themselves on convenient logs or against trees. 
 
    Empress Cyrene must have caught my half-impressed, half-surprised look because she said, “You must remember, Dragonmancer Noctis, that my Twelve are, to all intents and purposes, with me at all times.” 
 
    I didn’t reply to this, as I was not sure whether I was supposed to know about the Dream Tattoos and didn’t want to get Saya or Elenari in trouble. I gave the Empress a circumspect nod. 
 
    Hana led us on through the trees, over a babbling stream, and into a section of thick underbrush filled with thriving bloodroot, ginseng, wild ginger, goldenseal, and many other herbs that I couldn’t put a name to. 
 
    “There’s our Rifa!” Hana said, reaching back for me so that she could pull me forward. She pointed, indicating a small clearing that had been made by the falling of a forest giant a long time ago. Saplings strived for dominance in it now, and there were many small shrubs and bushes making use of the light coming through the rent in the canopy. 
 
    I saw one small patch of the forest floor had been cleared. Small saplings had been uprooted and piled around the outer perimeter of this little clearing like a rustic fence. Shrubs had been dug up by busy paws, the ground smoothed back over with fastidious care. And there, in the middle of the amusingly tidy little space was mine and Hana’s progeny. 
 
    Rifa, the bear cub. 
 
    The little creature had grown since I was away, but he was a million miles from looking like the war bear, Bearne, that Hana was bonded to. If it wasn’t for his silver-gray coloration, Rifa could have played the part of Paddington’s stunt double.  
 
    I smiled down at the little guy as I watched him plodding to and fro, adding more dirt to a mound that he built up. 
 
    “He’d dug out a hollow when I found him,” Hana said, her eyes glued on the little bear cub. “Since then, he has excavated more earth from around here and piled it on top of a framework of sticks and fir branches.” 
 
    “He already sounds better at D.I.Y. than I ever have been,” I said, grinning. “Where is the Etherstone?” 
 
    “Already in his den,” Hana said. “I’ve been checking periodically, whenever Rifa is off accumulating more building material, to see that he’s not consuming it too fast.” 
 
    Penelope, who had been following unobtrusively at the back of our little procession, came to stand at my other side. The Empress came forward too, while Saya and Elenari stood behind us, taking up protective positions to the rear of the Empress.   
 
    We gathered around where Hana had found Rifa building his den and watched him continue with his task. 
 
    “What a fascinating creature,” Empress Cyrene said under her breath, as we all observed Rifa disappear into the little cave he had constructed. From out of the opening, a soft crunching sound emanated. “The Etherstone is what he is eating in there, yes?” 
 
    Hana nodded.  
 
    “So, the information that you found, Pen, did it mention how long it would take Rifa to grow into his adult form once he has consumed the Etherstone?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope, who was watching the bear cub with rapt attention and making the occasional note in a small notebook, looked at me. 
 
    “From what I gather,” she said, “Rifa will continue to slowly and carefully build his den, as he digests the stone. The finishing of the den should more or less coincide with the eating of the stone.” 
 
    “And then?” I asked. “Does he go into hibernation? And, if so, for how long?” 
 
    Penelope gave me a noncommittal shrug. 
 
    “In all honesty, the scrolls that I managed to find on the subject were not quite as well-preserved as they might’ve been.” 
 
    “But he’s not going to be in there for, like, six months is he?” I asked. “I mean, I don’t want to rush the little guy, but I have a feeling that things are coming to a head, and I wouldn’t want him to miss out on the action.” 
 
    Penelope grinned. “No, I don’t think he’ll be quite that long, Mike,” she said, nudging me with her shoulder. “Just that it won’t be quite an instantaneous process as a dragonling, that’s all.” 
 
    There was silence as all of us continued to watch the industrious cub build up his den. Every fiber of my being wanted to go out there and scoop the cuddly little dude up in my arms, but I recognized this was a key moment—the key moment—in his development. 
 
    I felt a gentle touch on my arm and looked down to see that Empress Cyrene had placed her fingertips on my forearm. I raised a questioning eyebrow at her. In answer, the most powerful person in all of the land that I now called home nodded her head, bidding me follow her. 
 
    “I’ll just be over here with Empress Cyrene,” I told Pen and Hana. “Call me if anything exciting happens.” 
 
    I kissed Hana on the cheek and then followed the Empress over to where she was waiting for me in a patch of sunlight. Her amber eyes were closed and her face tilted back as she let the sunshine play across her exquisite features. 
 
    She must have heard the crunch of my boots on the forest floor, because as I approached, she opened her eyes and pinned me with her gaze. Her eyes flicked over my shoulder, and she made a slight gesture with her hand. Turning, I saw Saya and Elenari halt a few yards away from us. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, giving the Empress a small smile. “You’re obviously aware that I’m married to those two, Your Majesty, and anything that you say to me I’m fine with them hearing.” 
 
    She inclined her head. “That might be so, Mike Noctis,” she said, “but the fact remains that they are part of my Twelve now—my coterie, if you will. I do not mind them hearing my words, but they are to act as my guards. It is what they have been trained for and what they have worked for.” 
 
    “That’s a well made point there, Your Majesty,” I conceded. “What is it that you wanted to bend my ear about?”     
 
    She nodded back in the direction of Hana, Penelope, and Rifa. “I suppose that, in a way, it is to do with them.” 
 
    I frowned, puzzled. “I’m not sure what you mean, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that it is to do with what you are capable of creating with them—with any mancers that you come across, come to think of it.” 
 
    “I still don’t know—”  
 
    “The Martial Council has been nipping at my heels and worrying at my attention like a pack of troublesome pups,” Empress Cyrene said. Despite what I imagined to be a shitload of diplomatic and courtly training, she was unable to keep the annoyance from her voice. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I said. “Well, in all honesty, Your Majesty, I’d always been of the opinion that only grapes, flowers, and bananas came in bunches, but it wasn’t until I met those guys that I realized assholes did too. You don’t have to pussyfoot around me with what you think about them.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene’s composure flickered for an instance, as the monarch in her tried to get the better of the pissed off woman. 
 
    “Quite,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “What is it that those fine, upstanding men and women have been harrying you about, Your Majesty?” I asked. 
 
    “It is not just my case they have been on, but the case of the Overseer of Drako Academy as well,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, screwing up my face with sardonic concentration, “they’re still worrying themselves silly about how they can make sure that they—by which they mean your empire, of course—can harness my unique reproductive capabilities.” 
 
    The Empress’ complexion was too dark for her to blush noticeably, but by the way she avoided my eyes at the mention of my reproductive dynamism, I could tell she felt a little hot under the collar. 
 
    “It’s okay, Your Majesty,” I said. “We all do it. We all think about it. It just annoys me that those creepy, shadowy old farts take so much interest in who I do it with.”  
 
    Empress Cyrene cleared her throat. “I can well understand that vexation on your part, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Though, the Council won’t be happy when I tell them that the Vetruscan Kingdom now has a tie to you through that cute little fellow.” She pointed to where the bear cub was still hard at his work. 
 
    I grunted and held out my hands, hoping to make the noise do the work of every single one of the words in the sentence ‘Maybe if we wait here long enough, a fuck will fall into my hands, and I can give it to those bastards.’ 
 
    “They won’t be the only ones ruffled by this news either,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    “The Lorekeepers” I hazarded. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    I sighed, looked around at the sun-dappled tree trunks, and scratched at my stubble.  
 
    “Well, you don’t have to tell them straight away, Your Majesty,” I said, mulling over each word. “There’s a lot to be said for drip feeding bureaucrats like that. You don’t want anyone having an unnecessary heart attack, do you?” 
 
    Empress Cyrene allowed herself a small smile. “Well, there is that, of course. There is more now, though. With your spreading fame amongst the common folk—and especially throughout the ranks of Drako Academy soldiers—the other leaders from the realms and kingdoms want to acquire your… services.” 
 
    “My services?” I asked. 
 
    She gave me a pointed look. 
 
    I nodded, but didn’t say anything else. Though Empress Cyrene spoke to me as an equal, it was worth remembering that she was the single most powerful person in the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    It was hard to remember that, the longer I spent in her company. Something about her that gave me the impression that she was, under that austere and commanding exterior, quietly pining to be treated like everyone else. That was just my own supposition though, and it might have been incorrect. If Empress Cyrene had a plan in mind for me already, it was more shrewd to tread carefully here. 
 
    “Excuse my unintentional crassness, Your Majesty,” I said. “I’m not used to chatting with people as revered and important as yourself—nor as regally pretty, if I’m being blunt. But are you telling me that some of the leaders of the other realms and kingdoms we’re freshly allied with are trying to get you to pimp me out to them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I would use those precise words, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty, call me Mike,” I said. “If anyone in this land should be able to, it should be you after all.” 
 
    “Thank you… Mike,” Empress Cyrene said, a hint of delight in her voice. 
 
    “In all honesty, Your Majesty,” I continued, “becoming some sort of breeding beast was precisely the sort of thing that I was hoping to avoid when the truth about my, um, abilities surfaced.” 
 
    To my satisfaction, the Queen smiled ever so slightly. She cleared her throat once more and looked at me through her perceptive amber eyes.   
 
    “That is commendably honest of you to tell me, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Well, I figured that if anyone had the sway to tell the fucki—to keep the Council and the Lorekeepers in their place, it would be you, Your Majesty,” I said. “What’s more, now that we have been chatting for a little bit, I can’t help but think that you’re a far-sighted woman. A realistic leader. Surely, you can see that having me penned up in some bedchamber somewhere is not going to help the Mystocean Empire. Not with its immediate peril.”  
 
    Empress Cyrene made a move as if to place a hand on my arm but caught herself at the last second. 
 
    “That’s very kind and perceptive of you to say, Mike,” she said. “I think, having heard you speak so, that you will find this whole problem, and your understandable perturbation concerning it, will become null and void when you hear what Claire has to say.” 
 
    “Claire? Claire who? Claire the Seer?” I asked. “What has she got to do with it?” 
 
    “I have much to do with everything that goes on in this world, Mike Noctis, Dragon Breeder,” came a cool and musical voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned, my mouth agape. 
 
    “Claire! What the…” I said. 
 
    She emerged from out of the woods like a figure carved from moonlight.  
 
    Her face, as flawless, smooth and beautiful as always, was split in a warm smile. Her usual simple white dress trailed through the pine needles behind her like a train of sunlit fog hanging over a river at dawn. Her long silver hair hung about her face in braids that were not dissimilar to those that styled Empress Cyrene. Her curiously mismatched Seers’ eyes were fixed on my face; the red one glowing with heat that conjured images of dragon flame, while the blue one glittered with deep knowing and star fire. 
 
    “Claire will explain to you why it is that I have decided to let you walk your path as you see fit, Mike,” Empress Cyrene said. “I will leave the pair of you to catch up and go and watch your offspring at his work. It is, after all, the first time that I have seen such a thing. The first time in eons uncounted that any Empress has ever had such a chance.” 
 
    With that, Empress Cyrene walked back the way we had come. Standing rooted to the spot as I was, thanks to the appearance of Claire, I did not make way for the Empress and she brushed past me. The magnetic scent of sandalwood, orchids, cedar, and plum filled my nostrils and made my eyelids flicker. 
 
    Then she had passed me by, heading back toward Penelope and Hana. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the vision that was Claire, only to find the celestial figure eyeing me with interest. 
 
    “What?” I asked, a half smile playing across my lips before I could get it under control. 
 
    “Oh nothing, nothing!” she said in her calm, kind voice. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    She walked over to the shattered and moss-covered remnants of the base of a tree trunk and sat down. She looked as at ease as if the two of us had bumped into each other at her cottage, up in the craggy hills that surrounded the Drako Academy. 
 
    “Ah,” she said as she got comfortable. “That’s better. It was a long flight. Come and sit with me, Mike.” 
 
    I did as I was bade, settling myself on a bit of rotted trunk nearby. 
 
    “So,” I said, “here you are.” 
 
    “Here I am.” 
 
    “Never far away from the action, are you?” 
 
    “Never far, no.” 
 
    “The Empress tells me that you’re going to explain why she’s going to disabuse our new allies of the notion that I’m a stallion for hire,” I said. “And, most gratifyingly, piss off the Lorekeepers and the Martial Council.” 
 
    “That was my intention, yes,” Claire said. 
 
    I smiled at her. Claire the Seer was one of those people who inspired trust from the moment you met them. She and I had been firm friends for a while now, and knew each other well enough to not have to mess around with any pleasantries. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Claire,” I said with perfect truth. 
 
    “And the same to you, Mike,” she said.  “Now, let me fill you in on how the future, as mercurial and slippery a fish as it is, might play out.” 
 
    “Are you going to hit me with a straight bit of foreknowledge here, Claire?” I teased. “Or are you going to plunge me into the murk of the uncertain future?” 
 
    Claire let out a long, fluting laugh. 
 
    “Ah, Mike,” she said, “it is safe to say that you and I both know the uncertainties in life are far too uncertain for us to determine the kind of strife we shall experience in the future—and there are many possible futures.” 
 
    “Hey, there she is! There’s that enigmatic seer that I know and love,” I said. “Speaking of the future, but not really giving too much away. The only thing I ever take away from our chats, as much as I love them, is that if we’re sitting still, we sure as shit won’t be sitting still for long!” 
 
    Claire laughed again. “In the world we inhabit, in the lives that we lead, even when you stay dormant, your life is at risk. When you dare to take a step in any direction, you take a step to take a risk.” 
 
    “You make it sound like we don’t really have any choices,” I said.  “There’s a comfort in that, if you’re that way inclined, but there’s also something uncomfortable about it too.” 
 
    “We always have a choice. Oh, yes! The choice is to choose whether to dare, to choose to go out there and fulfill our real reasons for being brought into this multiverse, or to choose to live in mediocrity and conformity. It is always worth noting though, in my humble and clairvoyant opinion, that it is riskier to risk nothing when the life we live is always at risk.” 
 
    I sighed, chuckled, and shook my head all at once. 
 
    “Claire, is it enough for you to know that I trust you implicitly?” I said. “You’ve never steered me wrong yet, even if I didn’t realize that your hand was on the tiller. Tell me what’s going on, please.” 
 
    Claire’s benevolent and charming smile broadened. She bowed her head in acquiescence. 
 
    “Simply put then; I have seen what will happen, what will befall the Mystocean Empire and the world, should we successfully overthrow the Bronze Citadel and defeat the cursed Shadow Nations.” 
 
    My playful smile faded a little. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “When I asked you to cut to the chase, I’d be lying if I thought you’d cut quite so sharply. Go on, what have you seen?” 
 
    “Male mancers will be born anew once more, selected by their beasts as they used to be long ago,” Claire replied. “It will be the start of a new age.” 
 
    “I feel a ‘but’ about to surface like a shard of glass in a bag of cotton candy,” I said. 
 
    Claire’s smile this time was on the wan side. “But,” she said, “the Bronze Citadel must be razed to the ground—utterly destroyed.” 
 
    I nodded. In truth, I hadn’t expected anything less. 
 
    “Not only that,” Claire continued, seeming to—if not actually—read my mind, “but the Wild Dragons must be cleansed from the face of this world too. The poor beasts have been twisted and contorted by the foul and malignant magic for which the Shadow Nations are so renowned. Their minds have been broken. Unfortunately, there is no way they can ever live as they should have lived; free and wild up in the open air. If they are permitted to escape, they will only become a scourge on the lands, and a new terror to be faced. Better to nip such potential grief in the bud, no matter how distasteful a task it is.” 
 
    “Claire, how is it that in doing this we’ll ensure this new age of male mancers?” I asked. 
 
    She cocked her head to one side. “Because of the Etherstones. Inside that bastion of evil that is the Bronze Citadel, there are Etherstones uncounted. Mined, quarried, and hoarded there by the minions of the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    “So, it’s up to us to liberate the stones hidden within the depths of the Bronze Citadel?” I clarified. “And rid the Subterranean Realms of the blight of the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    Claire reached out and patted me on the arm. “That’s right, Mike,” she said. “And it will be up to you to lead the way.” 
 
    The soft crunching of feet on fir needles alerted me to the approach of Elenari and Saya coming toward us. 
 
    “Hey ladies,” I said, smiling at my beloved wives, “I was just getting the lowdown from Claire here about what a sunny and bright place the future of the Mystocean Empire is going to be—after we have waded through a river of blood and death to reach it.” 
 
    Saya grinned at me, but her smile didn’t quite meet her startling blue eyes. It seemed she knew there was more than a grain of truth in my lighthearted summary. 
 
    “Empress Cyrene filled us, as well as Penelope and Hana, in on what the pair of you would be talking about,” Elenari told me. “After having talked with you, Mike, Her Majesty seemed to think we should know what you were going to know.” 
 
    “And she let you down here to tell me about it?” I asked. 
 
    “See, you’re already corrupting at the highest damn levels,” Saya said. “Luckily for you, Elenari pointed out that Hana and Penelope were more than capable of fucking up even the baddest of badasses should any come looking for trouble.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong there,” I said. 
 
    “So,” Elenari said, coming to stand next to me and laying a hand across my shoulders, “how does it feel?” 
 
    “How does what feel?” I asked in return, slipping my arm around her slim waist and resting my hand on her hip. 
 
    “How does it feel knowing you’ve been given the daunting task of saving this world?” Elenari said. “And knowing that, should you succeed in doing that, you’ll no longer be unique anymore?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. The fact was that I hadn’t given that side of things any thought whatsoever. There was no getting around it though, what Elenari said was right. Once we had destroyed the Shadow Nations and taken possession of the enormous trove of Etherstones that were apparently waiting for us, I would no longer be the only male mancer. 
 
    Claire waded into the silence that Elenari’s question had created. 
 
    “Mike will always be unique,” she said. “He is the only one who can bond with more than just one type of beast, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, come on now, girls, you know we’re all unique, right?” I said, trying to make my voice as hokey and cheesy as possible. “Don’t let anyone ever try and remind you that we’re all just a bunch of slowly decaying organisms floating in the relative pointlessness of the great unknown.” 
 
    Claire rolled her mismatched eyes, Saya laughed, and Elenari gave me a soft clip around the ear. 
 
    I laughed and rubbed my head, even though the blow didn’t hurt in the least. 
 
    “Ouch, don’t you know I’m a delicate flower?” I said meekly. 
 
    “I’ve known anvils more delicate than you,” Saya said, flashing a smile. 
 
    I laughed again and gave Elenari’s butt a pinch. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, “that shit doesn’t bother me one iota. It doesn’t enter my thinking at all, not so far as doing what has to be done. Once the dust has settled, once all this is done, I might just want to take a vacation. Go out and see more of this world of ours, albeit at a more leisurely pace, you know. And, who knows, maybe I’ll have to do the gentlemanly thing and get married to all the other incredible women that have sought to grace my life with their presence.” 
 
    “And how long would this vacation last?” Saya purred at me, coming to stand on the other side of where I sat. 
 
    I looped my arm around her waist, feeling the hardness of her muscles under the linen shirt she wore. 
 
    “As long as we want, I hope,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll hold you to that, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Saya said. “Come, Elenari, we should get back to the Empress.” 
 
    The two of them delivered lingering kisses on my lips and then hurried back to Empress Cyrene, Penelope, and Hana. 
 
    I watched the two women go. I felt Claire’s eyes on me and knew she was watching me watching the retreating forms of the two women that had welcomed me into this world right from day one. 
 
    “Mike,” she said, “I have more for you than just the hope of what your actions, and the actions of all those that follow you, might achieve. Here.” 
 
    I looked down at the smoky gem that sat warm in my palm, pressed there by Claire. My eyebrows puckered, and I looked up into the uncanny red and blue eyes. 
 
    “I thought you said, a while back, something about me not getting another Etherstone until we had taken down the Bronze Citadel? Did I misunderstand?” I asked. 
 
    Claire gave me a mischievous look, raising a single pale eyebrow. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she said. “As you can now see, my visions of the future are not always completely correct.” 
 
    “No? Don’t tell me you’re just a pretty woman masquerading as a forecaster of the future?” 
 
    Claire tutted and made a playful swipe at me, which I evaded. 
 
    “Something has changed,” she whispered, so that it almost sounded like she spoke to herself. “Something in the timeline, something that had been part of the timeline, has altered things.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe, should you venture into the Bronze Citadel, you will find things that will cause you to question the existence of time, space, and reality itself, Mike,” Claire said slowly. 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” I said. “Even for you, I mean.” 
 
    “I believe,” she went on, “that one of the Wild Dragons who protects the Citadel, whose power has been harnessed by the Shadow Nations is, in fact, a Time Dragon.” 
 
    “I… Well, look, I don’t really know… What the fuck is a Time Dragon?” I said. “I mean, by the inflection of your voice, it doesn’t sound good. Is it going to screw things up for us?” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Claire said, and for the first time since I had known her, I heard a trace of doubt in her voice. “That’s just it, Mike. I don’t know. I can’t see. Not at all. It is only this which makes me think that it must be a Time Dragon. Nothing else could impair my sight in such a way.” 
 
    Her voice faded away, her usually clear brow furrowed in consternation.  
 
    “Well, I’ll just put it out of its misery like I intend to do to the others,” I said, reaching out to squeeze the back of her hand in mine. “Convince the thing to take a long walk off a short pier.” 
 
    My words seemed to stir Claire from wherever her mind was taking her. She turned her hand over and squeezed mine in return. 
 
    “I fear that it will not be as easy as you think, Mike,” she said. “However, if anyone is capable of taking on the unknown and bending it to his will, it is you.” 
 
    The Seer got to her feet and led the way back toward the group of women waiting for us. I followed, the new Etherstone weighing heavy in my pocket. 
 
    Rifa was still busy gnawing on his Etherstone and building his den. The others were still engrossed in watching him. It seemed that women would always be suckers for something small and cuddly, no matter if they were devilish warriors or meek maids. 
 
    I stood with them for a while, turning over what I should do next in my mind, as I turned the Etherstone over and over in my pocket. Eventually, I came to a decision. 
 
    “Girls, do any of you know where Zala might have gotten to?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope, to the surprise of no one, offered an answer. 
 
    “The last time I saw her,” she said, “she was heading in the direction of the top of a plateau that sits above the woods on the west side of the camp.” 
 
    “Did she say what she was doing up there?” I asked. I knew the spot she was referring to. 
 
    “I believe she has gone there to do some private training,” Penelope said. “I overheard her saying so to Tamsin.” 
 
    I nodded and shoved the Etherstone deeper into my pocket. 
 
    “Thanks, Pen,” I said. 
 
    I bowed to Empress Cyrene, once more holding her eye for a little longer than was probably decent. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, “if you’ll please excuse me, I’ve got to go and do my part for the good of the Empire.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I could have flown one of my dragons out of the forest and up to the plateau, where Penelope had told me I could find Zala, but after having spent the last few days traveling, I felt like a brisk walk through the woods would do me good. Likewise, I figured my dragons could rest up inside their crystals.  
 
    Judging by everything I had heard so far, we were going to have one hell of a fight on our hands in the coming days, and there would be no harm in everyone—mancers and beasts alike—being at one hundred percent when the excrement collided with the fan. The shit hitting the fan was inevitable. The real question was who would be covered in it at the end of the day. 
 
    I walked out of the belt of woodland that Hana had led us to, around the edge of the camp, and up the side of Galipolas Mountain itself. It was mostly hard rock and slithering shale here, and this had hindered any attempts of building anything on it. Footing would have been treacherous, had I not been a mancer. With my dragon-enhanced reflexes, balance, and strength, I made quick work of the hazardous terrain. 
 
    The thin belt of trees that Penelope had described ringed one of the side peaks of Galipolas Mountain like a fringe of hair around the head of a balding man. Beyond that fringe, just discernible through the tangle of bare trunks, was an open bit of ground. When I pushed my way through the narrow strip of trees, I found Zala there, just as Penelope had said I would.         
 
    The catmancer from Akrit had taken up position in the middle of the plateau, crouched in what looked like a fighting stance. She was as still as a statue, barely breathing, and I couldn’t tell whether she had been doing some sort of yoga or had just finished going through a complex series of combat exercises. She was looking as foxy as ever. 
 
    As I was checking her out, unsure whether I should interrupt whatever it was she was doing, her liquid black almond-shaped eyes, lined with dark mascara-like face paint, flicked sideways to appraise me. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, in that smoky voice of hers that made me think of naked midnight swims, mulled wine, and the thrill of hunting game over moonlit sand dunes. 
 
    “Just Mike, Zala,” I said. “We’re all friends here.”  
 
    Zala’s short sable hair, with the few intricate plaits weaved through it in the style that reminded me so much of Elizabeth Taylor’s 1963 cinematic portrayal of Cleopatra, swayed back and forth as she turned her head to look at me. 
 
    “Mike,” she said, “what brings you up here? Are you tracking me?” 
 
    “You might be surprised to learn that what I know about tracking could be inscribed on the back of a leaf,” I said. “And not a big one either.” 
 
    Zala pouted. “And here I was, hoping you had sought me out. Had found yourself musing over me and ended up dogging my footsteps all the way up here.” 
 
    “Is that why you came up here? On the off chance I’d follow you?” I asked, grinning. “I knew women were wily creatures and possessed of almost superhuman foresight, but I didn’t realize they were that good.” 
 
    “Catmancers especially,” Zala said, tipping me a wink. 
 
    “Well, some brainbox did say that women and cats will do as they please, and men and dogs should just chill out and get used to the idea,” I replied. 
 
    Zala laughed. 
 
    “In truth, I did not come up here hoping that you, or anyone, would follow,” she said. “I needed some time to clear my head, to process what happened in Akrit. What with one thing and another, we never stopped until we arrived here, did we? I needed some time to digest and sort through my feelings.” 
 
    I nodded and walked toward the athletic desert-dwelling woman. “I know that feeling,” I said. “Sometimes you have to get away from it all to… Well, to get away from it all. It’s a hell of a world, this one that we inhabit, and it delivers one hell of a ride, but it doesn’t often let up.” 
 
    “Some people meditate to clear their heads,” Zala said. “For me though, it can be a struggle to turn my brain off when I’m just sitting still.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m exactly the same. For me, the best way to clear my head and forget the world for a while is to go hard in a workout.” 
 
    “Workout?” Zala asked. 
 
    “Exercise,” I explained. “Go run or hit some weights, spar or fight.” 
 
    Zala’s pretty face opened up with a smile. “Ah. Yes. It is likewise with me.” 
 
    “Is that what you were doing up here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. I was running through some of the fighting forms that the warriors of Akrit are taught at an early age. They become second nature to us, so we can perform them when we are caught up in the melting heat of a battle without having to think.” 
 
    “You learn to fight early on in Akrit?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Zala said, “but it is not just those who are singled out to be warriors who train almost as soon as they are capable of taking instruction. Many of the trades and skills in Akrit are thus learned. Whether it is blacksmithing, potion making, weaving, or building, men and women mostly dedicate their lives to a single profession.” 
 
    I thought of life back on Earth, and how we lived in a world where people flitted between professions and careers as the mood took them. 
 
    “It’s not like that where I’m from,” I said. “But I can see how there would be genuine pleasure in dedicating yourself to one thing and trying to master it.” 
 
    Zala nodded. “Akrit is a patient place, as are the people who call it home.” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s definitely not like that where I come from. You make it sound like a peaceful and satisfying way to live. Although, the market places in Akrit were anything but peaceful. I don’t think I’ve ever heard more people trying to yell and shout over the top of one another.” 
 
    Zala took a deep breath and stretched her arms over her head. “Yes, it can be manic, of course. But there is a serenity to having a routine that you can run through automatically after a long day of training.” 
 
    “What was yours?” I asked, intrigued and more than a little attracted at the thought of such single-minded devotion. 
 
    Zala closed her eyes as I stepped closer to her so that the pair of us stood on the bare expanse of stone that made up the plateau. There were a few large boulders and wind-stripped trees scattered around, but not much else. 
 
    “I would close the door, sit on my pallet bed, and take off my boots,” Zala said, reopening her eyes. “Wash the dirt and blood from my hands. From my face. I would take time to notice the silence. Enjoy the beating of my heart. Enjoy the fact that it was still beating. Still fighting on. I remind myself that I must always strive my hardest. That, on the morrow, I would work with a sharp mind and focused eyes. If any thoughts of worry, hate, or sadness had crept into my head, I would shake them off like a hound shaking off water. And, like a hound, I would tame my fear. Focus. Keep my head sharp and on track, concentrating on nothing but the task in front of me: to become the fiercest warrior that I could possibly be.” 
 
    While she talked, Zala’s eyes blazed with passion. I found myself drawn to her as surely as a moth to flame. Her enthusiasm was captivating, as was her dedication to the life she had pursued as a catmancer. 
 
    “The next day, I would train until my eyes were tired and my head and limbs were heavy, and keep working even after that—pushing through exhaustion to find excellence,” she whispered, her gaze looking back into the past, rather than at me now. 
 
    “Then?” I prompted, caught up in her recollections. I was so intrigued by the road she had walked that I had almost forgotten why I was looking for her. 
 
    Zala blinked and smiled. “Then? Then, I would take a bath, wash off the day. I would drink a glass of sweet tea. Make my room dark. Lie down and close my eyes. Notice the silence once more. Notice my heart. Still beating. Still fighting. Until one day, I realized that I made it, after all. I had graduated down the path of the warrior. I learned that all one can do is appreciate making it through another day. And focusing on making it through one more. I learned, even in the darkest days of Shaykh Antizah’s rule, to tell myself I was doing fine.” 
 
    I ran my eyes over the formidable and beautiful woman. She had stripped down from her usual garb of intricately-wrapped and folded robes and scarves so that she was wearing only harem-style pants and a rough linen vest. She was barefoot, her boots sitting with the rest of her clothing on a nearby boulder. 
 
    “I would say you’re doing more than just fine,” I said. 
 
    Zala smiled coyly at me. 
 
    “So, now you have heard a little of my past, are you going to tell me why you have sought me out, Mike?” she asked. 
 
    I felt the warm weight of the Etherstone pressing against my leg. After such an eloquent account of the training regime she went through as a youth, I felt crass just coming out and asking her whether she fancied getting down and dirty with me so we could see if my unique brand of personal magic extended to catmancers, as well as dragons and bears. 
 
    “I see you have something on your mind,” Zala said. 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    Zala danced forward, her face shining with mischief, and delivered a flurry of shadow boxing blows to my midriff. So well did she know her own body and her own prowess, that I felt the punches connect with the material of my shirt but not my skin. 
 
    “Come,” she said. “Let us spar, you and I.” 
 
    “Spar?” I asked. “A dummy fight?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “You said it helps you clear your mind, didn’t you? Then let us clear it together. Then, perhaps, the words you wish to speak will flow easier.” 
 
    I gave a snort of amusement. 
 
    “Okay, then, why not?” I said. “What are the rules?” 
 
    “Hand-to-hand only,” Zala said. “No magic. It is more… visceral, more pure, this way.” 
 
    I stretched my neck from one side to the other and rolled my shoulders.  
 
    “We’re not going for first blood or anything, are we?” I asked. “Because I won’t lie, the idea of drawing yours isn’t one I relish.” 
 
    “Ha! You would be so lucky,” Zala said, springing in and flicking the end of my nose with inhuman speed. 
 
    “Hey, cheater!” I said, with mock outrage. 
 
    “Not first blood, but first on their back,” Zala said. “The first to be pinned.” 
 
    “Okay, then. That sounds a little more civilized.” 
 
    Zala bared her teeth in a smile that resembled a snarl. “Depends how you do it, Mike, does it not? Now, are you ready, dragonmancer?” 
 
    “I am,” I said, adopting a fighting stance. 
 
    “Then, let us spar,” she said, and she sprang. 
 
    By any measurement back on Earth, the sparring Zala and I engaged in would have been deemed a full-on fight. However, as the two of us were mancers, the blows that landed, which would have sent ordinary fighters to the Emergency Room, did little more than throw us off-balance or check our steps. 
 
    Zala leaped, springing a good twenty feet into the air. At the top of her leap, she performed a textbook twisting reverse somersault and then, with a hissing, spitting warcry, she flashed down toward me. 
 
    It was such a breath-taking and awe-inspiring sight that I only just remembered to spin out of the way at the last moment. 
 
    Zala crashed down, her knee driving into the rock where I had been standing only a moment before, sending stone chips flying in all directions. An expanding pall of air burst out from where she had struck, making me stagger. 
 
    I let out a little laugh of admiration. 
 
    “I thought we said no magic,” I said. 
 
    “And so we did,” she replied, her eyes fixed on me as she got to her feet. 
 
    “That was all you?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    I let out a low whistle. “I guess you’re not going to make it easy for me, huh?” 
 
    “Never!” Zala said, flashing me her white grin. 
 
    “You spar hard, just like you fight,” I said. 
 
    “You say that like there is another way to fight, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Excellent point,” I said, and boosted forward in a dive I hoped would catch the woman around the middle.  
 
    Our sparring match unfolded as all mancer versus mancer fights usually did, at about four times the speed of a scrap between mere mortals. It was one of those tussles in which much of the detail would have defied the eyesight of watchers, had there been any. 
 
    We traded blows for a while. Roundhouse kicks and knee strikes, hooks and hammer strikes, back fists and elbow strikes, they were all employed with potentially devastating effect. 
 
    I stopped thinking, taking my mind out of the equation, and let my body react on its own. My gut took over, my consciousness barely registering Zala’s punches coming in. Instead, I focused on her body language and on her eyes. I used my dragon-enhanced senses to see where she was telegraphing her next blow and adjusted my footing and balance in preparation. 
 
    We danced across the plateau, our feet sending up showers of gravel and clouds of dust as we spun, ducked, and jumped. There was the sound of the wind rising and falling, the scuff of my boots and the soft skipping pad of Zala’s bare feet. After about five minutes of furious non-stop blow trading, I let out a burst of laughter—not because anything was particularly funny, but because I was having such a fucking great time. 
 
    My worries, my concerns about the future, my hesitancy at just coming out and asking the beautiful catmancer whether she’d be interested in sleeping with me for the sake of mancers as a whole, all of it vanished into the ether. 
 
    Zala grinned too. She hissed and snarled as she whirled and parried a series of airborne kicks I launched at her, but they were more sounds of encouragement, rather than noises of frustration. 
 
    I found myself being forced backward across the plateau by the veritable storm of strikes coming at me from the lithe warrior of Akrit. I didn’t mind being on the defensive; if anything, being able to practice my dodging and parrying was just what I wanted to do with a monster of a confrontation looming. In the space of a minute or so, I found myself hemmed up against  the edge of the plateau, where the belt of trees met the open space. 
 
    Zala lashed out with an invigorating cry that set the hair on the back of my neck to standing on end. Her punch was exactly the sort of swing I wouldn’t have expected from a female warrior of such extensive training; a wild openhanded haymaker chop coming in so hot that it might as well have been trailing fire. 
 
    Zala’s blow streaked over my head as I ducked. Her open hand cracked into the tall, wind-scoured dead tree I had been standing in front of and went through it like it was made of clay. Ancient, dry wood exploded outward, and the dead tree toppled over. 
 
    “Damn!” I said. “You’ve a hell of a left on you, Zala!” 
 
    She smiled at the praise, bouncing up and down on her bare toes. 
 
    “You defend well, but I can see you are holding back,” she said. 
 
    “Normally, if there’s a person nuts enough to have a go at attacking me, I give them a front row ticket to the end of the world,” I assured her. “I’m going to let them have the best seat in the house so they can see the white light coming for them with their own eyes.” 
 
    “Good.” Zala nodded. 
 
    “But, right now, I’m enjoying the opportunity to practice my defense with you,” I said. 
 
    Zala nodded again. “A smart plan. But now I want to see what you are made of. Find my weakness, if you think I have one!” 
 
    I grinned. “I’ve always found an enemy’s doubt is your best target to go for, but I’m guessing doubt is one thing you have very little of.” 
 
    Zala crooked her finger at me. “Come and find out. Pin me if you dare, dragonmancer!”    
 
    We engaged again, coming together with the force of a couple of thunderheads colliding over some desolate plain. Arms and legs blurred, and the shockwaves of our blocked punches and missed kicks caused some of the more brittle branches on the trees near us to shatter and snap. 
 
    I flipped over the top of Zala as she sent a sideways kick scything toward my ribs, in a jump that would have been considered impossible back on Earth. I landed like a lynx behind her. I threw a punch at the same time that she whirled and threw one at me. Our two fists made contact in midair, there was a dull boom of expanding air, and the two of us were propelled in opposite directions across the plateau. 
 
    Without pausing for breath, or to wring my aching hand, I launched myself back into the air like a muscle-bound flea. My arms were raised above my head, my eyes fixed on Zala. She was not as quick on the attack as I had been, but her instincts were phenomenal. She rolled sideways just as I descended like a meteor. 
 
    My twin fists drove into the ground, right where Zala had been crouched a moment before. There was a showering burst of rock and a circle of stone about two yards in diameter buckled and cracked like a drunken Hancock had landed on it. Fine little rocks pattered down. 
 
    Zala laughed and then sprang at me, a missile in humanoid form. 
 
    I could have dodged. I could have countered. But only part of me wanted to escape the clutches of that beautiful woman, so I let her spear tackle me around the waist. In turn, I grabbed her around the middle and lifted her off the ground, but she countered by scissoring my head between her legs and throwing herself backward. I could have dug my heels in and countered, but that might have injured Zala. Instead, I rolled with the throw and went over into a controlled forward flip. 
 
    For a few moments, all I felt was frantic movement and heavy breathing, and the press of Zala’s body against mine as we grappled and twisted on the ground. Then, my back hit the ground hard and I let out a wheeze of amused pleasure.  
 
    At the end of the whirl of tussling movement, I found myself on my back with Zala straddling my waist and pressing all her weight down on me. She had my hands pinned to the rock of the plateau on either side of me. 
 
    A slow grin spread across my face. This was the sort of thing that dreams were made of, the sort of thing that made its way into the cheesier kinds of action films.  
 
    I smiled up at Zala. Her short hair hung on either side of her gorgeous face, framing the tanned skin between raven curtains.  
 
    “I can’t help but notice you have me at somewhat of a disadvantage, catmancer,” I said. 
 
    She lowered her face an inch or two closer to mine. Her eyes were deep dark pools that I could have lost myself in given enough time. When she spoke, her breath tickled my face and smelled of warm sand, coconut, and vanilla. 
 
    “It would appear so, dragonmancer,” Zala purred. She adjusted her weight, and I felt her pelvis grind harder into my crotch. 
 
    “I can’t deny it, I don’t think I’ve ever been quite so pleased to lose a fight,” I said. 
 
    Zala’s perceptive eyes narrowed. There was the suggestion of a smile on her lips. “I have a feeling,” she said, “that you could have bested me, had you really wanted to.” 
 
    I shrugged as well as I was able to with my arms akimbo. “That hardly seems relevant right now, don’t you think? You win.” 
 
    Zala moved a fraction nearer to me. The point of her moist, pink tongue licked along her bottom lip. With another subtle shifting of her weight, she pressed her crotch harder into my groin. This elicited a small groaning sigh from between my lips. I had been a single inappropriate thought away from a hard-on, and this movement sent the blood thundering to my cock. 
 
    “It would seem,” Zala purred as she felt the growing tension in my pants, “that we are both winners here.” 
 
    It appeared our little sparring session, which had turned into a more prolonged playfight than either of us had expected, had done the job. It wasn’t necessarily the way I had expected to broach the subject of sex with her, but it looked like the end result would be the same. 
 
    Zala was very, very close to me now. So close I could have counted every single one of her long, black eyelashes—but there were funner things I wanted to do, more intimate things. 
 
    She gave me a look of such blistering intensity that it could have cut through plate armor like dragonfire. With purposeful slowness, she let go of my wrists, straightened up, grasped the back of her linen shirt, and pulled it over her head. 
 
    That slow reveal set a tiger roaring in my chest and ignited the fires of desire in my veins. 
 
    Zala’s breasts were perfect. They were the perfect size, the perfect shape. They sat on her chest with a firmness that almost defied belief. They were the sort of tits that people paid good money for at the plastic surgeon’s office. Her dark nipples hardened as she watched me feast my eyes on her breasts. 
 
    Zala ran her fingernails down her chest, dragging my eyes with them. The swell of her breasts were complemented by the contrast of her flat, toned stomach. She was so lean I could discern the vague outlines of her abdominal muscles under the dusky skin of her stomach. I followed these contours down to her sharp, jutting hip bones, my eyes pulled ever southward until… 
 
    Emboldened, I reached out and tugged at her oiled leather knife belt, from which a plain and well-used dagger hung. After a few seconds of fruitless, clumsy tugging, Zala laughed and swatted my hands away. 
 
    “For a man who is so good with his hands on the sparring ground, you’re all thumbs now,” she said. 
 
    “It must be the shock of defeat,” I murmured. “Or, maybe, it’s because I’m usually such a gentleman and this is all happening so terribly fast!” 
 
    I put a theatrical hand to my head and pretended to swoon.  
 
    Zala snorted and swatted me on the chest with the back of her hand. Showcasing her lower body strength, she flowed from a straddling position up to her feet without using her hands. I went to follow her, eager to get my own clothes off and get things moving, but Zala pushed me back down with one barefoot on my chest. 
 
    “Wait,” she growled seductively at me as she unbuckled her belt at what seemed like a snail’s pace. “I am the victor and I have not given you permission to move yet.” 
 
    The billowing, harem-style pants dropped to the ground, and she kicked them away. 
 
    I swallowed. My mouth had gone dry in the best of ways.  
 
    I was left, lying flat on my back, to regard one of the most stunning, gorgeous women I had ever had the good fortune to see nude. Zala was drop-dead gorgeous—every inch of her—but what heightened the intense atmosphere was the fact that we were out in the open where anyone who might wander along could see us. 
 
    As I gazed at her naked form, Zala cupped a breast with her hand and toyed with the dark nipple. She groaned in pleasure as she pinched it between her forefinger and thumb. 
 
    “You know how I said I’d never been more delighted to lose a fight?” I asked, my voice coming out in a strained croak. 
 
    “I don’t think you said that,” Zala said. 
 
    “Well, if I had, that might have been about one minute premature.” 
 
    Zala laughed softly; a sexy, husky chuckle. 
 
    “So, Dragonmancer Noctis, are you willing to concede that I bested you?” she asked in a sultry voice. 
 
    I was given a unique perspective of the woman standing over me, seeing as I was still on the ground and her foot still rested on my chest. My eyes started at her beautiful bare feet, traveled up her slim, strong legs, and were drawn to the tiny wedge of black hair that sat like a garnish on her captivating pussy. 
 
    I couldn’t help imagining what it might feel like to slip my cock in between the velvety folds, to thrust upward as hard as I could, over and over again, until I blew my load deep inside of her. I couldn’t help but speculate on how it might taste, how wet it might already be. 
 
    My dragon-enhanced senses treated me to the wonderful aroma of her arousal—mild and musky with a hint of coconut. I drew in a shuddering breath, losing myself in her scent. 
 
    “I’d say that even if you hadn’t bested me in the fight, you’ve most certainly bested me now,” I said. 
 
    With a grunt of satisfaction, the nude woman removed her foot from my chest.  
 
    “Well said,” she said, her black eyes filled with wanton longing and fixed on mine. “Now, remove your clothes and come over here and eat my pussy.” 
 
    I was on my feet so fast that I couldn’t be sure there wasn’t some kind of subconscious magic used. I almost tore my belt apart rather than unbuckle it, but I managed to control myself and fumble it open. 
 
    While I hurried to undress, Zala padded over to one of the smooth, sun-warmed boulders that sat on the edge of the plateau and draped herself over it. She fit on it so well I was half-tempted to think she had had her eye set on it for this. She lay back, tilting her face up to the sunlight, looking for all the world like some erotic sculpture. 
 
    My cock was as hard as a diamond as I kicked off my boots and struggled out of my pants. I was already walking toward her as I pulled my shirt over my head. The stone beneath my now bare feet was warm. I stubbed my toe on a loose stone, but barely felt it as I headed for the waiting beauty. 
 
    Zala’s dark eyes glittered as she took a good, long look at my swollen prick. Her tongue emerged from between her lips and ran slowly along them, moistening them so that the sheen of saliva glistened in the sunshine. She bit her bottom lip, and her smoldering gaze, sliding up the ridges of my stomach and over my chest, locked with mine. 
 
    “I thought you might want to class it up and use a pillow,” I said with a wry smile, tossing my shirt to her.      
 
    Zala caught it and smiled back at me. “Very thoughtful of you,” she said, “but I do believe I gave you an order.” 
 
    Zala didn’t take her eyes from my face, but she shifted around on the scooped out depression of the boulder to get more comfortable. She rolled my shirt into a rough ball, put it behind her head, and lay back. Then, with an arousing lack of bashfulness, she opened her toned legs wide for me. 
 
    My eyes flicked down to her pubic region, to the single wedge of shaved hair that pointed down like a miniature arrow toward the part of her that I ached most to get my hands, tongue, and cock on.   
 
    “In Akrit, there is a belief that the people of the Mystocean Empire are more prim and proper when it comes to matters of the bedchamber,” she said. “The way that you stand there, bold as brass with your wonderful cock, makes me think these rumors are catshit. Tell me, what would you do if a messenger or someone came for you now?” 
 
    “Well, if I was wearing any clothes I guess I’d pat down my pockets so that I could try and find a fuck to give,” I said, my eyes still glued to the spectacular vision in front of me. “But, to be honest, a troll could wander onto this plateau right now wearing a yellow tuxedo and sporting a ginger afro, and I’m not sure I’d even notice it.” 
 
    “What’s a tuxedo?” Zala asked. 
 
    “It is really, really not important,” I said. 
 
    I stood at the foot of the rock she lay on. My breath caught as she pressed one of her feet against my thigh and ran it up and down my leg. Waves of hot lust emanated out from where her foot touched my skin, flowing up my leg to my cock. I twitched and grew even harder. I swallowed. 
 
    “On your knees,” Zala said. 
 
    I knelt so fast I might as well have been hamstrung. I doubted there was a heterosexual man alive that wouldn’t have been on the ground in more than three seconds. My skin tingled all over with anticipation. 
 
    With a sensuousness that pulled a groan of longing from me, Zala slipped a finger into her soaking slit and looked at me from under her mascaraed eyelids. As she watched me practically begin to drool, she slipped another digit into her glorious sex. Then Zala’s hand shot up and grasped me by the back of the neck, her fingers tangling through my long brown hair. With a mancer’s brutish force, she pulled me down to her, pressing my face hard against her crotch and bucking as she did. 
 
    So much for a first kiss, I thought—very briefly, before I dedicated myself to my task. 
 
    My entire world narrowed down, and I lost myself in the erotic joy and taste of Zala’s pussy as I ran my tongue up and down and in and out of her. I felt her breath quickening after a while and her stomach began to clench, which made me think I must be doing something right. I slipped two fingers inside her and moved them in a come hither motion, stroking and probing as I lapped at her clit. 
 
    Zala bucked against me, her pelvis grinding into my palm as I finger fucked her. Her breath whistled through her bared teeth as she stared up at the clouds drifting over us. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said in her husky Akrit accent. “That’s it. That’s what I wanted. A fine start. Ah! A very fine start! Give me more though, Mike, give me more.” 
 
    I slipped a third finger inside her, and Zala let out a long moan of pleasure as her vagina was stretched wider. 
 
    I was so engrossed with what I was doing, and so intent on giving Zala the time of her life, that I barely even registered the stones and gravel that cut into my bare knees. None of that mattered; I was a dragonmancer and didn’t need to spare a thought for cuts, bruises, and grazes, which healed almost instantaneously. 
 
    I could have chowed down on that fine specimen of a catmancer until the cows came home. That was part of the beauty of being the Dragon Breeder; I was blessed with supernatural strength, sure, but I was also endowed with the stamina of twenty men. 
 
    That quality came in handy in the bedroom. 
 
    After what must have been about ten minutes, but only felt like a couple, Zala wrenched my head up and disengaged me. 
 
    “I-I want you in my mouth before we fuck,” she said, her words coming out slurred in her passion. 
 
    “If you insist,” I said. 
 
    I stood and put one foot on the boulder. Zala sat up and leaned forward, grabbing my ass cheeks so that she could pull me toward her, as close as I could go without having to kick through the boulder. 
 
    I could probably actually do that, I mused. 
 
    Thankfully my brain shut up at that point because I felt my cock engulfed by a fantastic, slippery warmth, and I realized that Zala had taken my whole shaft down her throat in an epic deepthroat. 
 
    “Fuck me!” I said. 
 
    She pulled off with a wet pop. “Not yet, Mike Noctis,” Zala said, strings of saliva connecting her mouth to my now slippery dick. 
 
    I gasped while I held Zala’s head in my hands and fucked her mouth. My cock hit the back of her throat every now and again, as she bobbed up and down on it, causing her to gag and splutter. 
 
    The second time this happened, I looked down to make sure everything was okay. Without even ceasing her cock gobbling and with my junk still stuffed into her mouth, Zala peered up at me and let out a mewling growl of satisfaction. Her mascara ran down her pretty face, and there was spit all around her mouth. She looked like a gorgeous professional whore. 
 
    This time, it was my turn to halt proceedings. As much as I enjoyed her attention, if she continued working at me in the way she was I wouldn’t be able to blow my load in her, which was, sort of, what the point of me tracking her down had been. 
 
    “Come here,” I said to her, my voice a little hoarse. “Come here. Lie back.” 
 
    Zala got up and lay back on the boulder, her head resting on the makeshift pillow. Her legs were spread wide as they would go and her pussy gaped obscenely at me. 
 
    “Come on, fuck me, please!” Zala moaned. “Please, Mike! You thought I was a good fighter, but there is something I am even more skilled at.” 
 
    “One thing first,” I said as I walked over to where I’d tossed my clothes, reached into my pocket, and took out a pinch of Dragondust. I dropped it into my mouth and sucked my fingers clean, tasting the lingering juices of Zala. “I’m ready.” 
 
    I walked over to Zala with firm purpose. I knew what I wanted, and it was clear she wanted it to. 
 
    Zala grasped my cock in her warm grip and guided me into her. We cried out in mutual satisfaction as I pushed myself into her as far as I could go. My balls slapped against her asscrack and Zala’s back arched.   
 
    I slid my hands upward, skin hissing against skin, and took one of her perfect breasts in each hand. Gently, I pinched her nipples and felt them harden under my fingers in response. When I released her tits, so that I could grasp her by the hips, I saw that her dark nipples must have been sticking out an inch, so turned on was she by my ministrations. 
 
    “Now, fuck me!” Zala ordered in her husky voice. Her make-up was smeared all over her face and her hair was in disarray, but this only made her look sexier in my eyes. 
 
    The feeling of her hard, athletic body under my hands drove me crazy with lust. I put a hand around her throat, softly choking her, and pulled her face up so I could kiss her while I started to thrust into. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” Zala whimpered as I drove my prick into her as far as I could. “Yes!”  
 
    Zala and I ground against one another, and the only sound was the slap of my stones against her ass and the hiss of skin on skin, the grunt and moan of our breathing, and the wet sucking noises as we fucked like a pair of cave people. 
 
    A breeze picked up, cooling us down even as we reached fever pitch. Zala grabbed one of my hands and stuck a couple of my fingers into her mouth. She sucked on them, deepthroating them as far as she could. For my part, I leaned forward, took one of her stiff nipples in my mouth, bit down none too gently, and flicked my tongue across it. 
 
    Zala let out a howl of licentious joy. 
 
    We fucked like this for what seemed like ages, never changing position, but just concentrating on satisfying our own selfish needs. Zala rubbed her clit while I pumped into her, gripping her by the ankles and forcing her supple legs apart as wide as they would go. 
 
    The soft slap of flesh on flesh, the rasp of our breathing, and the soft wet, sucking noise as I plowed into her were the only human sounds on that plateau. 
 
    With a sudden rushing exhalation, Zala cried out and her liquid black eyes went wide. Her legs, which had been wide open so as to facilitate me penetrating her as deeply as possible, clamped around my waist like a bear trap. I cupped both her tits in my hands, pinching the nipples as she shuddered against me, writhing and letting out a little keening wail. 
 
    “Oh gods… I’m… going to… I’m going to cum!” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    With the knowledge that she was going to climax, it was as if a dam inside me shattered. I had always found a woman getting off about as big an aphrodisiac as there was, so when I saw Zala yield to her body, it seemed about as good a time as any for me to do the same. I thrust into her once more, driving her up the boulder, as she wrapped her legs harder around my waist, hard enough to crush a trash can. 
 
    I jerked and twitched as I came, letting out a low animal moan of content as I fired my seed deep into Zala’s nubile body. Through my half-closed lids, I noticed the flare of light that emanated from around the same spot as her navel. 
 
    It was the same warm glow as I had seen numerous times before now. I smiled to myself and closed my eyes as my prick spurted one last load of cum into Zala’s eager pussy. All the clues pointed to there being another magical beast in the family before long. 
 
    The wind licked against my skin. A bird of prey cried out. Zala whimpered, making sedate noises of utter satisfaction. My chest filled with the fresh mountain air. 
 
    Shit, sometimes it really was the fucking best being a Dragon Breeder.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the counsel of Claire the Seer, Empress Cyrene came up with a plan of attack directed at the Bronze Citadel. She spent an entire day closested with Queen Frami, General Shiloh, and a host of other advisors, aides, and senior officers, until they had cooked up a strategy that seemed good to them.  
 
    I was summoned to the Empress’ tent—an opulent confection of bright white silk set amidst the dirty, weathered brown canvas of the other tents—late one night for my mission briefing. 
 
    The moon hung like a god’s nail paring in a clear sky strewn with bright stars. I could just make out the occasional echoing shout from the direction of the main street of the camp. I snorted, wondering whether my coterie would be out on their revels. The Galipolas military base was in danger of making the transition from camp to full-blown outpost town, which I was sure General Shiloh was pleased about. The more entrenched we became out here, the less chance there would be of the Shadow Nations being able to sneak through this particular entrance and launch an attack on our lands.   
 
    “Ah, Dragonmancer Noctis,” Empress Cyrene said as I was escorted into the tent by a pair of guards, who then exited. “Thank you so much for coming at this late hour.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Empress Cyrene,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t point out that an invitation to join an Empress wasn’t so much an invitation as a command. 
 
    The Empress’ tent wasn’t furnished as opulently as I might have expected, which heightened my respect for the supreme ruler of the Mystocean Empire. There was nothing more tacky and tasteless to me than the leader of a country or kingdom living it up large while regular soldiers were left to huddle around campfires and share blankets. 
 
    Not that any of the troopers of the Drako Academy or the Vetruscan Kingdom got such a raw deal, of course, but it was nice to see the divide between the brass and the grunts was less than fictional convention would have had me believe. 
 
    “Please, take a seat,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    I did so, nodding to Queen Frami and General Shiloh who were already sitting in front of Empress Cyrene’s desk. Claire the Seer sat in a comfortable chair in the corner, poring over an unfurled map in her hands. 
 
    “Empress Cyrene,” I said, “as much as I love a moonlit stroll, I don’t suppose that’s why you called me here tonight. Can I presume that you, the General, and Queen Frami have come to a decision as to how you would like to proceed in the campaign?” 
 
    Empress Cyrene gave me a small smile. “You presume correctly, Mike.” 
 
    At the use of my first name, General Shiloh shot me a glance out of one dark eye but said nothing. There was the suggestion of a knowing smirk on the tough woman’s slab of a face, but only the merest suggestion. 
 
    “Before we do anything, Mike,” Queen Frami said in her usual easy way, “we wanted you to lay eyes on the citadel. Give it your unique Earthling once over.” 
 
    I arched my brow. “But I thought Scrutor had already given the place a good canvassing?” 
 
    “Oh, she has,” General Shiloh said, “but the Seer believes you are going to play a significant part in this military operation of ours. I know she is gifted with the long sight, but even if she was not, after knowing what you have already accomplished here and elsewhere, I am inclined to agree with her. You have accomplished a lot since your arrival, Dragonmancer Noctis. I think it would be foolish to think that the only male mancer in our world wasn’t going to play some key role in the coming days.” 
 
    “So, that’s the first step in the plan?” I asked, turning back to Empress Cyrene. “You want me to take a look at the Bronze Citadel and see if there’s anything about it that Scrutor might not have picked up?” 
 
    Empress Cyrene bowed her head in acquiescence. 
 
    “Might want to take another pair of eyes with you, as back up and as another perspective,” Queen Frami said. 
 
    General Shiloh wagged her finger in a familiar fashion at the scarred and bright-eyed warrior next to her. In the little time that they had spent together, the General and the Queen had become firm friends. I imagined it was because the two of them were of similar minds; no nonsense, tough warriors who had risen up to command the heads of their respective armies. 
 
    “Queen Frami took the thoughts out of my head,” General Shiloh said. “This will be a mission that revolves around stealth, Dragonmancer Noctis, so I would urge you to take only a skeleton crew along with you. If you’ll take my counsel, which you must remember is a politely phrased order, you will take a team of five with you into the Subterranean Realms. Once you have gotten as close to the Bronze Citadel as you can, you will leave the three others that you have chosen to follow you to lie low. You and Dragonmancer Glizbe will then proceed ahead and scope out the fortress for as long as you need.” 
 
    “Dragonmancer Glizbe? You think I should take Penelope?” 
 
    “Is there anyone else in your crew who carries as much erudition in her head as that Knowledge Sprite?” General Shiloh said. 
 
    I laughed at the very notion. Penelope was a walking encyclopedia. 
 
    “No, General,” I said. “As far as knowledge goes, Penelope is in a league of her own.” 
 
    “Right, well, that’s settled then,” Queen Frami said with a slight smile. 
 
    “Should we go over a detailed plan, perhaps?” Empress Cyrene asked. 
 
    “No point getting bogged down in plans, my fellow Majesty,” Queen Frami said, waving a large hand. “It’s always been my view that specific plans are all very well in war and espionage, but it’s planning that gets you the furthest.” 
 
    “Essentially, hope for the best but prepare for the worst, is that it, Queen Frami?” I asked, grinning at her. 
 
    Queen Frami wore an eyepatch, but the way she blinked so pointedly in my direction convinced me that she was winking. 
 
    “That’s right, Mike, that’s right,” she said. “Specific plans are fucking marvellous until they point their tits at the sky and die. Better to have a rough plan—usually of the fucking escape variety—and a store of courage. I’ve seen enough of you and your fellow dragonmancers to know that that isn’t a problem. You do what you do best. I shouldn’t worry about having all the answers.”   
 
    “Courage doesn’t happen when you have all the answers,” Claire the Seer said from the corner, without looking up from her map. “It happens when you are ready to face the hard truths and tough calls that only arise in battle situations.” 
 
    I got to my feet. To my mind, it seemed like we had said all that needed to be said. 
 
    “I’ve never been too much of a planner myself, Your Majesty,” I said, addressing Empress Cyrene. 
 
    “You don’t think that not planning might be a little dangerous, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she asked, twirling a braid of golden blonde hair that had slipped out of the bun at the back of her head. 
 
    “Maybe, but I’d argue it’s dangerous to overplan too,” I said with a shrug. “Yeah, we all need to strategize a little, Your Majesty. But, if there’s one thing I’ve learned since entering this crazy world, it’s that life goes on regardless of our plans, and all of us here are only too aware of what happens to so many of the best laid ones. Like Queen Frami so eloquently put it; plans are great until they shit the bed.” 
 
    General Shiloh coughed pointedly. 
 
    I glanced over at the burly warrior and caught the look she fired at me. 
 
    “Right, sorry,” I said, turning back to Empress Cyrene. “I meant, plans are great until they shit the bed, Your Majesty.” 
 
    There was no denying that the sparkle in Empress Cyrene’s eye was anything other than amusement. 
 
    “Your slip of the tongue is quite forgiven, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    I bowed my head. “When would you like this reconnaissance group to leave, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Tonight,” Empress Cyrene said. “If at all possible.” 
 
    “Just give me enough time to pick the three to go with Penelope and me, grab a few provisions, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Empress Cyrene said. 
 
    I nodded once more and turned to leave. 
 
    “Mike?” Claire said. 
 
    I swiveled around and gave the white-clad Seer a questioning look. 
 
    “Allow me to congratulate you on behalf of the rest of us,” Claire said. 
 
    She must have understood my small frown of confusion because she chuckled and said, “The catmancer from Akrit is expecting, is she not?” 
 
    I mimed slapping myself in the head. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, that’s right. Sorry, my head was on the mission. Yes, she is. It’s very exciting. Not just for me and her, obviously, but for all of us. It’s another link in the chain that will hopefully bind all our nations together.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene grinned and clapped her hands together. 
 
    “Well said,” she said. “Very well said. In which case, you will obviously not be choosing her to go with you?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “No, I don’t think so. Not that she wouldn’t come if I asked her, but I wouldn’t say that putting a pregnant woman in the way of potential battle is responsible parenting.” 
 
    “Your insight never ceases to dazzle, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh intoned. 
 
    “Thanks, General,” I said, keeping my face deadpan. 
 
    Empress Cyrene smiled at me. 
 
    “Well then, in that case, go and choose your three companions, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Get away as soon as you are able.” 
 
    I was halfway out of the tent flap when Empress Cyrene added, “And Mike? Good luck.” 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder at the most powerful woman in the Mystocean Empire and smiled. 
 
    “The distance from one bit of luck to the next can sometimes feel as massive as the distance that divides stars, Your Majesty,” I said. “Especially when life plays that neat trick it often does and everything goes wrong in the space of a split second because of one little thing, and you realize that to fix the mess you need a hundred things to go in your favor.” 
 
    The Empress looked at me, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    “But you can rely on me and the others to bridge that distance, every time, Your Majesty, until we’ve done what we need to do. We will not fail you.” 
 
    And, with that, I stepped out into the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the end, I recruited Renji, Hana, and Tamsin to come with Penelope and me into the Subterranean Realms. I would have liked to bring Elenari and Saya, but their new duties as part of the Empress’ Twelve wouldn’t allow them to come with me just then. Still, Renji, Hana, and Tamsin were damned capable warriors, and I pitied the kobold patrol that stumbled across any one of them. 
 
    We made our way through the tunnels, which now had small clusters of Mystocean and Vetruscan guards and wiry runners stationed along them. Even in the few weeks that we had been there, General Shiloh had done much to improve the security of the Galipolas Mountain camp. No longer were the tunnels closest to the surface gloomy and shadow-filled, but lit with torches and blazing braziers. 
 
    To minimize the risk of loose talk somehow giving what we were doing away to any enemy spies, we jogged our way toward the Bronze Citadel, rather than ride on the backs of our running dragons. This was my idea, and I hoped it would be construed as nothing more than a training run. The Drako Academy servicemen and women were loyal as they came, but idle gossip and speculation had screwed up more than a couple of delicate operations throughout history, and I was loath to let that happen on my watch. 
 
    It was helpful that all of us were blessed with dragon and bear-boosted endurance. This trait, given to us all through the Transfusion Ceremony, enabled us to run for miles, hour after hour. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t mind leaving Rifa behind?” I asked Hana. 
 
    We were running through stretches of tunnel that were only sporadically lit now, moving deeper and deeper into the heart of the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    “No, I don't mind, Mike,” Hana said, in her melodic accent. “I would have liked to stay with him, of course, but we have things to do for the good of both our lands and Rifa was still sleeping in his den.” 
 
    “There was no sign of him stirring when you left?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Penelope tells me that it is a slower process with bears. Besides, Zala said she would be honored to guard him while we are away. She strikes me as a capable mancer. Sharp, untamed, and beautiful.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d agree with you on all counts,” I said. 
 
    “And now she is to be one of us,” Hana said. “A mother to the progeny of the Dragon Breeder.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “You make it sound so grand, Hana,” I said. “I’m just a guy—a really, really lucky guy, sure, but just a guy picked out of obscurity. Being so close to you and the others, and now to Zala, and being able to raise these offspring of ours with you, well, it’s the coolest thing that has ever happened to me.” 
 
    Hana, running along next to me, gave me a look that was both long and deep. 
 
    “You have a silver tongue, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Well, you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you, bearmancer?” I said in a low, teasing voice. 
 
    I was rewarded with a backhanded whack to the shoulder. 
 
    When we reached the cavern in which we had encountered the ratfolk all those weeks ago, where the first Wild Dragon I had faced had smashed its way out to join the fight, we stopped. 
 
    “Alright, this is where we part for the time being,” I said as we gathered around. I pulled out some cheese-filled potato cakes, wrapped in sturdy leaves, from the pack that I had been carrying.  
 
    I wolfed down one of the potato balls, marveling at the magic that Old Sleazy could work with a few simple ingredients, and then addressed Penelope. 
 
    “You ready to go, Pen?” I asked. 
 
    “Ready when you are, Mike,” Penelope said, her blue eyes calm and steady. 
 
    “The rest of you wait here for us,” I said, tossing the backpack to Renji. “If you hear anything out of the ordinary, anything that might hint that something or someone knows what we’re up to, then one of you comes running to find us.” 
 
    Tamsin and Hana nodded, while Renji said, “You can count on us, Mike.” 
 
    I clapped the silver-toothed djinn on the shoulder. “I know that, Renji,” I said. “You ladies just keep your heads down and make sure nothing creeps up on us from these ways. I’ve got a rough map that General Shiloh gave me, drawn by Scrutor. The Bronze Citadel isn’t as far away as I had thought. This is good news for us now, but not so good if the Shadow Nations decide they want to get the first punch in.” 
 
    ”You two just make your assessment without drawing down the wrath of the Shadow Nations. Then, when you’re back, we’ll return to camp for more of these potato balls and some mead,” Tamsin the hobgoblin said, pinning me with her predator’s yellow eyes. 
 
    “That sounds fucking amazing,” I said. “I’ll keep that pleasant image in mind if things look like they might be about to go pear-shaped.” 
 
    Penelope and I hugged the others, and then jogged off down the tunnel that the dead Wild Dragon had made. 
 
    It was not long before the light of the cavern behind us faded, and we were left in the deep subterranean dark that lies so heavy under the mountains. Once again, our dragon-amplified senses proved their worth, allowing us to see better in the inky soup than we would otherwise have been able to. Our hearing was sharpened as well, and not just in the way that enabled us to hear sounds from further off and with more clarity. Such was the acuity of our dragon’s hearing when blended with our own, that I found myself able to navigate the uneven passageway by sound alone. If I trusted wholly to my senses, I was able to build a picture of our surroundings in my head. 
 
    With the map I memorized, I was able to lead Penelope through a maze of passages, the start of which could be found just off the abandoned township of the ratfolk. 
 
    The going became slower, the further along we went. This wasn’t anything to do with the terrain, but because Penelope and I were making sure we weren’t being trailed by scouts or watchers of any kind. We knew for a fact that the Shadow Nations had employed kobold armies to help them, but there was every chance that other creatures could have sided with them too. There was, as a certain wizard had once remarked, more than just orcs in the deep places of the world. 
 
    “There is a strong likelihood the Shadow Nations will have coerced or convinced the goblins to join them,” Penelope whispered, when I mentioned this to her during a brief stop. 
 
    “I thought goblins were more about the woods and forests,” I said in a hushed voice, my senses twanging for any sight or sound of an enemy. “They were the first bunch of nasties I ran into on the day Elenari brought me here from Earth. They looked pretty fucking happy in the dark of the woods.” 
 
    “Goblins are an adaptable folk,” Penelope said. “They can survive in a host of conditions—it is why they haven’t been wiped out and continue to be a scourge in certain parts of the land.” 
 
    “You almost sound like you like them, Pen,” I said, only half teasing. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she whispered back. “I don’t like them. I could never like them. But I’ll admit I respect their survival abilities. They are a malleable people. As far as survival goes there are, perhaps, no more versatile creatures than goblins.” 
 
    I signaled that we should carry on moving. As we left the collection of jagged rocks that we had paused behind, I asked Penelope,”What other creatures might we expect to face, when the time comes to march on these fuckers?” 
 
    Penelope was a gray shape to my dragon-boosted eyes in the near pitch darkness, but I still saw her shrug. 
 
    “Only time will tell,” she said. 
 
    Not too long after Penelope had uttered those words, we were hunkered down in the deep shadows that collected in the jagged heart of a pile of boulders and rocks, which looked to me to be the tailings of a mine. 
 
    The slag heap of tumbled rock and soil sat on the edge of a precipice that looked down into a vast underground cavern. You could have fit a quartet of Beaver Stadiums in there without breaking a sweat, it was that fucking gargatuan a space. There were piles and hills of rocky waste all around this ludicrously-sized underground chamber, which had clearly been formed during its excavation. 
 
    Lying there in the shadows, time told us one thing and one thing only: the taking of the Bronze Citadel was going to be the most hellishly ambitious military undertaking that I had ever been a part of. 
 
    “Holy shitting dick nipples,” I breathed, as Penelope and I looked down from our vantage point, which afforded us a view of the entire layout of the cavern. “Have you ever seen anything like that?” 
 
    “No,” Penelope said at once in a very matter-of-fact voice. “No, I can safely say that this is most certainly a first for me, Mike. As is the expression ‘holy shitting dick nipples.’” 
 
    It was a vast plain lit with a thousand bonfires. The amazing thing was seeing that amount of space stretched out in front of me, while knowing there was a mountain rising thousands of feet above me. This wonder of geology, and the hard work on the part of the Shadow Nations though, was eclipsed by the Bronze Citadel itself. 
 
    I had seen the fortress in the projection Scrutor’s scrying dragon had cast in General Shiloh’s command tent not too long ago, and it had been impressive enough there. In the flesh however, the fortification was stupefying. I mean, you could have knocked me over with a toothpick for the first ten seconds the pair of us clapped eyes on it. 
 
    The fortress had looked, in that projection I had seen, to be on a scale that made the ruined castle where we had fought the Wild Dragons look like a toy. This had not been an accurate appraisal on my behalf. The Bronze Citadel made that castle look less than a toy, made it look like a matchstick castle, a house of cards. 
 
    “It’s huge,” Penelope whispered in my ear. “Huge and, if I might say so, quite unassailable, if the exterior is anything to go by.” 
 
    “Come on, Pen, don’t lose heart,” I chided, nudging her with my shoulder. “These places always look like they’re impregnable. We just have to find the right Trojan Horse to employ.” 
 
    “The what? What kind of animal is that?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “I-It’s like a place’s Achilles’ heel… Ah, I just mean that everything and everyone has a weakness somewhere,” I said. “We just have to pinpoint it.” 
 
    All around the Bronze Citadel was a scurrying multitude of shapes that looked microscopic from our perch. 
 
    “Kobolds and goblins certainly,” Penelope said. 
 
    “And those bigger shapes?” I asked, pointing out a few legions of humanoid figures three times larger than the kobolds and goblins. 
 
    “Probably trolls,” Penelope said, “although it is hard to know for sure when we are so far away.” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and continued scanning the mammoth setup of the fortress itself. For all its size and strength, it might have been designed by a kid, as I had noted when I had seen the projection. Basically, the place was a mammoth main keep with a tower set a little way away from each of the four corners, surrounded by a curtain wall that must have been all of twenty feet tall. 
 
    And, on top of each one of the four towers that cornered the keep were... 
 
    “Wild Dragons,” I breathed in an awestruck voice. 
 
    “Not only Wild Dragons,” Penelope said, “but Wild Dragons that have somehow been harnessed to be used as weapons. And, if you recall the intel, they are also Elder Dragons.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said to myself. “Just fucking great.” 
 
    Four towers. Four dragons. 
 
    I had known what I was going to see, but it still came as a blow that struck at my insides. 
 
    “Have you got any idea what any of them are?” I asked her, after we had simply lain in silence for a few minutes and let the enormity of the task ahead of us wash over us. My eyes flicked over the towers and were arrested by the dragon on the corner furthest away from where we were hiding. 
 
    I swallowed and took a steadying breath. 
 
    “That one there looks mighty familiar,” I said, trying to keep the consternation and dread in my voice to a minimum. 
 
    The dragon I was referring to was currently coiled on the top of its tower, its long black tail hanging down one side of it. It was huge, jet black and the exact same shape as Noctis except for three large horns protruding from its head. 
 
    “You don’t think that’s another Onyx Dragon, do you?” I asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    The words came not from Penelope, but from Noctis, and were fired straight into my brain. There was not a grain of hesitation, indecision, or doubt in that voice. He knew it was another of his kind. 
 
    “Balls,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “Noctis just told me that’s definitely another Onyx Dragon,” I said to her. 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    To Noctis, I said, “So, presumably, that dragon is going to possess the same Chaos Magic as you do?” 
 
    “I would think so,” Noctis said. He sounded unruffled, though perhaps not so remarkable for him. Noctis, as well as being one deadly mofo, was also about as cool as a penguin’s nutsack under pressure. 
 
    “And the horns?” I asked. 
 
    “Is the mark of a female Onyx Dragon,” Noctis told me. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” I said. 
 
    “What now?” Penelope asked me. 
 
    I relayed the information that Noctis had just given to me. 
 
    “A girl?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What difference does that make?” Penelope asked.  
 
    I listened to Noctis’ reply in my head and then said, “I’m paraphrasing a little here, but, basically, he says female Onyx Dragons are not only deadlier than the male, but that the rage  of one is one of the scariest sights that humanoids like you or I could possibly imagine.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Penelope said, her tone uncharacteristically sarcastic. 
 
    “Well, you know that women and sharks have something in common, right?” I asked. “Both contain a substance called squalene, which is found in shark livers and serves as a vaginal lubricant. Funnily enough, shark brains are also shaped like ovaries.” 
 
    Penelope snorted. ”Thank you for that factoid, Mike. And your point is?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m just not that surprised that Onyx Dragon ladies are fiercer than Onyx Dragon dudes, that's all.” 
 
    Pen laughed and said, “And does that confidence-inspiring ancient friend of yours happen to be able to identify any of the other types of dragon? I think I know what the one on the tower closest to us is, but I am not certain.” 
 
    “The white dragon with downy wings that almost look like shaped clouds?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Penelope said.”I think that is a Celestial Dragon.” 
 
    “Your fellow biped is right in her assumption,” Noctis said. “That particular species can use the very wind as a weapon, harnessing it even underground.” 
 
    “Noctis said you’re correct with your guess, Pen,” I whispered. “Apparently, it can use wind as a weapon.” 
 
    Penelope’s brow creased. She leaned forward, as if to better appraise my facial features in the dim light. 
 
    “I can’t be sure,” she said, “but I think there might have been a joke in what you just said, but I can’t quite see it.” 
 
    The small smile that had been lingering on my lips faded. 
 
    “Bjorn, Rupert, or Gabby would’ve got it,” I muttered. 
 
    “What about that one down there,” Penelope said, pointing down at a dragon with shimmering scales of bright ruby red, a blunt head, and the overall looks of a giant komodo dragon with wings. 
 
    “That’s an Infernal Dragon, Father,” Pan interjected into my mind. 
 
    “The young one is right,” Noctis said. 
 
    “From the memories that older brother Noctis has been good enough to share with the rest of us,” Pan said, sounding pleased with himself for coming out with an answer to Penelope’s question, “the Infernal Dragons are known to shoot fire so hot it can melt rock.” 
 
    I passed this on to Penelope. 
 
    “And the last one?” I asked, fixing my gaze on the fourth and final dragon. 
 
    The last beast was the smallest of the bunch, though that wasn’t really saying anything as it must still have been almost as long as a small passenger plane. It looked weirdly insubstantial from where we were, with an oily, white sheen to its scales. Iridescent and ever-changing colors rippled across its flanks as it moved, like Saruman’s robe or a pearlescent paint job, so that you couldn't really put your finger on what color it was. It had a frill neck, and I could just make out thin spines that looked almost like whiskers jutting from its long snout. 
 
    “That,” Noctis said, his words reverberating around my mind, “is a Time Dragon.” 
 
    “A Time Dragon,” Penelope gasped when I relayed the information. “I’ve only ever come across mention of them once in a very old text.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “There wasn’t much,”she said. “No physical description. Just a few faded lines that mentioned a translucent flame they were said to shoot. Dragonfire that actually ages things so fast that they shrivel up and die on the spot. The corpses were said to look like they had been instantly mummified.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of wasting time, but being wasted by it…” I trailed off.  “That sounds like a dangerous weapon for the Shadow Nations to have on tap.” 
 
    We watched the milling hordes that moved this way and that over the plain that surrounded the castle. Penelope scribbled a few notes in her notebook, no doubt jotting down points of interest to relay back to our martial commanders. As she made her notes, I gazed down at the mobs and packs of kobolds and goblins as they quarried tunnels out of the walls of the gargantuan cavern, were organized into exploration parties, or huddled together in their ranks. 
 
    Even with all the mancers we had on hand, even with all the Drako Academy troopers and Vetruscan regulars that had joined our cause under Queen Frami, this was going to be a tough fight. There were just so many enemies down there. 
 
    “I think I’ve recorded everything pertinent, Mike,” Penelope told me, breaking into my dour musings. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get our butts back to the others, then.” 
 
    There was definitely more noise echoing through the tunnels as we made our way back to the cavern where we had left Hana, Renji, and Tamsin. The tunnels were deceptive though, bouncing sound around from one underground passage to the next. It was hard to know for sure whether there really was more activity down there. 
 
    Penelope and I stepped carefully, and made it back to the smaller cavern where the others waited for us without mishap. 
 
    “You made it,” Hana greeted me as Penelope and I jogged out of the mouth of the dragon-made tunnel and out into the relative brightness of the cavern with the pool in the center of it. 
 
    “Indeed,” Penelope said. 
 
    Her all-blue eyes shone with that conflicted excitement of an intelligent person who has seen something they should be worried about, but whose curiosity eclipsed that concern. 
 
    “Indeed,” Pen said again. “We crept in, observed, and covertly exited again, all without the enemy having a clue that we were—” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, holding up my hand and cutting Penelope off. “I thought I just heard something.” 
 
    There was a dull rumble and then a clattering crash from somewhere down the dragon-excavated tunnel. 
 
    “What the fuck was—”    
 
    A horde of kobolds, goblins, and a handful of different, giant creatures boiled up out of the inky mouth of the tunnel that Penelope and I had just jogged up. 
 
    “Scouting party!” Tamsin snarled, her sharp white teeth bared and her spear suddenly in her hand. 
 
    “Are those trolls?” I yelled at Penelope, pointing at one of the thickset giants that looked to have been constructed of slabs of deep gray muscle and not much else. 
 
    Penelope’s face was set and hard. “Yes, Mike,” she said, “they would be trolls.” 
 
    “Kill them all!” I cried.  
 
    The thing about battle that always surprised and shocked me was just how abrupt it started. 
 
    Without making any sort of conscious decision, running on autopilot, Noctis’ dragon mana had been channeled into my Left Arm Slot and my Chaos Spear was in my hand. I lashed out with the weapon and cut open the back of a goblin’s neck to reveal the gleaming white spine beneath. The creature squawked and fell. 
 
    Then, unparalleled pandemonium reigned. 
 
    Bandy-legged, stinking goblins, attired in barely cured hides of butchered animals came springing and slavering to the attack. Crude arrows and spears flickered through the air toward us. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hana snatch an arrow out of the air and stab a kobold through the face with it. She then breathed on the arrow in her hand. It crusted over with ice, swiveled in her outstretched palm like a compass needle, and then shot away. It punched clean through a kobold’s torso and then embedded itself in the eye socket of a troll lumbering along cradling a massive stone hammer. 
 
    The troll’s lumpy round head rimed over with ice. It stumbled, roaring dully and then keeled over backward, crushing a pair of goblin spearmen behind it. Its frozen head shattered. 
 
    I turned in time to see another kobold running toward me with its jagged sword held low for a stabbing thrust. I ducked behind a goblin that had just tried to knife me to buy myself a bit more space, crushed its throat with the edge of my hand, and then stabbed my spear through the kobold's guts. 
 
    As the kobold fell, I took advantage of the slowness of a troll, who was made more cumbersome by a crude shirt of mail that it wore, and dashed around the back of it. The troll attempted to follow me, but the press of goblins and kobolds was too thick. It swung its massive arm at me but only succeeded in flinging a couple of goblins into the nearest wall. 
 
    I came up behind the great, warty creature and tripped it by tangling my Chaos Spear between its legs. The troll fell flat on its ugly face in a mess of screeching goblins and kobolds and, before it could regain its feet, I ran the blade of the spear across the back of its tree trunk-like legs and hamstrung it. 
 
    That was one of the first lessons I’d learned about fighting, and something that had always stuck with me; it wasn’t all about slaying your opponent. I had seen too many troopers of the Drako Academy go into a fight with notions of glorious killing blows that decapitated their opponents or skewered them as neatly as a rabbit on a spit. What really mattered, at the end of the day, was your ability to get an opponent down on the ground. If you managed to ground an enemy in the middle of a battle in such a way that it couldn’t get back up, then it was as good as dead. 
 
    I backflipped high up out of the milling horde, revolved in the air, and threw an Entropic Mine into the mouth of the tunnel, where more enemies were appearing. The mine’s proximity magic triggered. It sucked everything in the nearby vicinity into a vortex of swirling black, silver, and white Chaos Magic, and made it implode in a greasy burst of ether. The only thing left behind were a few unfortunate chunks of a troll that was only half pulled into the vortex. 
 
    I landed like a falling star. Garth’s mana had been channeled into my Left Arm Slot, and I let rip with an explosion of Forewave that blasted goblins and kobolds away from me. They shrieked as they were tossed through the air like leaves. 
 
    I grinned as I saw Tamsin’s supernatural spear darting out time and again, like a snake’s tongue, to stab the foes I had sent flying while they were still airborne. Penelope, who was usually more prone to well thought out magical attacks, was laying about her with a buckler that she must have stolen from an enemy. With her dragon-boosted strength, she caved in heads and broke bones with ease. 
 
    Renji, who was bonded to the Steel Dragon, Corvar, had turned her own arms into a pair of glittering dao-style swords. She spun and blurred through the kobolds, carving a path and spraying dark blood in gruesome jets. 
 
    I used Blink a couple of times to propel myself through the thinning crowd of enemies, timing it so that I crashed into foes when I reappeared. I smashed into a troll with a supernaturally fast shoulder charge and caved in its chest, causing it to spew up some vital organs and a spray of blood. 
 
    “We almost have them!” I screamed in a carrying voice of thunder. “No quarter!”  
 
    I guided Pan’s mana into Weapon Slot A and brought my Stormhammer humming into life in my hand. I pivoted to evade the brutal swing of a stone axe that whistled past my nose, before swinging my Stormhammer around and bringing it up, square into the fork of a goblin’s legs with enough force to make even myself wince. Arterial blood sprayed down the inside of my enemy’s thighs and it collapsed to the ground, its mouth drawn in a great silent ‘O’ of astonished dread, blood leaking from its ears. A few tendrils of lightning jumped from its twitching corpse and zapped a couple of other foes so they dropped their charged weapons.       
 
    I watched as another kobold fell with a flickering, silver, magically conjured dart embedded in the small of his back. Renji flew into my field of vision, sword blade arms glinting, and cut through the wrist of a kobold with its back to her. Blood spurted from the lethal cut. The djinni spun away as the kobold dropped its dagger, and stomped another kobold’s kneecap so that its leg bent completely the wrong way and smacked the creature in its own stomach. The enemy fell screeching in agony to the cavern floor. 
 
    Two goblins approached Renji from her left and right. Even as I watched, the djinn’s long silver braids appeared to take on a more metallic vibe. Without warning, they shot out from her head and punched right through the skulls of the goblins, dropping them.  
 
    Hana charged past me, ice blasting from her fingertips, as she drove kobolds screaming up against a wall and froze them in place, laminating them to the cave wall with her ice magic. 
 
    And then, with the same abruptness it had started with, the battle ended. There were a few screeches of panic from the remaining kobolds and goblins, as they realized they were doomed. A couple tried to run for the tunnel exit, but Tamsin’s spear snaked out and skewered them together, making a goblin kebab. She recalled the weapon with a flex of her hand, and the two dead goblins were eviscerated in a spray of gore.  
 
    I wiped blood spatters from my face with the back of my forearm. I looked around at the others and saw they were in a similar state of disarray. Crucially though, they were all alive and, in Tamsin’s case, kicking. 
 
    “All… done,” the hobgoblin said, stamping down hard on the back of a kobold’s skull so that its head burst apart like an overripe melon. 
 
    I grabbed up my almost empty backpack, booting a twitching kobold from on top of it, and passed Renji and Penelope a waterskin each out of it. Then I pulled out the last packet of cheese-stuffed potato balls and tossed them to Hana. She took one out and then passed the leaf wrapped savory treats to Tamsin.  
 
    “Let’s have a drink, a bite, and wash the blood off,” I said. 
 
    There was a crunch as I set my boot down inside the chest cavity of a dead goblin. I grimaced. “Then let’s make a like tampon,” I muttered to myself, “and get the fuck out of this bloody hole.” 
 
    “What was that, Mike?” Hana asked. 
 
    I shook my head and accepted the proffered package of potato balls. I tossed the penultimate one to Renji and then took the final one for myself. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “I was just saying we need to get out of here as soon as possible and report back on those four dragons. I’ve got a feeling General Shiloh, Queen Frami, and Empress Cyrene are going to be very interested to hear what kind of firepower the Shadow Nations are packing.”

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We got back to the camp around lunchtime. We walked out of the mouth of the main tunnels, which allowed members of the Galipolas Mountain camp access to the Subterranean Realms, and stood blinking in the bright daylight for a few moments. 
 
    I looked up at the doorposts of the mine entrance, with their ancient carvings etching the lintels and faded runes. I took a deep breath, rubbed some more blood off my arms, and watched the flakes blow away on the cool breeze that stirred my long brown hair. 
 
    “Mike,” Penelope said. 
 
    “Yeah, Pen?” 
 
    “We should go and see General Shiloh,” she said. 
 
    I inclined my head. “Yeah, we should. Let’s go.” 
 
    We must have looked like quite the intrepid adventurers hurrying through the camp. All of us were covered from toe to crown in goblin, kobold, and troll blood. It was crusted on thick around our forearms, because a lot of the killing had been done up close and personal. Following along behind Renji, I noticed a goblin’s pointed ear stuck to the back of the blue-skinned djinn’s shirt. 
 
    I peeled the ear off and skimmed it, like a tiny macabre frisbee, at a gawping soldier leaning on a halberd on the side of the road. The woman caught the ear unthinkingly, looked at it in her hand and then up at me. I grinned back at her. 
 
    “Souvenir from the Subterranean Realms,” I said. 
 
    To my astonishment, the woman pocketed the ear and then grinned back at me. 
 
    “Shouldn’t that be a souven-ear,” she replied with a wink. 
 
    The laugh that escaped me was involuntary.  
 
    As we neared the cluster of tents that made up the central command post of the Galipolas encampment, the number of troopers became thicker and more concentrated. It was evident that something was afoot. Men and women hurried this way and that. Many were bearing sealed envelopes and scrolls, which I assumed were the classified orders for the various captains. 
 
    “Looks to me like we’re on the cusp of moving out,” Renji said. 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a good job we got back as fast as we did,” Tamsin said. “Surely intel on the variety of dragons awaiting us down there will be appreciated by the brass.” 
 
    “I imagine so,” I said. 
 
    We were ushered into General Shiloh’s tent without even going through the usual announcement, wait, order to proceed, escort in, announcement, sit down routine that we had all gotten used to. As I pushed my way through the heavy canvas flap into the spacious tent beyond, I wondered whether that might have something to do with all the blood covering us. 
 
    “Ah, Dragonmancer Noctis,” General Shiloh said as we pushed our way inside, “you’re looking a little travel stained.” 
 
    I looked down at my special burnished bronze mail, which was coated with gore.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s probably a good thing the Empress isn’t around at present,” I said, with a grin. “I don’t think I could say any of us were royalty ready.” 
 
    General Shiloh held up a finger to stop me. She whistled, and an aide came into the room. She hastily scrawled a signature at the bottom of the piece of parchment she had been leaning over, folded it up, sealed it with a blob of wax, and handed it to the aide. 
 
    “For Captain Toonise,” she said.”Tell her to have her company gathered as soon as she is able.” 
 
    “Yes, General,” the female aide said, clicking her heels and hurrying back out of the tent. 
 
    General Shiloh sighed and rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. 
 
    “A bit tired, General?” I asked. 
 
    She paused in the midst of running a hand through her short hair. Was it my imagination, or was there more gray than chestnut in it nowadays? 
 
    “If you’re asking me whether or not I am physically fatigued, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, “then my answer would involve telling you not to be an ass. You know as well as I do that mancers don’t get weary in the same way other folk do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I meant tired, as in tired of having to jump through all the annoying bureaucratic hoops that you must have to jump through in order to move an army by the books. I meant tired, as in tired of signing pieces of paper with ink when all you want to do is get out there and water the ground with the blood of the Shadow Nations.” 
 
    General Shiloh stared at me for an uncomfortable few seconds. Then, the broad, usually stern slab of a face cracked into a toothy grin. She slapped one solid hand onto her desk and set the quill inside the ink bottle to dancing. 
 
    “Ha! Well, in that case, yes, I am bloody tired,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think I’d be much good at that part of a job like yours, General,” I said. 
 
    General Shiloh flexed her big hands, and I saw the muscles of her forearms squirm under the thin layer of fur-like hair. She got her sudden mirth under control and fixed me with her shrewd eyes. 
 
    “You’ve been and seen what we’re up against?” she asked. 
 
    “We have, General.” 
 
    “And this mess, which you evidently survived.” She pointed around at my blood-caked companions. “It’s not going to impede our attack on the Bronze Citadel?” 
 
    “It was a scouting party, General,” Renji said. “It was not us they were looking for. It was merely bad luck, on their part, that they ran into us when they did. None survived.” 
 
    General Shiloh dropped down into her chair. It groaned in protest. “A scouting party? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Positive, General,” Renji said. “There were less than a hundred of them all told.” 
 
    “And how do you know this?” General Shiloh shot at the djinni. 
 
    “Because I counted them, General.” 
 
    She smiled at that and tapped her fingers on her desk. “Of course,” she said. “How could I forget that the djinn are renowned for their puzzle solving and skills with numbers. Very well.” 
 
    “General Shiloh?” Penelope said, raising her hand, her fingers curled save for the pointer finger. 
 
    “Yes, Dragonmancer Glizbe, you have something to say? Something to report, perhaps? I see that your notebook is in your hand.” 
 
    Penelope cleared her throat and straightened up. “Mike and I completed the reconnaissance that you requested us to do.” 
 
    “And?” General Shiloh said. “Speak plain and fast, Dragonmancer Glizbe, for we have not much time. If the Shadow Nations are sending out scouting parties, then it is safe to say the nest of vipers is stirring. Better for us if we get in there before they start slithering out.” 
 
    “There were four dragons there, as Scrutor already reported,” I said, taking the lead from Penelope. “There were also a fuckload—excuse the lack of military parlance, General—of kobolds and goblins.” 
 
    “How many would you say?” General Shiloh said. “Roughly speaking.” 
 
    I let out a long sigh through my nose. “Roughly speaking, General? A fuckload was about as accurate as I could be. Pen?” 
 
    “I would say that there were at least twenty thousand kobolds, trolls, and goblins, General,” Penelope said. “And that would be a conservative estimate.” 
 
    General Shiloh’s expression darkened. She scrubbed a hand across her face and then slammed her fist down on the table. The quill almost leaped clean out of the inkwell. 
 
    “Twenty thousand at a conservative guess. That puts their number at least four times ours,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, but General, we have mancers. And not just dragonmancers now, but catmancers, bearmancers, and all the newcomers too. They might have the numbers, but even at four to one, I’d still say we’re the favorites,” I said, keeping my head held high. 
 
    “That might be so, but not all of our troops are mancers,” General Shiloh said. 
 
    “No, but the Drako Academy troops aren’t exactly amateurs are they?” I said. 
 
    “Mike has a point, General,” Tamsin said.  “The fucking wretches that we fought down in the cave last night would not stand against any kind of determined attack. Not for long anyway.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “And, what’s more, we have the Dragon Breeder fighting for us!” 
 
    General Shiloh regarded us through her thoughtful eyes. After a while, she grunted; it could have meant anything. 
 
    “Throughout our history, the powers of single warriors have flashed here and there like falling stars, and died sometimes before the world could accurately judge their brightness, Dragonmancer Fyzos,” General Shiloh said. “It is worth remembering that no matter the intensity of a shooting star at its zenith, there can come a point where it burns up and disappears.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on burning out any time soon,” I interjected. “I’ve got too many offspring relying on me to go and get myself killed.” 
 
    General Shiloh’s smile was flat, hard, and brief. “That is good to know,” she said, “but what I said still holds—to all of you gathered in front of me here, as well as the other mancers. This campaign is going to be a storm the likes of which none of you have ever seen or imagined.” 
 
    “Even after the foulest snow storm, a true fighter will still reflect the brilliant rays of the sun through both their eyes, General Shiloh,” Hana said, speaking for the first time since we had entered the tent. “Or so Queen Frami has always told me. You may get hit by a bolt of lightning or have the cruel wind strip the skin from your bones, but a true fighter will always get back up and stand strong on their feet again. A true warrior soaks in the sunlight while they can, and prepares themselves to get pelted by whatever hellish and merciless hail the storm might try to throw at them, time and time again. That is what being a mancer is all about, is it not?” 
 
    General Shiloh drummed her fingers on the desk, but her eyes sparkled. “Well said. Poetic. I see much of the good Queen Frami in you, Hana of Vetrusca. However, those words will not stop the hordes of the Shadow Nations from overrunning you or anyone else should you let them.” 
 
    “Then, I guess that makes our job an easy one, General Shiloh,” Hana said. “We stand, and do not let the evil tide wash us away.”      
 
    “These dragons,” General Shiloh said, getting back to business, “what did the pair of you make of them, Dragonmancers Noctis and Glizbe?” 
 
    “One’s an Onyx Dragon,” I said.  “And that is going to be a problem.” 
 
    “All dragons are a problem, Earthling,” Tamsin said mockingly from behind me, “when you’re staring down the wrong end of one.” 
 
    I laughed. “Fair point, but what I meant was that I know the capabilities of an Onyx Dragon. I know how powerful and cunning they are. Noctis isn’t a showoff or boastful. He doesn’t go for that sort of thing. He told me this particular Onyx Dragon is a female, and the females were not to be fucked with.” 
 
    “I think we can safely assume that none of the four Wild Dragons we are going to have to put down are going to make things easy for us,” General Shiloh said. “What were the other three, Dragonmancer Glizbe?” 
 
    Penelope pulled out her notebook and rifled through the pages. I was sure she didn’t actually need it to relay the information, but the Librarian in her was strong and old habits are hard to break. 
 
    “There was a bright red creature, quite brutish looking around the head and neck, which Noctis deduced was an Infernal Dragon,” Penelope said, her eyes fixed on the little page in her hand. 
 
    General Shiloh scribbled a note. 
 
    “Another of the dragons was a Celestial Dragon; white in coloration, with wings that looked to be made of a down-like substance, though I’m sure that they would prove sturdy enough for flight. It was Noctis’ belief this dragon harnessed the wind as a weapon.” 
 
    General Shiloh made another note and grunted for Penelope to continue. 
 
    “And the fourth and final beast was a Time Dragon, General,” Penelope said, flipping her little notebook closed and slipping it back into the voluminous depths of her blue robe. 
 
    “A Time Dragon?” General Shiloh asked. “So Claire was right.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Penelope remarked. “Insubstantial and smaller than the others, but I would wager it is by a long margin the most lethal and problematic creature in the whole of that fortification.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, getting down to brass tacks, as was her wont. 
 
    Penelope bit her lip, marshalling her thoughts. When she spoke, it was in a voice of reflective pensiveness. 
 
    “Time harnessed as a weapon, General. The possibilities of such a thing are incredible, don’t you think?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and cut in at this point, before we started getting into the merits and possibilities of time as a weapon. 
 
    “Speaking of time,” I said. “It’s being here right now that’s important; we should start getting focused and organized.” 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis is right,” General Shiloh said. “At this moment, all of us should start getting into the mindset of there being no past and no future. For the five of you here, all there should be, is the now. Yes, you can gain experience from the past, but you must remember that we cannot relive it. We must all hope for a sunny future, but we can’t be certain that there will be one, not for all of us, after the fighting is done.” 
 
    The five of us considered her heavy words, but I felt a thrill shoot around the room. Yes, they might be considered dire words, but they were also a metaphorical kick in the pants. I for one was going to ensure the Mystocean Empire had a future. 
 
    I was recalled from my inner thoughts by a sharp crack as the General snapped her fingers. 
 
    “Speaking of the here and now,” the big woman said, “I almost forgot. Word just came to me before you arrived that the catmancer of Akrit is in the midst of giving birth to the latest addition to your family, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been on my feet already, I would have jumped to them like a shot. 
 
    “Where is she, General?” I asked. 
 
    “Up by the plateau, I believe,” she said. “From what I gathered from my report it was understood that she wished the little creature to be born in the wild.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “That sounds like Zala,” I said, thinking that there was probably another reason as to why Zala had wanted to birth the kitten there. “Do you mind if I go, General?” 
 
    General Shiloh waved at me. “Be off with you, Dragonmancer Noctis. You others can leave too.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a bit soon?” I asked Penelope as we pushed our way back out into the daylight. 
 
    Penelope shrugged. “It is faster than a dragon, maybe? But, then again, it is a different creature. I’m sure everything will be fine. Let’s just go and find Zala.” 
 
    “Sound advice,” I said.  
 
    Along with Hana, Renji, and Tamsin, we set off toward the plateau. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As we hurried through the camp, the regular troopers, and even the officers, scurried out of our way. Dragonmancers were accorded a special respect from the regular soldiery, which had alway sat a little uncomfortably with me. However, now that I was in such a rush to find Zala and the kitten, I was glad the regular troopers moved so quickly out of our path. 
 
    “Are you sure you know where you’re going, Mike?” Renji asked from behind me. 
 
    “Yep, I think I have a fair notion,” I said. “We just have to make it up over this stretch of shale and I’m sure we should be able to find her.” 
 
    Our boots crunched and cracked through the thin sheets of treacherous rock. The noise of the breaking stone cracking and echoing over that patch of desolate mountainside sounded like gunshots. 
 
    It must have been the noise we were making, as we charged up the side of that lesser peak leading to the plateau, that alerted Zala to our approach. 
 
    “Mike?” the unmistakable voice of the catmancer said, floating out from behind a tumbled mess of fallen tree trunks on the slope. “Mike, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” I called back. 
 
    “Come quickly!”  
 
    She didn’t sound panicked, but the distinct excitement in her voice made me quicken my pace all the same. We were still some hundred yards away when Pan’s voice popped into my head. 
 
    “Father, sorry for speaking out of turn,” he said, “but why not use your wings?” 
 
    I could have kicked my own ass at the suggestion. 
 
    “Don’t apologize, bud,” I said, sending waves of appreciation through our telepathic link. “At least one of us is thinking.” 
 
    I turned to look at Hana, Renji, Tamsin, and Penelope coming along behind me. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” I said. 
 
    The dragonfly-like wings materialized from my back, blurred into life, and I took off. 
 
    I rocketed over that final stretch of tricky ground and dropped down behind the tangled nest of fallen tree trunks, branches, and boulders. 
 
    Zala was lying propped against the trunk of a long dead fir tree. She was dressed in her full complement of exotic robes and wraps. There was a silken, sand-colored scarf looped around her and pulled over her head to form a hood. 
 
    In her lap was a small white kitten with a couple of small ridges of beige hair running down its back, which reminded my Earthling mind of the racing stripes that you might see painted down the length of a Ford Mustang or a Shelby Cobra. 
 
    “That’s…” I began. 
 
    “This is Qatila,” Zala told me. “He is the newest member of your burgeoning family.” 
 
    “Qatila,” I echoed, grinning down at the little kitten. 
 
    For his part, Qatila stretched in the sunlight that pooled in Zala’s lap and cast one baleful bright orange eye up at me. 
 
    I laughed. “He doesn’t look impressed to see me.” 
 
    “He’s probably worried you’re going to block out his sun,” Zala told me, scratching the kitten behind his ears so he let out a low purr that seemed bassier than an animal that size should be able to produce. 
 
    “That’s the thing that has always got me about cats,” Tamsin said. 
 
    Zala and I looked up and saw that the hobgoblin had arrived on the scene with Penelope, Hana, and Renji. 
 
    Zala waved a greeting at the other three women and motioned for them to come over and meet Qatila. 
 
    “What’s always got you about cats?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if you give a dog food, water, a warm hearth, a roof, and affection, they’ll think you’re a god,” Tamsin said. “They’ll worship you and show you unending loyalty. Whereas cats, if you provide them with food, water, a warm hearth, a roof, and affection, they’ll think they are the gods.” 
 
    All of us laughed at this, as Qatila wriggled over onto his back so that his mother could more effectively rub his stomach. 
 
    “I am glad that you brought the others with you,” Zala said. 
 
    “Well, they’re part of this family too,” I said. “And who doesn’t love a kitten?” 
 
    “A good point,” Zala said, “but I was hoping that one of you might be able to advise me on what to do with this.” 
 
    She pulled out the Etherstone I had given her to keep safe before I had taken off into the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    “This is something I can help you with,” Penelope said. “I learned much about how young beasts consume Etherstones while in the Grand Library. Cats, being the pragmatic and rational beasts that they are, need only swallow an Etherstone whole for it to take effect.” 
 
    I looked at the lazing kitten and then glanced back up at Penelope. 
 
    “You figure he’s going to be able to eat that stone whole?” I asked, frowning. “Doesn’t seem to make sense to me. He’s so small.” 
 
    Zala snorted and gave me a pitying look, as if she had never heard such a naive thing in her life.  
 
    “If you wait around for anything about cats to make sense, Mike Noctis,” she said, “you’re going to be waiting forever.” 
 
    I was not fool enough to try and argue it out with two women. I knew enough about the limits of my capabilities not to do that. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “let’s give it to the little guy and see how he does with it, I guess.” 
 
    Zala flipped the kitten over and held the Etherstone by its little muzzle, much in the manner you might hold out a treat to a pet that you wished to entice. For a while, the small black nose twitched and sniffed, the bright orange eyes narrowed, and the white tail flicked back and forth. 
 
    Then, with an impossible stretching of jaws, which opened in a wide yawn and then went about forty degrees too far, Qatila took the Etherstone in his mouth. There was a crunching click as the strong white teeth took hold of the stone, the cat’s mouth bulged and then there was the sound of frantic gulping. I was on the verge of smacking the little creature on the back, afraid that he had choked on the solid rock, when, with a final huge effort, the kitten swallowed the Etherstone. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Get that kid onto the all you can eat circuit and let him make his fortune!” 
 
    Zala shot me a puzzled look, but the other mancers were too used to my strange Earth references to acknowledge it. 
 
    For a moment, Qatila just sat and ran his pale pink tongue around his lips. He looked as unconcerned by the fact that he had just swallowed a piece of rock that must’ve weighed half his body weight as it was possible to be. 
 
    “What now?” Renji asked, peering at the little kitten. 
 
    Penelope shook her head, her blue eyes locked on the kitten. 
 
    For a good two minutes, not one of us stirred or said anything. All of our attention was glued on Qatila as he strolled away, sat down, and began cleaning his paws. 
 
    “Are you all seeing that?” I said after what felt like a lifetime. 
 
    “You mean the ethereal white glow that seems to be shining out through his fur?” Penelope said. 
 
    “Yeah. That’d be it.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mike, we’re seeing it,” Tamsin said with a barely suppressed chuckle. 
 
    At first, so subtle was the emanation of light coming through Qatila’s fur that I thought it was a reflection of the sunlight. However, as the seconds passed, I realized the light was coming from within the kitten, shining right out of him. 
 
    The ten year-old part of my brain—a part of the brain that I suspected men never lost—urged me to yell out ‘What’s this? Qatila is evolving!’ However, I managed to restrain this urge, knowing that none of my companions would understand what I was talking about. 
 
    The light built and built. For his part, Qatila looked unfazed by what was happening. He continued sitting there, licking at his paws, like any other small cat might after a hearty meal. 
 
    “Gods-damn that is bright,” Tamsin said, putting one red-skinned hand up to her face to shield her eyes. 
 
    The intensity of the pure white light flowing and spreading out from the center of the kitten was astounding. Before long it became as painful and hard to look at as the sun. 
 
    “Can you still see him?” Zala asked me, looking at me from behind the arm she was using to shield her own gaze. 
 
    I risked a look at Qatila, but could no longer see him. All there was to see was a blaze of brilliant flickering white, which stung my eyes and had me blinking back tears and purple sunspots. 
 
    “Qatila! Are you okay?” Zala yelled. 
 
    I discerned, when the back of my leg knocked into a fallen tree trunk, that we had all backed up as far as we could go. The light gave off no heat, but so intense was its brightness that it almost become a tangible thing. It was the polar opposite of that kind of darkness that was under the mountains, in the Subterranean Realms. It pressed upon us like a weighty wave. 
 
    “There is nothing to fear!” Penelope said. She had raised her voice, as if she was shouting over a noise, even though the blossoming radiance was making no sound whatsoever. “It’s all part of the maturing process. Just like the dragonlings.” 
 
    The sphere of shimmering light grew and grew, and then, from inside of it, came a deep bass rumble. It was the sound of Satan starting his pickup; an intoxicating, galvanizing sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention.  
 
    The light faded. Dimming far quicker than it had grown. 
 
    “By the sands and stars, look at you!” Zala breathed, being the first to lower her hands. 
 
    I followed her lead and cast my first look at Qatila in all his glory. He was most certainly no longer a kitten, but a full-blown desert cat of Akrit. 
 
    In the form he had chosen to take naturally, he must have been at least four feet high at the shoulder and three yards long—four and a half if you included the bright white tail. 
 
    “He is quite the looker, is he not?” Renji said. 
 
    “He looks as handsome as he does dangerous,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Qatila had kept his coloration, though it had become less angelically white and had faded a touch to the color of sand bleached under the hard desert sun. The beige stripes still ran along his body. 
 
    His paws were the size of dinner plates, his bristling fur following the contours of his muscular form. The teeth which had been porcelain white and needle sharp were now a little offwhite and looked capable of, if not going through plate armor, then crushing the being inside of it. There was something resembling a sphynx about Qatila, in the looks department, though his face was only very slightly humanoid. 
 
    “How’re you feeling, kid?” I asked the big cat, walking out to meet him. 
 
    I said the words aloud, but when the reply came, it reverberated in my head like a bass line in a classic rock track. It was a punchy voice, full of attitude and gave off a vibe that told me Qatila was bound to be a handful. 
 
    “Great! Better than great, in fact,” Qatila replied. “I feel… I know things… Things that I can’t understand how I know.” 
 
    “That would be our shared memory,” said Brenna, my Ice Dragon. “We all know what each of us knows. It is a great advantage. It means we have a library of knowledge and wisdom to delve into whenever we are in battle.” 
 
    I felt Qatila thinking about this. Not just thinking about what Brenna had said, but about how he even knew, so instinctively and so familiarily, who the fuck the dragon talking to him was. 
 
    Before we could so much as make any other family introductions, the desert cat’s head rose and pointed away downslope to the belt of trees that divided the camp below from the plateau. 
 
    Zala frowned. “What is it, Qatila?” 
 
    Qatila did not answer, but I felt the pent up excitement inside him. Another one of those deep, thunderous growls rose from within his muscular chest. It was so deep I almost felt my blood vibrating in my veins. 
 
    “It’s a good sound, that growl our new baby brother has,” said Cyan, the Faerie Dragon. “It’s like he’s speaking his thoughts with thunder. I get the feeling any enemy who hears it should know and heed what the sound of thunder means.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, Cyan,” I said, “but I don’t think there are any enemies in the camp.” 
 
    I wasn’t given a chance to ask Qatila what had spooked him or caught his attention, because in the next moment he had sprung away. 
 
    “Hey, Qatila, wait!” Zala shouted after him. 
 
    Qatila was gone though, with as little regard for the yells of his mother as any teenager ever showed to their parents. His massive paws spread out as they crunched down onto the shale and spread his weight every time he landed. Within seconds, he was a good fifty yards away. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to the others, “let’s make sure he doesn’t get his ass into any trouble.” 
 
    All of us hurried after the retreating form of the giant cat. As we entered the belt of woodland, we lost sight of him, but I was able to follow the trail of emotions and excited thoughts that he left in his wake. 
 
    As we wended our way through the trees, I looked at Zala who was beside me and shook my head. 
 
    “It’s you that he gets this from,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, please!” Hana said from just behind us. “There’s not a woman here who is going to believe that, Mike Noctis!” 
 
    There came a roar from up ahead of us. It was a roar that didn’t sound like Qatila, but it wasn’t a dragon’s call either. 
 
    “That was a bear bellowing!” Hana said. 
 
    I looked at her. “Bearne?” 
 
    Hana shook her head. “No, he is with me.” 
 
    Zala grabbed Hana by the shoulders and turned her to face her. Zala beamed. 
 
    “When I left Rifa because I felt compelled to head into the barren hills to await the coming of Qatila, I noticed there was a little movement coming from your cub’s den,” she said. “He must have awoken!” 
 
    Hana’s face lit up. She grabbed Zala by the hand and said, “There is only one way to find out! Come!” 
 
    All six of us ran through the trees. Qatila simply smashed aside any fallen tree or log in his path, in stereotypical male fashion. 
 
    It wasn’t long before me, Hana, Zala, Renji, Penelope, and Tamsin all burst out into the shallow dell in which Rifa had built his den.  
 
    When we got there, the den was nothing more than a scattering of smashed sticks, churned earth, and an empty depression in the ground. 
 
    “Where have Qatila and Rifa gone?” Renji muttered, voicing the question in everyone’s head. 
 
    A rolling ball of fur burst out of the undergrowth, scattering saplings and ripped up underbrush, loose soil, and clouds of fir needles. The snarling, growling ball of fur and flying paws rolled past Penelope, who had to leap out of the way. The snarling and growling issuing from the tumbleweed of furious fighting would have been enough to convince the layman that nothing short of bloody murder was taking place. 
 
    None of the six standing in that glade were laymen, though. All of us watched as Qatila and Rifa turned over and over, snapping at one another, and batting at each other with paws that could have quite easily busted in the side of a jeep with the efficiency of a charging rhinoceros. 
 
    We observed this scrapping for long enough to ascertain that the two creatures were evenly matched. Then, as one, Hana and Zala stepped forward and cried, “Enough!” 
 
    The tussling war bear and desert cat broke apart and rolled to their feet. 
 
    The two of them were covered in mud, and there were half a forest’s worth of fir needles matted through their coats. They both breathed heavily, but looked like they had been having the time of their lives. They reminded me of a couple of brothers who got caught jumping on the bed and tried to play innocent. 
 
    “Rifa,” I said, “it’s nice to meet you at long last. You’ve been sleeping for so long that I thought your mother and I were going to have to declare you legally dead.” 
 
    Rifa was a shaggy bear, as many of the Vetruscan bears were, with a pale blue tint to his thick coat. His claws and teeth were a deep purple color. His eyes burned like a couple of dull red coals. 
 
    “Father,” he said, his voice slow and sonorous in my head. “My brother, Qatila, was just making himself known to me. The two of us caught one another’s scents and thought a fight would be just the thing to shake the cobwebs after our transformation.” 
 
    “Boy,” I replied to him, allowing my thoughts to also be heard by Qatila, “the pair of you are going to be more of a pain in my ass than Wayne and Garth, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s a bit rough, isn’t it, Dad?” the Pearl Dragon, Garth, complained. “I think it’d be more accurate to say Wayne is the ass-cactus and I simply respond to his vexatious behavior.” 
 
    “Where the hell did you learn ‘ass-cactus’ from, Garth?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, from your head, Dad,” Garth replied. 
 
    “Rifa tells me that he is a Rime Bear, Mike,” Hana said. 
 
    “Rime as in ice, not rhyme as in a piece of poetry, right?” I asked. 
 
    Hana rolled her almond-shaped eyes. “Yes, as in ice.” 
 
    “Well, Rifa,” I said aloud so that everyone could hear me. “You and Qatila might be a couple of loose cannons, but you sure as shit have some impeccable timing.” 
 
    “I am a war bear, Father,” Rifa said, his voice audible only to myself and Hana as we were his parents. “It was the smell of blood on the wind that acted as the catalyst that stirred me from my slumber.” 
 
    “Blood?” I asked. 
 
    “You are covered in it, Father,” Qatila growled in my head. 
 
    I looked down, only then remembering that none of the five of us that had ventured into the Subterranean Realms had had a chance to clean ourselves. 
 
    “Guys,” I said out loud to the desert cat and the war bear, “I think it’s safe to say that you best get used to the smell, because there’s going to be plenty more blood spilled before all this is over.” 
 
    Qatila and Rifa let out twin rumbles of excited pent up aggression at this, as if they thought we were going to charge off there and then to assault the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    I clapped my hands, and their rumbling growls died away. 
 
    “First thing’s first, though,” I said, casting my gaze over the blood-encrusted women that had joined me on the small recon mission, “how about a swim and a wash in the river I hear bubbling away down there?” 
 
    My female companions had been delighted at the sight of the two new marvellous additions to our clan, but when they heard this suggestion and saw the glint in my eye, they looked doubly pleased. 
 
    “You two,” I said to Rifa and Qatila, “get out of here and amuse yourselves for a while, will you? And make sure you’re out of hearing range.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Though the Galipolas Camp had taken on the appearance of a hornet’s nest that had been stirred up with a stick, it was still a few days later before the army began to move out.  
 
    Although, as a dragonmancer, I had been utilized more as a strike weapon than a siege weapon, and had been embroiled in actions that involved masses of soldiers on only a handful of occasions, I came to recognize a few aspects that were unique to moving an army of considerable size. 
 
    It took a lot of time to get anything done, or to get that bigass bunch of people moving. With a company of less than half a dozen, each of you could grab a backpack, throw your gear in it, and get going. Not so much when there are about a thousand times more of you than that. 
 
    I had caught up with Gabby, Bjorn, and Rupert during the lead up to the march. I had mentioned to my coterie that I thought we’d have been out of camp quicker than it took the good General to say, ‘Company, move out!’ 
 
    Gabby had smirked at this and shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, boss, that’s not how it works in the military,” Bjorn said. “If you weren’t a dragonmancer, I’d assume you didn’t know your ass from your elbow when it comes to martial maneuvering.” 
 
    “Bjorn, we’re Mike’s coterie, you can’t speak to him like that!” Rupert said, elbowing the giant dude, who looked like he could have made a killing doing extra work for the likes of Game of Thrones or Vikings. 
 
    I held up my hand to show Rupert that Bjorn hadn’t offended my delicate sensibilities. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked the pale-skinned, scar-covered half-Jotunn. 
 
    Bjorn scratched at his pale beard. He found something in the recesses of the thatch of hair near his mouth, held it up to the light, and almost popped the morsel into his mouth when he caught me looking at him. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re better than that,” I said. “You’re better than snacking out of your own facial hair.” 
 
    Gabby snorted and made a noise in his throat. It was amazing how well he could communicate for a man with no tongue. 
 
    “Well, you could be better, is what I mean,” I said, amending my statement. “Now, what do you mean that military camps don’t work like that?” 
 
    Bjorn shrugged shoulders so wide that he could have been yoked to a plow like a pair of oxen.  
 
    “Just common knowledge isn’t it?” he said. “A camp is like a good whore; can be dressed and ready for action in a few minutes, but is left hanging on a street corner, all dressed up and with no one to blow.” 
 
    Rupert sighed and adjusted the ridiculous bycocket hat he had perched on his flyaway black hair. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “it’s going to be a strange day when you finally give us a glimpse that you contain slightly more culture than yogurt, Bjorn.” 
 
    Bjorn grinned at Rupert’s insult. It was one of his chief pastimes—teasing the clever and awkward young man. 
 
    Gabby grunted a few times, nodded his head, and winked in Bjorn’s direction. 
 
    Rupert made a tutting noise. “You shouldn’t encourage him, Gabby.” 
 
    “I missed that,” I said. “What did Gabby say?” 
 
    Rupert gave another disappointed sigh, a suggestion of a smirk on his lips. 
 
    “He said that uncultured swine makes the best bacon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ground trembled as our army of five-thousand moved forward. Step after step of synchronized march, the whole collection of mancers and troopers moving like a giant, glittering snake sliding through the camp and up the slope to the entrance of the Subterranean Realms. 
 
    The noise of the army was an orchestra made up of the squeaking of leather and jingle of chainmail, the thump of wooden pike staffs in mud, and the occasional bark of harsh laughter. And, overpowering most of the other sounds, the steady tramp, tramp, tramp of boots.  
 
    There wasn’t too much talk amongst the ranks, mainly because they were focused on the task ahead, or because they were pondering what might happen next. The army was unified, shared a collective mindset. They all wanted to make it out of the Subterranean Realms alive. 
 
    For the first time since I had made the old warrior’s acquaintance, General Shiloh was riding with the army. The Empress had insisted, despite the danger, on accompanying our forces and establishing a base closer to the Bronze Citadel. As she couldn’t gainsay the wishes of a woman who was, essentially, her boss, General Shiloh had decided for her to come along too. 
 
    Queen Frami also rode with us all, looking just as at home at the front of the mass of bloodthirsty and brave soldiers as she might have done sitting around her hearth at home. Although she was still more than capable of wielding a blade, she had elected to stay at the forward operating base with the Empress, the General, and their staff of runners and aides, and had left the command of the Vetruscan mancers and troops in Hana’s hands. 
 
    Empress Cyrene was at the front of the fighting force, surrounded by Elenari, Saya, and the rest of her Twelve. To the casual observer, it might have seemed a dicey move having the supreme leader of the Mystocean Empire sitting at the front of things. At least until you considered that the Empress was surrounded by a dozen of the most lethal, well-trained, and magically able dragonmancers in her realm. It would have taken more than a lucky arrow to take Empress Cyrene out. 
 
    Queen Frami, General Shiloh and, to my surprise, myself rode on our magical beasts behind her. Following us came the rest of the mancers from the Mystocean Empire, Vetrusca, Akrit, and beyond.   
 
    “Have you got any idea how this is going to play out, General Shiloh?” I asked as we rode along at the head of the great glittering snake of armed and armored mancers and troopers.  
 
    General Shiloh was sitting atop her own dragon, slouched between the beast’s wings in a manner that spoke of the seasoned campaigner that she was. She gazed into the middle distance, a slight frown on her face. 
 
    The General’s dragon, Bramen, was a Rhinodrake. She was one of the most unusual dragons I had ever seen, and I had seen more than a few in my time at Drako Academy. 
 
    The Rhinodrake was a squat, chunky beast covered not only in scales, but in the same downy chestnut fur that overlay General Shiloh’s brawny arms. Its legs were short and stumpy, giving me the impression of great strength and sturdiness. Unlike most of the dragons I had ever seen—Saya’s mount, Scopula being one of the chief contradictions that sprang to my mind—Bramen had almost no neck. His eyes were large, gray and heavy-lidded, and his jaws looked to have been modelled along those of a caiman.      
 
    “General Shiloh?” I prompted her. 
 
    She stirred and looked across at me. 
 
    “What was that, Dragonmancer Noctis?” she asked. 
 
    “How are the Shadow Nations going to react to us rolling into their joint and spoiling for a fight?” I asked again. 
 
    She considered this. “There is a rule of war that I’ve always tried to stick to and that has mostly seen me right.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Obviously, it depends on the campaign and the battle being fought, but if our forces are ten to the enemy’s one, we surround them. If they’re five to one, then we attack them. If we happen to be twice as numerous, then I divide our army into two.” 
 
    “That sounds like an efficient and merciless approach.” 
 
    “I thank you, Dragonmancer Noctis.” 
 
    “And you figure the Shadow Nations might follow that same rule of thumb?” I asked. 
 
    General Shiloh snorted. “Gods no! Those bastards would be more disposed to chew off a thumb than follow any rule. I’m just telling you how I would do things, Dragonmancer Noctis. Unfortunately, I think this is a battle, or a series of battles most likely, full of ever-changing elements. Relying on the Shadow Nations to react, behave, or fight in a certain way is an exercise in pointlessness.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our army of about five-thousand troops marched through the passages of the Subterranean Realms. The mood of the host had changed somewhat as we had progressed. The joshing and smack-talking, the good-natured jesting and sarcastic bragging had died. 
 
    The soldiers talked to each other still, despite the constant grinding noise around them. However, the talk had altered with the changing mood. Many of the snatches of speech I heard as we moved deeper into the dark passages revolved around home, wherever that might have been originally, as if the men and women were suddenly aware they might not see these places again. Other soldiers spoke of a longing for the battle ahead; betting with their friends who amongst their legions would be able to vanquish the most enemies, who would be most likely to shoot themselves in the foot, and other such soldiers’ banter. 
 
    Even though the men and women amongst the regular troops reminded me more and more of five thousand coiled springs the closer we got to our target, there was no sense of fear in them. Those who did talk of their homes and their families left far behind did not speak of them as if they wished they had never left them. No, they spoke of them as if it was the greatest honor in the world to be given the opportunity to fight for them and to protect their way of life. 
 
    The entire army was as one. Everyone had the same mindset and the same goal in mind: crush the Shadow Nations, raze the Bronze Citadel, and do it with a savage warcry on their lips and a song in their hearts. 
 
    We stopped in the relatively obscure cavern that had seen so much action the past few times I had set foot in there. It was the one in which we had met the first of the Wild Dragons and in which, only a few days before, my friends and I had fought the Shadow Nations’ scouting party. 
 
    The cavern had been cleared of bodies by a joint force of Mystocean and Vetruscan soldiers after we had fought the scouting party. There was a lot of good that could be said about General Shiloh; she was highly organized and always two steps ahead of the game and three steps ahead of where you might’ve thought she was. 
 
    The Empress’ white silk tent was erected by the pool that had been filled so often with the blood of my enemies. Thankfully, the little rivulet that flowed in and out of the pool hadn’t been blocked so the blood was drained away. It might have been construed as a serious public health violation if it hadn’t been able to do that. 
 
    Due to the limited size of the cavern, much of the army was marched down the tunnel that led to the ratfolk’s former township. The regular troopers lined this tunnel in silence, while the senior officers and dragonmancers were allowed to assemble in front of Empress Cyrene’s tent. General Shiloh and Queen Frami, along with their garnishing of auxiliaries, adjuants, and attachés, also had tents set up in the cavern. 
 
    Once all the troops were gathered as neatly as could be, and in as much silence as could be managed, General Shiloh took to the metaphorical podium. 
 
    She cut a hell of a figure, standing with her strong arms folded behind her back, dressed in the all-sable battle gear of the fully qualified dragonmancer, with a silver dragon claw on each of her brawny shoulders. When she spoke, her clear and authoritative voice echoed around the cavern and rolled down the tunnel so that every single soldier heard. 
 
    “In this world of ours, stuffed to the back teeth as it is with dangers, there are many ways a man, woman, or mancer might prove their courage,” she said. “Sometimes, the embodiment of courage shows itself as laying down your life for something bigger than yourself, bigger than all of us, or simply for the trooper standing next to you. On occasion, courage means putting everything you have ever known or everyone you have ever loved onto the table, rolling the dice, and hoping your card comes up for the sake of something greater or safer than what we have now.” 
 
    An enthusiastic murmur passed through the ranks of soldiers. It wasn’t so much a murmur of approval, but a collective steeling of wills. It was the group consciousness hardening, the resolution of the five thousand souls there melding into something of adamantine and iron and teak. 
 
    General Shiloh looked around the cavern, into as many faces of the men and women gathered around her as she could. She caught my eye, and I felt a thrill pass through me. It was almost like she had hit me with a shot of adrenaline. I smiled grimly at her and nodded. 
 
    I was with her all the way on this one. 
 
    “But,” General Shiloh continued, “sometimes courage doesn’t manifest itself like that. Doesn’t show itself in the selfless act of giving up all you have and all you are for something or somebody else.” 
 
    Every eye that could fix itself on the stocky head of the Mystocean Empire’s armed forces watched General Shiloh. Even Empress Cyrene, who had struck me from the beginning as someone who had made a profession out of concealing her emotions, looked swept up and moved by the speech. Her eyes shone with proud tears. 
 
    “Sometimes,” General Shiloh said, her voice rising, “true courage is nothing more than gritting your teeth through pain, weariness, fear, and doubt, and taking the first step down the road that leads toward a brighter future.” 
 
    She pulled a warhammer from her belt and held it up high. 
 
    “That is the sort of bravery I must have of all of you now!” she bellowed. “You know the code! Every single one of you lives and breathes that unspoken code, otherwise you would not be standing here! Although we never speak of it, we all know what that code is. You fight for your Empress here, yes. You fight for me and the orders that I hand down to your captains. You fight for the Mystocean Empire, of course. But, first and foremost, when battle is joined and the madness of a hateful enemy is charging forward to meet you, you fight for one another! You fight for the man or woman beside you!” 
 
    General Shiloh raised her booming voice until dust fell from the ceiling and bats flickered away out of the shadows, squeaking in alarm. 
 
    “They have the numbers and they are heavily fortified, it’s true! But remember this; it is not the size of the dragon in the fight, it is the size of the fight in the dragon!” 
 
    There was a resounding roar from the throats of the five thousand or so troopers who were listening. The battle fever, which had been simmering from the moment we had left the Galipolas encampment, boiled over. If there had been any enemy scouts nearby, then I imagined they would have believed the mother of all dragons was lying in wait in that cavern. 
 
    General Shiloh raised her hands for quiet, after the cheering and huzzaing had gone on for a good half a minute. 
 
    “Now, the Empress Cyrene has traveled here from Wyverngarth to see you go into battle and to lend you her strength and goodwill,” she continued. “The two of us, along with Queen Frami of the Vetruscan Kingdom and our much beloved Seer, Claire, will be overseeing things from this forward operating base. We will be in constant contact with the captains and the mancers.” 
 
    It was then General Shiloh turned her big head and looked me straight in the eye. 
 
    “You’ll all be fighting alongside our allies and our most valued and accomplished mancers—dragon, bear and cat, ape, bug, and roc,” she said. “You will see feats of arms and magic that you couldn’t ever have imagined before today.” 
 
    To my consternation and surprise, General Shiloh pointed at me. 
 
    “You’ll be fighting alongside the Dragon Breeder today!” she roared. “You’ll be fighting alongside a man who has changed the very course of our world. Take heart from him! If he orders you to do something, then follow those orders! He has the full trust of Empress Cyrene and the full weight of my authority. The Dragon Breeder is our banner, and the face of the hope that will carry us all through this campaign. Look to him for your inspiration!” 
 
    There was more clapping and cheering and hollering. Plenty more of it. 
 
    Without making any conscious decision to do so, only knowing that it was the right thing to do, I stepped out of the front rank and turned to address the crowd. 
 
    The cavern was dim, the torches that had been mounted afresh around the walls flickering and casting uneven shadows. I had never had any reason to speak to such a huge gathering of people before, and I found myself glad of the fact that, beyond the first ten ranks of senior officers, mancers, and soldiers, everyone else was hard to make out. 
 
    “What is it that you think makes you great warriors?” I cried out. 
 
    “Gotta be our startlingly good looks, ain’t it?” I heard a gruff voice call from the assembled soldiers. I recognized that voice as belonging to Bjorn. 
 
    “Apart from that, obviously, you fucking smartass!” I replied, a response that got much laughter. “Is it because you’re intelligent?” 
 
    “W-w-wouldn’t be soldiers if we w-w-were!” Rupert’s voice answered me from the throng. 
 
    There was more laughter. My coterie brothers were doing great. They were relaxing the tensions that were building, getting everyone within earshot back into a more familiar and grounded state of mind. Their back and forth with me might have been frowned upon by some of the more traditionally-minded mancers and officers, but it was making the entire army feel like one great, big family. 
 
    “True enough,” I chuckled. “Then, is it because you’re brave and good, or because you’re special? Maybe. Who knows? I for one don’t presume to know the hearts of everyone here. But I’ll tell you one thing: every single one of you is a great warrior because you recognize the difference between what the world is and what the world should be.”  
 
    I thumped my fist to the left side of my chest. “If you’re anything like me, if you feel how I feel,” I tapped my knuckles against my armor, “you’ll feel that recognition burning in the center of your chest. Great warriors are strong because they feel more than others—or, at least, feel in a different way than others. Our cares, our doubts, and our recognition that something in the world isn’t right is what lends us strength.” I let my fist drop. 
 
    “Most people carry those doubts around inside them their whole lives, never acting on them, until they vanquish them by some other means, or until those doubts vanquish them. But you, my fellow fighters, you have found another way. You have found a way to use those doubts and that care. To burn them as fuel, for light and for warmth, so that you might drive back the darkness!” 
 
    I paused here, hoping like hell for a cheer so that I wouldn’t be left standing in silence like a poster boy for dumbassery. Thankfully, the rousing ovation I received almost made me step back a pace. 
 
    I held up my hands. The cheering died. 
 
    I licked my lips, conjured my Chaos Spear to my hand, and raised it up, just like General Shiloh had done with her warhammer. Blades slithered from scabbards, spear shafts rattled, and maces thumped against shields as every soldier I could see raised their weapons in answer. By chance, I caught sight of the bugmancer, Qeli, standing nearby with a cohort of her fellow bugmancers. Her eyes were creased in admiration as she watched me and held her dagger aloft. 
 
    “I could go on blowing smoke up all your asses until the cows come home,” I said, “but how about we just march down to the Bronze Citadel and show those Shadow Nations fucks what we’re made of? We’ll face this problem and we’ll face it boldly, then we’ll head back home for beer and barbecue!” 
 
    It might not have been the kind of oratory ending Churchill would have given, but the roar of the soldiers and the pounding clash of their weapons on their shields told me that I had tailored it to my audience pretty well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know, we’re going to turn up at this battlefield and those foul folk will be waiting right there for us with open arms,” Renji said as the mancers walked at the head of the army. 
 
    “Yep,” I said, “I think you’re going to be right.”  
 
    That came as no surprise, really. Tramping through the ratfolk’s former township and into the tunnels beyond, we mancers had spied many fleet-footed scouts hiding in the shadows. Not a single one of them tried to do so much as fire an arrow in our direction. Instead, they vanished as soon as we caught sight of them, slipping away into the gloom. 
 
    “They’ll be carrying news of us back to the Bronze Citadel, you can bet your balls on that,” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t doubt that you’re right,” I said. “The thing is though, for every skulking goblin we do see, I’m willing to wager there are at least three we don’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t worry you?” she asked, her bright yellow eyes gleaming as they scanned the deep shadows between the forsaken buildings. 
 
    “What could we do about it, even if it did?” I asked in return. “They know we’re coming. We’re making enough noise and lighting torches all along the way. Yeah, they know we’re coming, all right.” 
 
    We continued in silence for a while, the mancers leading the way, as we drew closer and closer to where Penelope and I had hidden and scoped out the Wild Dragons. 
 
    “You enjoyed making that speech, huh?” Hana asked, touching me on the arm. She walked along behind me, so I couldn’t see her face, but I heard the slight smile in her pretty, lilting accent. 
 
    “I… I guess I did, yeah,” I said. “I’d never done anything like that before, you know? Never addressed a big group of people who are about to head off to fight another even bigger group of people. It was… stimulating.” 
 
    Hana laughed. 
 
    A touch on my other arm made me half turn, and I saw the caramel-colored face of Zala, framed with black hair. Her dark eyes gleamed with admiration. 
 
    “I don’t want you to let this go to your head,” she said, “but I confess—and I am sure I speak for the others here when I say this—that I also found it stimulating.” 
 
    If her voice had been a gun, it would have been cocked and loaded. 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, raising an eye over my shoulder at her. 
 
    Zala nodded. 
 
    “I must say,” Renji said in her slow and thoughtful timbre, “that you cut a dashing figure, Mike. It was a fine thing to see. I was looking around at the troops when you were talking, and I could tell they have come to see you as a warrior to be revered and followed. They look up to you, Mike.” 
 
    “Found it dashing, did you?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh my gods, talk about angling for compliments,” Penelope said, giggling. “We shouldn’t encourage him, girls. I fear he already has a big enough opinion of himself.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “you don’t know what my background was like. I didn’t have much going for me back in my world. ” 
 
    “Poor, poor Mike,” Tamsin said. “What a tough life you lead now, eh?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “I’m just saying that it’s pretty nice to be looked up to. It’s a novel sensation. A first for me, really.” 
 
    The girls laughed. 
 
    “Are you going to accept that adulation and veneration with humble grace?” Penelope asked. “As befits a dragonmancer of your distinction?”  
 
    I made a face. “Gods no! I’m going to lean into it, into this public figure thing, hard,” I joked. “I’m going to totally own this. I’m not going to try to be like ‘Oh, I’m so modest.’ I’m getting business cards made.” 
 
    The girls all laughed, and Tamsin gave me a dig in the ribs. 
 
    “What? Why are you laughing?” I asked in mock outrage. 
 
    “Who would have thought the one and only Mike Noctis could be so conceited?” Penelope said, feigning sadness. 
 
    I grinned back at the team of mancers behind me. The only ones missing out of the lot were Elenari and Saya who, once again, had been obliged to stay with the Empress. 
 
    “Lucky I’ve got all of you girls who are ready and willing to destroy me if I step out of line or if I let my head get too big, huh?” I said. 
 
    “Is that what you’d like us to do, if you ever do let the fame and adoration get the better of your ass, Earthling?” Tamsin asked. 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less,” I said. “That’s why we’re friends after all, isn’t it?” 
 
    Renji clapped me on the back. “If anyone is ever needed to give that cute ass of yours a kick, Mike, you can rely on us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We found the assembled host of the Shadow Nations waiting for us outside the Bronze Citadel, just as Renji had speculated they would be. They were lined up in ranks of surprising neatness outside the looming walls. 
 
    “Does anyone else find their lack of rabid uncontrol a little unnerving?” I asked. 
 
    “I do find it out of keeping when you consider what we know about these particular races,” Penelope said. Her voice was as steady as a rock and had adopted the tone I always mentally categorized as her ‘Librarian voice.’ “With all the run-ins we have had with them ourselves, not to mention the extensive collection of historically recorded documentation on the battles between our peoples, I would have expected them to charge us as soon as they laid eyes on us.” 
 
    We made our way down a long, gentle slope leading to the plain in the middle of which the Bronze Citadel stood like a monument to death. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s weird,” I said. “The kobolds and goblins never struck me as big thinkers. I wouldn’t put it past a single one of them to forget their name, so the fact that they’re demonstrating discipline…” 
 
    “What do you think could be causing them to hold their shape like that?” Hana asked. 
 
    My eyes wandered up the enormous walls, which I saw from this lower angle had an overhang to them, and came to rest on the four towers cornering the keep.  
 
    “It’s got to be the will of them controlling the horde, doesn’t it?” I said, pointing at the dragons coiled and hunched on the pinnacles of their respective towers. “Or, more likely, the will of one of them.” 
 
    “That’s something else that has been occupying my mind,” Penelope said as we mancers touched our first foot down on the rough gravel of what would soon be the battlefield.  
 
    “What’s that, Pen?” Hana asked. 
 
    “Well, it struck me first when Mike and I were observing the dragons a few days ago,” Penelope said. “They are, clearly, Wild Dragons.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, wondering if Penelope would reach her point before the hosts of the Shadow Nations decided they’d had enough of waiting and descended on us. 
 
    “Yes, they’re Wild Dragons,” Penelope repeated. “Yet there they are, sitting harmoniously together on their perches.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “you’re pointing out that dragons are usually proud and vicious creatures, yes?” 
 
    Penelope nodded. 
 
    I jabbed my finger toward the tower nearest to us, on top of which the Infernal Dragon lounged in an indolent manner. “Proud, vicious and territorial by nature,” I said. “And yet here are these four hanging out like they’re a bunch of buddies.” 
 
    “That did strike me as somewhat odd,” Penelope said. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Are you thinking that, maybe, there is a hierarchy system in place here, a pecking order of sorts?” 
 
    “A pecking order?” Zala snorted. “Then they are some big chickens, no?” 
 
    “Call it what you will, but I think Mike is right,” Penelope said. “This same thought has been growing in my mind. I believe that one of these dragons is in control. It is the only reason I can see that these dragons are not fighting each other. The only reason I can see that would explain why the goblin, trolls, and kobolds are waiting for our whole force to assemble before they—” 
 
    A banshee scream split the smoky, stagnant air of the gargantuan cavern. At first, I thought we were about to be set upon by some fresh devilry none of us had foreseen—not even Claire the Seer. Then, it became clear that the scream had been the joint screech of twenty thousand or so trolls, kobolds, and goblins screaming in unison. It was as if some entity had pressed a button and set off all the fuckers at once. 
 
    “Ready yourselves!” I roared. 
 
    Thankfully, General Shiloh’s troopers, as well as the Vetrsuscan warriors Queen Frami had supplied, all knew their business. As soon as they had reached the plain, the numerous captains had ordered their soldiers into pre-arranged files and formations. Now, with the tide of Shadow Nations’ nasties about to break upon them, they were already drawn into position. 
 
    As for all the mancers, it was well-known that we were less about the formal arranging and more about the freestyle butchery. Apemancers stood side by side with dragonmancers, the catmancers of Akrit rubbed shoulders with the contingent of bearmancers from Vetrusca, the noble and wild-looking rocmancers readied themselves next to the silent forms of the bugmancers. 
 
    The shrieking battlecries of the Shadow Nations’ host rose in pitch, going higher and higher and higher. The din set my teeth on edge and pissed me off, stoking the fire of annoyance in my chest the same way a squawking seagull might, or a jackhammer in the street on a hungover morning. 
 
    Just as it reached a crescendo, I summoned my Stormhammer, Onyx Armor, and the  semi-translucent helmet that channeling Noctis’ mana into the Head Slot afforded me. It was styled somewhere between a motorcycle helmet and a medieval jouster’s lid, and had a clear visor.  
 
    The Infernal Dragon opened its great maw and let out a flashing billow of flame along with a roar that sounded like a forest fire rushing through a dry pine wood. 
 
    As one, the thousands and thousands of trolls, goblins, and kobolds poured forward. 
 
    “Here they come!” I called. “Kill them as they come! Clean and easy, nothing flashy!” 
 
    The rocmancers chanted together, even as they summoned their giant magical birds. I caught eyes with Madtail, the rocmancer champion that I had bested. 
 
    “No mercy!” she cried as she jumped onto the back of the beautiful avain steed. 
 
    “No mercy!” I echoed. 
 
    “No mercy!” screamed countless others behind us. 
 
    In a thunderous downdraft of sweeping air, the rocmancers took flight upon their rocs, the mythical creatures flapping hard to gain altitude before the hordes of the Shadow Nations hit us. 
 
    I stared at the onrushing mass of hideous enemy warriors. It looked like whatever magic, spell, or willpower had been reining in their natural tendencies had been lifted. Our foes ran at us with no thought spared for holding a line, moving as one, or attacking with any sort of cohesion, as far as I could see. 
 
    “Brace!” I heard Renji yell to the regular troopers of the Drako Academy waiting behind the line of mancers that I was a part of. 
 
    “All right, l-l-lads,” I heard the familiar voice of Rupert Dyer say from just over my left shoulder, “toss them out, why don’t you?” 
 
    I half-turned and saw Rupert, Bjorn, and Gabby draw their arms back and heave a trio of objects into the erratic, oncoming line of Shadow Nations’ warriors. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I yelled. 
 
    “Just a little something I’ve been c-c-cooking up at the coterie cabin back at camp,” Rupert said. “I think they should prove quite—” 
 
    The three explosions sent bits of goblin and kobold flying everywhere. The trio of concussive booms were accompanied by mini mushroom clouds of purple fire that rose  up into the air and lit the battle. 
 
    I just had time to hear Bjorn yell at Rupert, “That’s the shit you’ve been mixing up in the bath? You silly son of a bi—” 
 
    And then, with a sound like a destruction derby getting underway, the charging enemy hit us and everything dissolved into chaos. 
 
    Numbers. 
 
    That seemed to be solely what the enemy was relying on to defeat us. If it wasn’t numbers, then I didn’t know what the fuck else it could be, because it clearly wasn’t anything to do with tactics or skill. 
 
    The first line of the enemy smashed into us, and the following waves piled in behind. They hit so hard that the first foes on the scene were crushed between our immoveable defense and their friends coming in behind. Blood sprayed, and bones cracked. 
 
    While my coterie continued tossing out the eldritch grenades, I fired spells into the crush of enemy bodies. 
 
    One good thing could be said for being outnumbered four to one, and that was that there was precious little reason for aiming. As I was on the front line, all I had to do was make sure that I did my best impression of a claymore mine and kept my front pointed toward the enemy. 
 
    A troll lumbered through the lines of smaller goblins and kobolds, crushing them under its giant two-toed feet so that they vomited up their guts.  
 
    After too short a time, I was forced to get more intimate with my enemies. Zipping mentally through my inventory, I realized the newest addition to my family, Qatila, had endowed me with a fresh item available to me in Weapon Slot B. 
 
    “Onslaught Claws,” I muttered. “Sounds promising.” 
 
    Without further ado, I channeled Qatila’s mana into Weapon Slot B. 
 
    It wasn’t so much that I grew claws, but more that my fingers morphed into and took on a claw-like aesthetic. Where my usual digits had been, I was suddenly in possession of what Edward Scissorhands might have been packing, had he been a gladiator or ninja instead of a hedge-trimming introvert with a questionable haircut. 
 
    They were fucking sharp too. I found that much out when I slashed a lunging goblin across the arm and severed its spindly limb into four neat chunks. 
 
    I kicked out with my dragon-boosted strength and sent the mortally wounded goblin cannoning back into his compatriots, knocking several aside like skittles. As it always did in the midst of battle, my world narrowed and shortened and became this wonderfully simple place in which all that mattered was my survival and the survival of my friends. 
 
    I kept a close eye on all those who were fighting nearby—soldiers and mancers alike. I was set on not letting the men and women that followed me die today, as much as I was able. I whirled and slashed, using my new Onslaught Claws to turn my immediate surroundings into a macabre smorgasbord of sliced and divided kobold and goblin flesh. 
 
    Zala leaped over my head and smashed a kobold warrior, who had been eyeing me up for a prod with its spear, into the ground. At the same time, I ripped a goblin off Renji’s back and threw it into the path of another so hard that both of them were killed by the impact. They folded and wrapped around one another like a couple of cars colliding at high speed. 
 
    Even with how ferociously me and my friends could fight, the fact was that our reckless enemy was prepared to smother us with their corpses if that’s what it took to win the battle. 
 
    I was fighting hard next to Gabby, Rupert, Bjorn, and a bunch of other soldiers when I realized we needed to step it up a gear. It was an epiphany sparked by a single moment in the fight, but which made me realize there was far worse to come if we didn’t crush the cursed enemy out and crush them out fast. 
 
    A man next to me, in the regalia of the Drako Academy regulars, fought with a single-handed axe and a shield. His face was speckled with the blood of our enemies and flushed with the thrill of battle. He looked unafraid, almost joyous, as he cut the legs out from under a kobold and then whacked it in the chest with his axe to take the life from it. 
 
    A troll, which had been dying nearby, hauled itself to its feet for one last hurrah. It eyed up the axeman, raised its stone hammer above its head, and roared its fury at him. 
 
    I somersaulted up and over my fellow Mystocean and landed on the troll’s shoulders. My feet were on either side of its head. I still had my Onslaught Claws at my fingertips, and I punched them downward, right through the top of the troll’s thick skull. The troll burbled but took another step toward the axeman, as if it was his fault that I’d just stabbed it through the crown. Not knowing what else to do, I waggled my clawed fingers around inside of the troll’s head, scrambling up the fucker’s brain like some morning eggs. 
 
    The troll did an odd little dance as its nervous system tried to make sense of the strumming through its owner’s gray matter. Then, the troll dropped like a sack of shit. I leaped clear and landed in front of the axeman I had just saved. 
 
    “My thanks to you, Dragonmancer!” he crowed. “There’s nothing that’ll stop us wiping the floor with these—”  
 
    An arrow whipped past us at neck height. 
 
    The soldier fell as if he had gone to sleep; fell forward in deadly silence. I saw blood, dark as red wine, pumping out of the ragged wound in his neck onto the gravel of the battle plain. It spread and spread, pooling on the rock, the jets of crimson getting weaker and weaker as the man’s heart gave up the fight. 
 
    Up until that point, I had been trying to fight at the forefront of the battle, to keep our soldier’s morale high and demonstrate that we were all in this thing together regardless of rank.  
 
    Seeing that axeman fall made me conscious of the fact that we had to win at any cost. 
 
    I knew I was tougher and cleverer than my enemy—I knew that not as a boast, but as a fact I felt in my heart. However, smarts and balls were not going to be enough, not today. I was going to have to look to the attack at all times, to take advantage of every moment of weakness that my enemy presented. I was going to have to take a leaf out of their book and fight without honor, without conscience, and without anything that even resembled pity. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, still staring down at the cooling body of the axeman. 
 
    I looked up; saw the rocmancers wheeling above the battle, raining down spells and occasionally swooping their great birds down to snatch up some enemy. A few of the apemancers were on the backs of their impressive hulking primates, though there wasn’t much room for them to maneuver in the hectic maelstrom of flesh and steel. 
 
    My gaze flicked up to the tower nearest to us. The entire keep was behind the twenty yard high wall, and the Infernal Dragon was still perched up there, languidly surveying the carnage being meted out below. Somehow, the ruby red creature’s indifference at joining the fight rankled me. It was almost as if it didn’t even think we were worth opening its wings for. 
 
    I was about to show that big red bastard just how wrong it was. 
 
    I cast my gaze around, catching the fist of a troll as it sought to crush me with an unrefined hammer blow. With a deft twist, I snapped the troll’s arm, the bone breaking with the sound of a tree branch cracking. The troll opened its great ugly maw to howl, and I filled its mouth with a flurry of pale pink supernatural crossbow bolts from my magical Repeating Hand Crossbow. 
 
    I was in a hell of a mood now. As the troll fell dead, I made sure there were no allied troops nearby and then activated the small panel set into the front of my Onyx Armor. The minor hits I had taken thus far had been converted from kinetic energy into banked Chaos Magic. I unleashed this magic with a thought, scything down a dozen kobolds that had just arrived in my neck of the woods and turning them to greasy wisps of ether. 
 
    With the little breathing space I had just gained, I managed to find one of my fellow mancers. It was none other than Ruthero, the apemancer. 
 
    “Ruthero!” I yelled over the din of the battle. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis, how goes it?” she asked. 
 
    I ignored the question. “I’m going to draw that big red bastard down out of his nest!” I told her, indicating the Infernal Dragon. “While I’m doing that, see if you can’t find as many mancers as you can. I’ll try and tempt it down and together we’ll finish it off. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “Barely,” she replied, grinning. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin back. “It’s going to have to do.” 
 
    “I’ll trust you know what you’re doing,” Ruthero said, using a spell to conjure thick slabs of stone armor over her shoulders, arms, and chest. “And I’ll trust in a little luck too.” 
 
    “This isn’t a time to believe in luck or happenstance,” I said. “This is a time to believe in cause and effect.” 
 
    With that, I turned away and directed Qatila’s mana into my Leg Slot. 
 
    As I did this, I shot a thought at my newest progeny and said, “Your old man needs a lift, size yourself accordingly.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Father,” Qatila said.  
 
    The off-white desert cat appeared in a twinkling. He hadn’t let me down when it came to being a rideable size. Qatila must have materialized with the heft and size of a world record-breaking bull. He stood six feet five and was so ripped with muscle under his fur that I wouldn’t have been surprised if he weighed in at four thousand pounds. 
 
    I ran through what I wanted Qatila to do in my mind. Communicating a plan of attack through telepathy was so much faster than explaining it verbally. By the time I’d vaulted onto his back, Qatila had already assessed my scheme and weighed it up. 
 
    “Can you do it?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” came the reply, spoken with a confidence that only a cat could muster. 
 
    Qatila sprang away with a snarling roar that made the nearest kobolds freeze in their tracks. That proved to be a fatal error on their part, as it allowed Qatila to trample over them. 
 
    His massive paws crushed goblins and kobolds alike underfoot as he moved lithely through the packed melee. When he came across knots of more intense fighting, Qatila would leap into the air and use enemy warriors as stepping stones, squishing them under his muscular bulk and rending them apart with claws that were the same shape and sharpness as scimitars. 
 
    I urged him on, making sure that he didn’t get distracted from what I needed him to do, which was to reach the base of the curtain walls. After only a minute or so—and sixty seconds felt like an eternity in battle—we made it. I recalled Qatila, even as I summoned my wings to my back and shot straight up into the air.  
 
    I had toyed with a couple of ideas of how best to get the Infernal Dragon to budge, how best to piss it off. I’d considered just buzzing around its massive head and annoying it that way, but then I thought how I could kill two birds with one stone by slaughtering the goblin archers stationed along the stretch of wall that ran underneath it.  
 
    I figured that, with dragons being possessed of the sort of egos that you could sink a cruise ship with, crushing its minions right under its snout would give the Infernal Dragon a supreme case of the red ass. 
 
    I shot up the side of the wall, a mere six inches from its surface, the rough stonework flashing by in front of my face. I cleared it in seconds, crested the rampart, cut my wings, and dropped down into the midst of a stunned group of goblin archers. Some of them, but not all, had arrows nocked to the strings. 
 
    For an instant, all we did was stare at one another. 
 
    “Look at you hideous fucking guys,” I said, my tone dripping contempt. “I envy all of my fellow warriors down there who never have to meet you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if they understood what I said, but not even a goblin could mistake my intonation. With whistling shrieks of anger, the ones that had arrows ready fired them at me. I dodged a couple so that they stuck some of the goblins on my other side, caught and batted away some, and then let the others ricochet off my Onyx Armor. Once the last projectile had rattled off my breastplate, I grinned. 
 
    “My turn,” I said. 
 
    Qatila reappeared, taking up almost the entire breadth of the wall. 
 
    The goblins nearest me gave a few gabbled croaks. I was about as fluent in gobbledygook as I was in yeti, but I thought that I got the gist. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “‘Oh, shit’ is right.” 
 
    Qatila fell upon the goblins like a hailstorm on a field of crops. He flattened them, tore them apart, and left them limp and ragged in his wake, moving toward the Infernal Dragon’s tower. 
 
    I took care of the remaining goblins on our six, firing a storm of spells at them until the ones that weren’t obliterated threw down their weapons and ran, shrieking, out of my firing line. 
 
    Once that was taken care of, I whirled, ran to catch up with the desert cat, who was tossing and batting goblins off the wall like balls of yarn, and jumped onto his back. 
 
    “I’d love to let you play merry hell with these fuckers until you were sick of it, but I need you to focus!” I told him. 
 
    Qatila gave the goblin he had in his jaws a hard shake, breaking the creature’s back with an audible popping sound like someone scrunching a handful of bubble wrap, and tossed it over the edge of the wall. His feline head jerked up to regard the Infernal Dragon, which was watching us through suspicious, angry eyes. 
 
    “This one will not take much goading, I think,” he said. 
 
    “I sure as shit hope not,” I replied. 
 
    “Are you fast enough to pull off what you have planned, Father?” 
 
    “You just worry about not tripping on your own tail, junior,” I said. “Let’s boogie.” 
 
    Qatila leaped forward, heading toward the last little cluster of goblins on this stretch of wall. The hide-clad creatures had gathered right under the Infernal Dragon’s tower like chicks under the wing of a mother hen. 
 
    Qatila moved with a speed I had not seen him use up to that point. He ripped through our enemies, heedless of the arrows they sent zipping at us; a tornado moving through a trailer park. 
 
    Together, we slew eight or nine of them before the Infernal Dragon, with a volcanic roar of rage, dropped off its tower and opened its mouth wide. Its black claws punched into the stonework of the tower as it crawled down it like a monstrous gecko. Its red throat bulged and glowed with an incandescent light. 
 
    “Go!” I cried at Qatila through our telepathic link. 
 
    Like a flea, the massive cat sprang sideways just as the Infernal Dragon let loose with a barrage of flame. 
 
    It was a close call, and I felt the searing heat of the roasting torrent of fire on one side of my face for a second, but we avoided the blast. 
 
    The fresh contingent of goblins that had hurried up a staircase on the back of the curtain wall didn’t. 
 
    As Qatila and I dropped over the side of the wall, the deluge of liquid, white-hot fire sprayed along the piece of wall that we had occupied only a few seconds before. Stone bubbled and ran, turning to shiny glass. The unfortunate goblins didn’t have time to scream, but were turned to instantaneous liquid fat and evaporating, steaming blood. 
 
    As we plummeted off the wall, I recalled Qatila and summoned Cyan, my Faerie Dragon. Twenty feet of opalescent shimmering scales, tipped with bowie knife claws and teeth that could go through chainmail or plate steel, popped into existence underneath me. 
 
    She swooped past the Infernal Dragon, flashing and twirling her beautiful scales and dazzling its eyes. 
 
    The enemy dragon bellowed in rage and launched itself from the tower. It dived down, following the trajectory that Cyan led it on under my guidance. Cyan’s pink eyes narrowed in concentration, her glittering insect-like wings a blur on either side of me. 
 
    We led the larger beast on a chase up and down the wall, sometimes slowing just enough to tempt it into a spray of fire that engulfed the odd handful of its own kobold or goblin troops. 
 
    Smiling to myself, I caught sight of something up ahead. Mentally, I pointed Cyan toward it and gave her some lightning-fast instructions. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” she said. 
 
    I felt the excitement bloom in her like blood through water. 
 
    We shot toward the far end of the wall, where the western section met the southern, dropping to about five yards below the rampart. 
 
    Passing the corner, I looked behind us at our pursuer. 
 
    The Infernal Dragon roared. Its eyes were fixed on Cyan and me, so it was no surprise that it didn’t see Ruthero, riding atop her giant ape, leap from the wall along with four of her fellow apemancers. 
 
    The mancers and their apes dropped like car-sized blocks from the wall and landed on the Infernal Dragon’s back. Somehow, the spectacle was made all the more impressive and scary by the fact that the massive beasts fell out of the air in complete silence. 
 
    Ruthero led the way, landing on the base of the enemy dragon’s neck. The next ape landed in the middle of its back, another two to either side of the second, and the last apemancer landed near the base of the tail. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what each of those bigass apes must have weighed, but the combined weight of five of them was enough to knock the Infernal Dragon out of the air. Its wings strained for a few seconds, its evil eyes bulging before it plummeted. 
 
    It crash-landed in a spray of gravel and rock and an explosion of dust. A cluster of trolls were sent tumbling away. The apes maintained their hold, pinning it to the ground, while Cyan executed a pinpoint turn and swept in to land not far away from its face. 
 
    The dragon roared as it saw Cyan and me land. It struggled, but it was going nowhere. 
 
    Cyan cocked her glittering head to one side and hissed a challenge at the stricken creature. 
 
    The Infernal Dragon opened its mouth to blast Cyan and me out of existence with another burst of rutilant flame. I saw the white-hot spot growing down in the deep dark of the Infernal Dragon’s throat.  
 
    “Now!” I yelled. 
 
    Ruthero’s ape reached over and clamped the enemy dragon’s maw closed with hands and arms that looked capable of crushing a garbage truck into a cube. At the same time, the other apes and their mancers bounded from our adversary’s back, but not before the two stationed on the flanks had broken the dragon’s wings. 
 
    The Infernal Dragon let loose the torrent of flame but, as its mouth was pinned shut, the river of volcanic heat had nowhere to go. 
 
    The raging dragonfire had nowhere to go and thus detonated inside the dragon. As Ruthero’s ape hung onto the Infernal Dragon’s head for dear life, the rear of the beast, from about the breast bone southward, exploded.    
 
    Ruthero and her ape rolled over the Infernal Dragon’s decapitated head as a band of kobolds were caught in the gory, fiery rush of the detonation and were melted on the spot. 
 
    The apemancer looked back at our handy work. 
 
    “Fucker thought you were a gift. Didn’t discern that some gifts are bait,” she said. “One down, three to go.” 
 
    I clapped her on the shoulder and remounted Cyan. “One down, three to go.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was little time for congratulating ourselves. We may have defeated one of the four dragons with a hell of a bit of inter-kingdom and joint mancer teamwork, but the battle sure as shit didn’t look like it was going to stop any time soon. 
 
    As it so happened, we had snuffed out the Infernal Dragon next to the corner of the curtain walls over which the tower housing the Celestial Dragon loomed. 
 
    There was a sudden drop in the pressure and temperature of the air. We were underground, so there was no wind to speak of and the temperature was steady—with all the bonfire and torches lighting the vast space it was actually warm. 
 
    The atmosphere surrounding Ruthero, her fellow apemancers, and me chilled in an instant, like Death himself closed his fingers around us. My ears popped in the same way they might have had I been in a descending airplane. I worked my jaw as my stomach knotted, clenching so hard someone might as well have sucker punched me. 
 
    “Dad!” Wayne yelled inside my head. “The tower!” 
 
    I turned around and looked up. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “I see.” 
 
    The Celestial Dragon descended from the pinnacle of the tower like a falling cloud. Its downy wings were outstretched, filled like the sails of a galleon. Its slender neck—still as thick around as a young tree—was curved like a swan’s. I saw, as it drifted down toward us, that its eyes were a milky blue color. I might have been tempted to think it was blind, had those eyes not been so unwaveringly fixed on me and my fellow mancers. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon floating down to earth would have been a beautiful and majestic sight had it not been for the fact that it clearly wanted to kill us all. 
 
    I had no doubt about that. Not at all. The misty blue eyes might have looked blind, but they radiated murderous intent. I think, even if Wayne hadn’t called my attention to the drifting beast, I would have sensed it coming in the next couple of seconds. Its gaze was so malevolent, so intensely concentrating negative thoughts toward us, that I felt the malice coming off it like heat from a stove. 
 
    “Scatter!” I yelled to Ruthero and her fellow apemancers. 
 
    The falling dragon alighted on top of the wall as Ruthero jumped onto the back of her giant ape. As it touched down without a sound, it took a deep breath in. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I recalled Cyan and summoned Pan into being. The Tempest Dragon dipped a shoulder to expedite me climbing onto his back. I did as suggested and jumped on. 
 
    “Fly, lad, fly!” I urged. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon exhaled. A roaring wind issued from its gaping jaws, a wind that was etched in pale flames. Pan and I were well away, but the Tempest Dragon was still buffeted by the edge of the gale force winds. I held on a little tighter with my thighs as the two of us were rocked in midair, and I felt the heat pressing against the back of my head. 
 
    The apes and their riders sprang away, led by Ruthero. Some of them leaped up onto the wall, where their powerful fingers crunched into the mortar, and boosted off that way. This looked to be a good tactic, as the wall actually helped to shield them from the terrific blast of wind, channeling a lot of it away. They swung and bounded around the corner of the wall to the relative safety of the raging battle.  
 
    At least, almost all of them did. The burning hot wind caught one of the apemancers who was just a smidgen too slow. As I gazed back over my shoulder, I saw the unfortunate ape and its rider get swept away by the scorching wind. They were tumbled and driven across the rough ground of the battle plain. They were pressed so hard into the earth that even the mighty ape couldn’t do a thing to stop their awful progress. The pair of them left grooves in the rock and gravel. 
 
    When the Celestial Dragon finally relented and stopped blasting them with its diabolical breath, I saw both ape and mancer lying crumpled and still on the ground. 
 
    Pan, reacting to my wishes that I wanted a closer look, banked around and swept in low, risking another blast of wind from the Celestial Dragon. Narrowing my eyes against the wind of Pan’s speed, I saw the ghastly result of what the Celestial Dragon’s breath had done to the ape and mancer. 
 
    “Hells bells,” I hissed. 
 
    It looked like the apemancer and the giant ape had been flayed in random spots all over their bodies, as if tortured with a sand blaster. Bones peeked through exposed ragged flesh and blood pooled around the still figures. 
 
    “Shit!” I said. “Pan, get down there, will you? We need to see if we can help—” 
 
    “There is no point,” Noctis said from the depths of my own skull. 
 
    “No point?” I asked. 
 
    “They are both dead,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Older brother Noctis is right, Father,” Pan said. 
 
    “I feel it too, Dad,” Brenna, my Ice Dragon, said in her soothing voice. “All of us do. We all know what dead meat smells like.” 
 
    “Shit!” I clenched my fist until my knuckles turned white. 
 
    I had to admit I wasn’t comfortable with my offspring referring to another mancer as dead meat, but I saw what they were getting at. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed again. “Okay then, Pan, let’s turn around. This Celestial Dragon is playing for keeps, but two can play at that game!” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Pan said, and I felt his quiver of delight at the promise of a fight. 
 
    “The rest of you be ready as well,” I said, addressing Noctis, Garth, Wayne, Cyan, Brenna, Rifa, and Qatila. “There’ll be work for all of you.” 
 
    I had the ability now, thanks to the device I had uncovered in the temple that had been hidden under the dunes of the Akrit desert, to release every single one of my dragons simultaneously. It had occurred to me that this would probably be a simple way to destroy my foe, but I was reluctant to do it.  
 
    They were my progeny, and I cared about them more than I had cared about anything before in my life.  
 
    It was not my way to think too much on issues as weighty as parenthood. Personally, I thought one of the best things I could do for my offspring was to support them and allow them to do things for themselves. I was all for allowing them to make their own decisions, to show their strength, to experience life on their own terms and form their own conclusions. Shit, if they had been ‘normal’ children in a ‘normal’ world, I would have allowed them to take the subway when they were ready, so as to try and let them be better and more confident beings. Beings that believed in themselves and their abilities.  
 
    However, the world I inhabited now was not ‘normal’ in the way I had previously come to understand the word. There were dangers here the likes of which Earth could only dream of—dragons that could blast your fucking skin and flesh from your bones with their scalding breath, for one.  
 
    The warrior in me knew that my dragons, bear, and desert cat were all capable, but the father in me was averse to sending them all out into battle at the same time. Especially a battle of this scale. There was no way I could keep an eye on all of them all of the time, and the idea that I might lose one of them in all the madness sent chilly fingers walking down my spine. 
 
    “Alright, Pan,” I said, “let’s get this Celestial Dragon fuck off the wall and into the air. So long as its eyes are on us, they won’t be on any of our allies.” 
 
    “You got it, Father,” Pan said. 
 
    “I’m going to need you all to trust me on this,” I said. 
 
    “We do, Dad,” Garth said. 
 
    “All right, that’s good,” I said as Pan circled high up in the middle air of the vast cavern. “It’s important to me that you know something else too.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Wayne asked. 
 
    “Just that there’s no way that any real man—or parent, I should say—is going to let his offspring share the space that lies within his own head and not at least try to discipline and teach, fight and mold them until they know all he knows. A father’s goal, in my mind, is to make his progeny better than he is. Being their friend is great, but comes in a distant second place to the importance of making them smarter and braver, sharper and more caring than he is. Understand?” 
 
    “We understand, Dad,” Rifa said in his bassy growl. 
 
    There was a chorus of agreement from the others. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Bear that in mind when I ask you to do or don’t ask you to do things.” 
 
    I hunkered lower onto Pan’s back. 
 
    “Let’s bring the storm, kid,” I said to the Tempest Dragon. “Let’s get that enemy of ours into the air. I think a bit of thunder and cloud should piss it off a little. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Father,” Pan said. 
 
    He dropped out of the air like a cobalt stone and hummed toward the Celestial Dragon, who was still crouched on the curtain wall like some empyrean guardian, like an angel that had been turned into a devil. 
 
    Pan moved like a peregrine falcon with a rocket up its ass. He must have been traveling at at least two-hundred miles per hour as he dive-bombed the Celestial Dragon. The great white beast must have thought that it had sacred us off because it was no longer looking in our direction. Instead, it was craning its long swan-like neck out over the wall and gazing down at the press of milling fighters with something akin to haughty disdain on its pointed face. 
 
    I only had a few seconds to take in the vista that stretched out below me, but it was long enough to see that, while the Mystocean forces were putting on a damned good show of things against the vastly more numerous enemy, it wouldn’t last. 
 
    I had to hand it to the dragon, Pan sure did know how to fly. At the bottom of the plunge, just below the rampart of the section of wall that the Celestial Dragon was perched on, Pan pulled up out of his nosedive.  
 
    Not for the first time that day, I was thankful for the strength and endurance that the Transfusion Ceremony had bestowed upon me. I was no scientist, but the intense weight that pressed down on me as Pan banked made me think he must have been pulling six Gs at the least. If I had been a mere mortal, I would have been in serious danger of blacking out. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon turned its head as we flickered past it. Pan, in the form that he currently occupied, was about a fifth of the size of the Celestial Dragon, so he was never going to go undetected. As he changed direction, he ripped around in a series of compact spirals, looping around the Celestial Dragon so tightly that, even with my prodigious dragon-enhanced brawn, I was in danger of being torn off his back by the forces being exerted. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as he twirled his tight corkscrew, wreathing the Celestial Dragon in a miasma of foggy clouds. 
 
    “How’re you doing that?” I asked. 
 
    Pan gave the equivalent of a mental shrug. “It is a thing I know how to do, an ability,” he said. “It is something I have always known how to do. How is it that you breathe?” 
 
    I had no answer to that and no time to voice it telepathically even if I had had one. Pan zoomed up and away, heading skyward. Behind him, left in our wake, the Celestial Dragon was embroiled in the magically conjured haze and whipping its head around as if it wasn’t sure what the hell was going on. 
 
    “It looks pissed, but I’m not sure if a bit of fog is going to goad the son of a bitch into moving, Pan,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” he replied, “but I believe this will sting it into action.” 
 
    There was a dull series of deep crackling booms. 
 
    I looked behind me and saw lightning bursting and flickering through the thin cloud bank, illuminating the fog in flashes of white and blue. From within the hazy finger of mist, the Celestial Dragon let out a roar of outraged pain. 
 
    With a dull whumpf, the Celestial Dragon spread its downy-looking wings. Its pointy head, on the end of the long, elegant neck, emerged from out of the fog. It looked up at us with those spooky, milky blue-white eyes and shrieked an undulating cry that somehow managed to be both musical and awful at the same time. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that did it,” I said. 
 
    “May I ask whether or not you have a solid and sound master plan for taking this adversary of ours down, Father?” Pan asked as the Celestial Dragon beat its beautiful wings a couple of times to disperse the cloud. 
 
    “There are two things you should always aim to be, Pan,” I said as Pan slackened his pace a bit so that he wouldn’t reach the rocky and pitted surface of the massive cavern’s ceiling too soon. “There are two things that I learned when I was looking to fight professionally back on Earth. Those two things are to be rough and to be ready.” 
 
    “Rough?” Pan asked. “In what way do you mean rough?” 
 
    “Rough as in unrefined—and comfortable in being so. When you’re rough, you’re always ready, and when you’re ready, you usually perceive that you’re rough. Waiting for perfection is not an answer to any question I ever asked myself. You can’t just think you’ll be ready when you’re perfect because perfect doesn’t exist. With that mentality, you’ll never be ready. It’s better to know that you’re rough and as ready as you can be, just as you are, at any given time.” 
 
    Below us the Celestial Dragon took to the air, its eyes blazing with fury and a single-minded intensity. Past it, past the walls that it had just been sitting on, spread out across the vast subterranean plain, the flatland was littered with blood, gore, and bodies. Red, crimson, and purple were splashed around in no uncertain manner. The fighters were little black and gray figures from the height that I was viewing them from. The plain had the depressing look of a bit of land that was fast becoming the stage for a long, drawn out and destructive battle. 
 
    The air was filled with the sound of magical explosions, which only helped to emphasize the constant roar of the fighters as they clashed and smashed into one another. 
 
    The chaos of battle concealed any real sense of who would be victorious and who would be crushed in defeat. Both our side and theirs battled doggedly on in the hope of being the stronger one, of walking away alive from this fray. It was easy to tell who was an enemy and who was a friend from above, purely by their fighting styles. Mancers and allied troopers worked as cohesive units, while the army of the Shadow Nations attacked with all the competence and orderliness of a school of piranhas. Neither side looked to be overly affected by the terrors and madness all around them. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon rose like a cork, its velvety wings boosting it toward us faster than I had anticipated. That was all good with me though, for the sooner it arrived, and the sooner we got to grips with it, the sooner it would be dead.  
 
    “All right, team,” I said, addressing my dragons, desert cat, and bear, “let’s earn our reputation.” 
 
    Pan flipped over and headed toward the rising form of the Celestial Dragon. 
 
    “Okay, Pan,” I said, “let’s ruffle its feathers.” 
 
    “I can’t help but notice that it doesn’t actually have feathers, Father,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Figure of speech, kid,” I said. “Hit it with whatever you’ve got!” 
 
    I saw the hairs on the back of my hands rise as Pan took in a deep breath. There was the crackle of static electricity, and the smell of rain suddenly filled my nose. 
 
    Pan let rip with a torrent of fine spray laced with lightning from his mouth. A frill of hissing and sputtering blue energy engulfed his head like a halo. 
 
    The torrent shot straight toward the Celestial Dragon, but the creature spun in the air, with more agility than I had expected, then countered with a blast of scalding hot wind that scattered the lightning-tinged storm spray. 
 
    Pan tweaked left and the far bigger Celestial Dragon matched his movement. Our adversary opened its mouth to once more hit us with a gust of that skin shredding breath and— 
 
    Pan vanished, as did I. 
 
    I had recalled the Tempest Dragon to his crystal and then activated Smog Form. My body turned to gray vapor, which was all but invisible in the smoke-filled dimness of that vast underground cavern. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon rocketed past where Pan and I had been. It passed so close to where I was floating that it took all of my willpower to keep my thinly connected molecules together. As soon as it had gone by me, looking confused and pissed off, I morphed back into my usual shape.  
 
    I hung in the air for a second, which was just long enough to summon Brenna, my Ice Dragon. 
 
    She was a gorgeous dragon, the clear blue color of glacial ice under the sun. She was also semi transparent, which meant I could see the faint outline of her heart pumping in her great chest. It was a slightly disquieting sight, and yet reassuring at the same time.  
 
    “Go give it hell, honey,” I growled. 
 
    Looking over the back of her head and neck, past the frill of glittering barbs that looked more like ice than bone, I saw the Celestial Dragon open its wings in midair to stop itself from colliding with the ceiling. 
 
    “The wing joints, Brenna,” I said, struck by sudden inspiration. “Go for its wing joints!” 
 
    Brenna flapped her shining wings a couple of times to close the distance with the Celestial Dragon and get within flame shooting range. She took a sharp breath in through her nostrils and held it for a few seconds while she made sure of her aim. 
 
    The torrent of rippling fire that burst out of her was unlike anything I had ever witnessed. It looked as if Brenna had melted down the ball that sits at the top of One Times Square in New York and drops on New Year’s Eve. It was like watching a molten mirror being fired out—I couldn’t decide if it was a glittering flame that looked like ice, or fluid ice. 
 
    The shimmering ice-fire splashed all over the left wing joint of our foe, coating it an occult ice that solidified on contact. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon’s scales didn’t seem as durable as dragon’s scales usually were. I thought, perhaps, that that was something to do with the type of dragon it was, or maybe because it had spent so long hidden underground. Whatever the reason, it appeared Brenna’s ice-fire had more of an effect on it than I had even dared to hope.        
 
    The Celestial Dragon’s wing seized up and ceased to be able to function as it should. The dragon let out another one of those weirdly melodious and awful cries, half turning in the air. 
 
    Brenna’s next blast missed the dragon’s other wing joint due to its flailing. With another screech, it corkscrewed in the air and turned over. Its tail whipped sideways and forced Brenna to take evasive action. As the great Celestial Dragon tumbled past us in midair, half falling and half flying, Brenna’s own tail whipped out and scored a gash down our opponent’s side. 
 
    The Celestial Dragon snapped at Brenna, but I had already recalled her to her crystal. I fell through the air for a few seconds, my arms outstretched in the way that I’d seen Patrick Swayze skydiving in Point Break. I fired a Forcewave at the dragon’s head, but missed. Then, I summoned Wayne, my Smog Dragon. 
 
    With a roar of glee at being allowed a battle with our joint foe, Wayne leaped to the assault. His hide was the broken, white, black, and gray of wood ash, his scales as rough and uneven looking as tree bark. 
 
    As we all fell together, Wayne snapped at the Celestial Dragon’s already damaged wing, his blunt but strong-looking teeth biting down hard on the flapping appendage. The Celestial Dragon responded by snapping back at him, its teeth clamping around the base of the Smog Dragon’s tail. 
 
    I took that opportunity to jump from Wayne’s back. Using my dragon-enhanced strength, I shot across the breast of the Celestial Dragon, avoiding being swiped by a flailing foreleg by complete fluke. 
 
    Once I was freefalling on the other side of the Celestial Dragon, I recalled Wayne, saving him from getting his ass handed to him by the bigger beast. Out came Brenna once more and, before the enemy dragon could so much as scratch its head and wonder where the next attack would come from, she had used her ice-fire to lock up its remaining working wing. 
 
    With its wings seized, there was nothing our opponent could do but roar and shriek and let off bursts of scalding wind as it fell through the air. 
 
    I followed the stricken Celestial Dragon all the way to the ground, being careful to make sure Brenna kept her distance from those buffeting blasts of roasting wind that it was capable of emitting. 
 
    When it landed, there was an explosion of dust and whizzing chunks of rock that scythed out in all directions. As a happy bonus, the creature fell onto a platoon of trolls, many of whom were crushed under its bulk. 
 
    However, when the dust settled, I could see that the Celestial Dragon had still not been defeated. It had fallen onto its downy wings, and they were now in ruins, but it was still alive. It was on its back, shaking its head from side to side in an attempt to clear it. 
 
    “Damn it,” I whispered to myself. “Damn it,” I repeated as I saw a bunch of brave soldiers cutting their way through some kobolds and looking like they were thinking of trying to finish the Celestial Dragon off. 
 
    “Father,” came Rifa’s rumbling growl from inside of my head, “let me finish this.” 
 
    I weighed up the options. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “but you won’t be doing it alone.” 
 
    I instructed Brenna to swoop down so that we were fifty feet or so above the Celestial Dragon. When she had leveled off, I recalled her and conjured Rifa into being. I clutched the Rime Bear’s shaggy pale blue fur as the two of us fell down, down, down and landed hard in the center of the Celestial Dragon’s chest. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Rifa launched his muscular form at the Celestial Dragon’s throat. As he did so, I brought Qatila back into the fray. 
 
    “Don’t let your brother have all the fun,” I told him from where I sat on Rifa’s back. 
 
    Together, with a far more viscous and vocal display of snarling than they had exhibited when they had been fighting one another, Rifa and Qatila set upon the Celestial Dragon like a pair of lions on an injured buffalo. 
 
    They tore into the weakened and dazed dragon without mercy, with the cold, inflexible, and ruthless efficiency of born predators and warriors combined. I had a front row seat to the bloody spectacle. While I knew it was necessary, there was still something sad about it. Part of me ached at the fact that we couldn’t let the Wild Dragon off the hook. 
 
    Mercilessness was not a bad trait to have in this world at this time, and Qatila and Rifa were the embodiment of it. 
 
    When I was sure that the second dragon had been killed, when it had stopped thrashing, and the bear and the desert cat were sated, I recalled them to their crystals.  
 
    I stood on top of the chest of the dead dragon, for just a few moments, and surveyed the flowing, heaving masses fighting all across the plain. Up on the walls, some mancers were trying to thin down the numbers of the goblins armed with bows and slings. 
 
    “Fuck a duck, what a mess,” I said under my breath. 
 
    I took a breath, stretched my neck from side to side, rolled my shoulders, and conjured my Chaos Spear to my hand. I pointed it at a troll that had just finished tearing the lungs out of an unlucky trooper. Its mouth dripped red as it greedily stuffed some of the man’s entrails into its mouth. 
 
    I supposed that was the troll equivalent of ‘perks of the job.’  
 
    “Normally,” I said, hefting the Chaos Spear, “it’s the transition between the pleasantness of life and the peacefulness of death where the stress lies, but you’re not going to have to worry about that today, asshole.” 
 
    I threw the spear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was lost in a hazy red world of utter destruction. I felt like a king. Like a god. I felt invulnerable—but I knew I wasn’t. That was something I had come to believe in during my time as the Dragon Breeder: never get too carried away. Always retain the crucial fact that I could be killed if I got too cocky. 
 
    I was carving a path through the insane crowd of warring warriors, backing up the Imperial troops and soldiers of Vetrusca whenever I thought they needed it, and wherever I saw that they might be on the brink of being overwhelmed. Around me, protecting me as well as they were able to while protecting themselves, were Bjorn, Gabby, and Rupert. 
 
    I slashed this way and that with the Chaos Spear, sensed an incoming blow swishing in from behind, and ducked it. I blasted the troll that had tried to take my head off into bits of meat with a Forcewave without even looking. Two more Forcewaves obliterated a pair of kobolds running toward Rupert. 
 
    Rupert had a pair of wicked-looking daggers in his hands. When he turned to nod his thanks at me, I saw that his eyes were wide and wild and that his face was lit with a wacked out light. 
 
    “You’re not on the verge of going out of your tree one me, are you, Rupert?” I yelled at him. 
 
    “Out of his tree?” Bjorn asked from nearby, catching the point of a goblin spear on a round buckler and then chopping through the goblin’s body with the axe he was wielding. “Rupert was never in a fuckin’ tree to begin with, boss!” 
 
    An arrow whizzed past my face and stuck into the throat of another kobold heading our way. I raised my arm to fire off a few shots from my Repeating Hand Crossbow and another arrow ripped past me under my arm and caught a goblin cleanly through the eye. It shrieked once and then dropped as most of its brain fell out of the back of its broken skull. 
 
    “Thanks, Gabby!” I called, knowing that only one of my coterie had those sort of skills when it came to the bow and arrow. 
 
    Gabby, off to my right, smacked a kobold a couple of times hard in the face with his bow. He then lashed out with a beauty of a front kick that would have had Dana White applauding, rolled over his stricken foes back, nocked a fresh arrow to his bow string, and sent the projectile fizzing straight at Bjorn. 
 
    For a passing second, I thought Gabby had cracked and meant to take out the giant half-Jotunn. In the next moment though, I saw what he was doing. The arrow deflected perfectly off the curved surface of Bjorn’s buckler and hit a goblin that was advancing on a Vetruscan trooper right in the back of the neck. 
 
    My coterie and I worked as a cohesive, if fairly unorthodox unit. It was something that set me and the lads apart from other mancers. Whereas the traditional relationship between mancers and their coteries was a servile one on behalf of the coterie members, that was not true of me and my own coterie. Bjorn, Rupert, Gabby, and myself were a close-knit little band. I looked out for them just as much as they looked out for me, and I didn’t treat them any differently to any other friends that I had ever had in my life. 
 
    Blood sprayed in glittering ruby drops as I punched my bare fist clean through a kobold’s chest. I tossed the corpse at a troll to distract it. Bjorn, making use of that diversion, slid through the massive humanoid’s legs and smacked it right in the sensitive parts with his axe. Dark green blood sprayed out from under the troll’s simple mail skirt. Something dropped out from under the skirt, something that looked very much like an old tuber or root vegetable, but which I thought was the troll’s— 
 
    “Would you look at that sick shit,” Bjorn bellowed. “The bastard’s mutton machete!” 
 
    I winced, but not as much as the troll did. 
 
    The big warrior kicked the severed weiner at Rupert. 
 
    “Here, Rupert, it ain’t as spectacular as the giant’s pecker that you wanted to put over the fireplace, but I saw it and thought of you!” 
 
    Bjorn whirled around as the troll dropped howling to its knees, swung his axe up in an arc, and decapitated his enemy so cleanly that the troll’s head wasn’t even knocked into the air. It just fell neatly to the ripped up, blood-covered ground with a dull thud.  
 
    The tide of battle ebbed and flowed around us. For a good while, I lost myself in it. I summoned Rifa back into play at one point and hopped onto his broad back. From there, I made my immediate vicinity a slaughterhouse. Troll, goblin, or kobold, it didn’t matter what surrounded me or came at me, it fell all the same. 
 
    After a stretch of time that I might have more easily measured in fallen bodies than minutes, there came a strange and insistent chiming noise. It caught me so off guard that I actually allowed one of the four goblins I was dealing with to stab me with its crude spear. The point of the weapon bent and then broke as it poked into my Onyx Armor’s chestplate. 
 
    Barely registering the touch, I used my Lightning Speed spell to zoom around the group of goblins and deal with them using my Stormhammer. When I had reduced the last of the quartet’s heads to pulp, I paused to try and figure out what the hell the chiming sound was and where it was coming from. 
 
    So caught up was I in the midst of the battle, so engulfed in the red haze that descended when I found myself having to fight for my life, that I couldn’t place the sound. I knew it was familiar to me, but I couldn’t tell how. 
 
    “Mike,” came Noctis’ unflappable and steady voice from inside my head, “it is another slot opening up.” 
 
    “What?” I said, catching a stray arrow in my hand as it looped out of the tangled mass of fighters. I adjusted my grip and then threw it overarm at a passing kobold, so hard that it spun a full seven-hundred and twenty degrees before falling over dead. “What was that?” 
 
    “Your crystal slots, the final one has opened,” Noctis said.  
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “But that’s the Titan Slot,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Noctis said, and, for once, I heard a tremor of excitement run through the calm and collected voice of the Onyx Dragon. 
 
    “Yes,” he said to me again. “Yes, it is.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I stood stunned at the revelation that I was now in possession of a power that enabled me to become a dragon, the settling body of the Celestial Dragon began to writhe and heave in places. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on there?” Bjorn asked, coming up to stand next to me and wiping troll blood from his face. 
 
    Gabby, who had appeared on my other side with his habitual stealth and lack of fanfare, grunted something. 
 
    “I think Gabby has the gist of it,” I said. 
 
    “How’s th-that, sir?” Rupert said, touching his bycocket hat to make sure it was still in place. 
 
    I watched the skin of the dead dragon bulge and strain. “I think he’s right when he says that whatever the fuck it is, we’re not going to be waiting long to find out.” 
 
    The Celestial Dragon’s body went still, but it was a stillness that reeked of ominousness. 
 
    “Yep, any second now.” I sighed. 
 
    The body burst open. Golden blood showered out, smoking where it landed on the stone. 
 
    Rupert stepped forward, peering with interest at the exploded dragon carcass. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that this is g-g-going to be very good,” he said. 
 
    White creatures, humanoid in appearance and about hobbit-sized, crawled from the depth of the Celestial Dragon’s chest cavity. 
 
    “Yuck,” Bjorn said. 
 
    Gabby mumbled something at him. 
 
    “He’s right, big guy,” I said, my eyes still glued to the gruesome show unfolding before us, “you did just cut a troll’s johnson off.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was in the fuckin’ heat of fuckin’ battle, boss,” he said. “This is just nasty. What the hell are they and why were they in that bloody dragon?” 
 
    The humanoid creatures were the same pale color as the Celestial Dragon, though they were covered in golden blood as they crawled out of the wreck of the huge cadaver. They had horrible pointed faces that looked like they had been hacked out of stone—and not by anyone with any real proficiency with a hammer and chisel. They were all hard, angular lines and ratty hides, skeletal arms, and legs. 
 
    The gross things scuttled out from the depths of the dragon’s carcass and looked out over the battle with beetle black eyes. There were, maybe, two dozen of them. 
 
    “They remind me of parasites or something,” I said. 
 
    “What w-w-was that, Mike?” Rupert asked. 
 
    “I said they remind me of parasites—like bugs that were living inside something else, you know.” 
 
    Rupert snapped his fingers. It was an impressive move, seeing as he was still holding his two daggers. 
 
    “Celestial gargoyles,” he said. “I knew I recognized them.” 
 
    “You’ve seen these ugly fuckers before?” Bjorn asked. 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen them, only read a-a-about them,” Rupert replied. He looked fascinated. “They’re an organism that has been hypothesized to incubate inside of some dragons, though proving that has b-b-been nigh on impossible.” 
 
    “Are they something we need to worry about?” I asked. 
 
    Over by the corpse of the Celestial Dragon, the celestial gargoyles shook themselves like dogs and straightened up. They flexed their shoulders. Wings dripping in golden dragon blood unfolded from their backs. 
 
    “I think,” Rupert said, “that they’re something everyone should be worried about.” 
 
    “Hold up, hold up,” Bjorn said, parrying the swing of a goblin sword and punching the owner so hard in the face that their nose went from an outie to an inny. “How the fuck could they have ben living inside of a fuckin’ dragon, eh?” 
 
    “You’ve got all sorts of parasites living inside of you, Bjorn,” Rupert said. “Why should a dragon be any different?” 
 
    “I don’t have nothing like those things living in me!” Bjorn snarled. He leaned back so Gabby could fire an arrow past him. The shaft flickered away and punched through the spine of a kobold, dropping it at the feet of a catmancer it had been charging toward. “Anything that size you’d fuckin’ see when you pitched a deuce, let alone feel it.” 
 
    Rupert rolled his eyes, pulled one of the mana grenades from his jacket, and tossed it toward a group of trolls. The explosion lit his face with purple light as he said, “By my estimations and some fairly in d-d-depth stool analysis, I’d say we are hosts to nearly three-hundred species of parasitic worms and over seventy species of protozoa.” 
 
    “What the fuck has the kind of stool you sit on got to do with anything?” Bjorn asked. 
 
    Rupert shook his head like a man who lost all hope. “Look, they would have been lying d-d-dormant inside the dragon’s innards, for years most likely, living off its warmth. It’s said they find nourishment in thermal radiation. Now they’re out in the o-o-open, I assume they’ll be wanting to find other sources of provender.” 
 
    Thankfully—and it’s sad that an incoming wave of things intent on killing you is better than having to listen to any more chat—the celestial gargoyles attacked. 
 
    The creatures, chattering like madmen, took to the air and fell upon any other thing in their reach. They didn’t care whether it was man or troll, goblin or mancer. They set upon them, rending and slicing at them with thin fingers that were tipped with cruel claws reminiscent of fish hooks. 
 
    The allied and Shadow Nations’ warriors fighting in the immediate vicinity were blindsided by this new reckless and indiscriminate enemy. 
 
    “Shit, you three go and help out our people,” I ordered my coterie. 
 
    “What are you g-g-going to do, sir?” Rupert asked. 
 
    I shrugged and clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m going to try and help finish this as quickly as possible.” 
 
    My coterie sprang away and bulled into the scrum of celestial gargoyles, allied soldiers, goblins, and kobolds. We might’ve spent a lot of our time fucking around and engaging in the sort of tom foolery that’d be more suited to a college dorm than an army barracks, but when it came to the pinch, my three lads were all too willing to do what I said when I said it. They were good like that, and I appreciated their bravery. 
 
    “It is time for us to take wing, Mike,” Noctis said to me as I watched my friends wade into the fight.        
 
    Call it a shared intuition, call it foreboding. Whatever the feeling was that stole over me at Noctis’ thrill-etched words, the result was that I summoned the Onyx Dragon from the onyx crystal that hung around my neck on its golden chain. 
 
    Noctis appeared in a twinkling. Usually, he materialized at about the same size as a horse. Now, in honor of the occasion and goaded on by the metallic smell of blood and viscera that permeated the air, he popped into being as a beast a little bigger than a Ford F-450 Super Duty pickup truck. 
 
    Sometimes I forgot or didn’t notice just how fucking badass Noctis looked. 
 
    Today was not one of those days. 
 
    He was as black as sable, as black as the space between the stars, as black as if he had been wearing midnight as a skin. The faint pearlescent sheen of his scales gave him a streamlined look, like he might have been coated in oil. It made him seem more predatory somehow, giving off the impression that he could be just as fast on foot or in water as he was in the air. His limbs, which were usually slim, with muscles knotted along with them like dumbbells strung along steel cables, were thicker and more filled out. His formidable claws, rather than looking like blunt punching tools as those of so many other dragons did, appeared sharp enough to cut through plate steel like butter. His teeth glinted and glittered like Ares’ cutlery draw. 
 
    “You look like you’re ready for business,” I said. “You look like you’re about to become someone’s, or something’s, worst day.” 
 
    The black dragon’s yellow eyes regarded me somberly, without impatience or amusement or anything that even came close to fear, and I realized he was waiting for me to get my ass onto his back so we could return to the fight. 
 
    “All of us have the potential to be any other creature’s worst nightmare,” Noctis said. “As far as I have come to understand your race and your people over the millenia, it’s the ability to choose when we exercise that inclination to embody others’ nightmares that make us good or bad.”     
 
    Together, Noctis and I turned to look up at the third tower. On it, staring down toward where Noctis had just materialized, was the female Onyx Dragon. Her yellow eyes, so alike to his, fixed unblinkingly on us. 
 
    “I’m thinking,” I said, “that today is going to be one of those nightmare embodying days.” 
 
    “Yes, Mike, I believe you are correct,” Noctis said. 
 
    I climbed up onto Noctis’ broad and muscular back. I felt the heat of my Onyx Dragon through my pants. It was the heat of a banked forge, the heat that sweeps ahead of a wildfire and warns woodsmen that they’ve only got a few minutes before the forest is an inferno. 
 
    “She’s going to be dangerous,” I said. It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    “Of course,” Noctis replied. “She would not be atop that tower if she was a weakling.” 
 
    I nodded. “I have no idea how we’re going to take her down.” 
 
    I felt Noctis’ whole body swell as he took in a deep breath. 
 
    “It will be a battle of tooth and claw, of fire and flight,” he said. “Chaos Magic, as you call it, will not harm or affect her in any way.” 
 
    “And the same goes for if she tries to use any Chaos Magic on you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I will be relatively safe. You though, Mike, will be fair game to her. You will be the weak point for which she will aim. Our breed is canny. She will know that if you die, I will be banished to the Waiting Place.” 
 
    My expression froze. 
 
    “Weak point? I think we’re going to have to disabuse her of that notion,” I said. 
 
    “My very thoughts,” Noctis said. 
 
    I grinned and patted the Onyx Dragon on his muscular neck. “I guess that’s what happens when you share a mind. Are you ready?” 
 
    It was a dumb question. Noctis was always ready. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. 
 
    “Let’s just play it by ear, then,” I said. “The way I see it, not having any idea what you’re going to do yourself is a great way to keep your foes confused.” 
 
    “Very true,” Noctis said, spreading his huge black wings. “Now, let us fly.” 
 
    His muscles bunched under me like the coiled dampening springs of a suspension bridge. His wings beat once, twice, and then, with a spine bending blast of energy, Noctis launched himself into the air. 
 
    A couple of remaining celestial gargoyles, who had been tearing a few unfortunate Vetruscan soldiers to pieces, rose to meet us. Their faces were masks of fury, contorted by hate and an insatiable hunger for flesh. Their downy wings, almost identical to those of the dragon out of which they had burst, flapped hard and fast as they shot up to block us off, their clawed hands extended. 
 
    “Man alive, up close those things look like the byproduct of an orgy at a family reunion!” I said as they closed on us. “Noctis, want to do the honors?” 
 
    Noctis didn’t so much as slow down. He dipped a wing, turned his head a fraction, and breathed fire. The burst of flame was so hot that it was almost a blinding white. It reminded me less of conventional fire and more like the afterburner of a jet engine. 
 
    The celestial gargoyles were caught full in the incandescent fury of his fire. They were arrested in their flight, their shrieks of rage frozen on their ugly lips and cut off in mid-wail. Although I had to narrow my eyes against the glare of the shimmering torrent of pale fire, I saw the gargoyles silhouetted briefly, their supernatural skeletons black sticks in the white light. 
 
    And then they were gone. Nothing more than dust. 
 
    Watching the two celestial gargoyles rain down upon the fighting mass below, my gaze was drawn to the Celestial Dragon that was lying there, burst open like something out of one of the Alien movies. Once again, I felt a pang of remorse at having to slay something that was just so damned beautiful and perfect in its ability to kill other things. 
 
    “Remorse has no place in a warrior’s mind, in our mind,” Noctis chided, dragging my focus back to the task at hand. “A dragon versus dragon battle is like a round of that mortal game called… chess, Mike.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know about chess?” I asked, keeping my eyes fixed on the waiting female Onyx Dragon. 
 
    “I know much,” Noctis said. “I have been around a long time. Every swoop and dive is like a well-thought-out move on that small board, you understand? Once it begins, there should not be any emotion involved whatsoever. We are just instruments of death sealing the fate that has been awaiting the dragon in front of us since the time she was birthed from her stone.” 
 
    I nodded and clapped my hand to the warm scales of Noctis’ neck. 
 
    “Understood,” I said. “Lead on, Noctis. I’ll help you out where I can.” 
 
    Noctis grunted, sending a spout of smoke into the air, and then angled in toward the other dragon. 
 
    For her part, the female dragon simply waited for us to arrive, sitting on top of her tower as patient as winter. She struck me, as Noctis did when I remembered to really look at him, as the perfect blend of danger and guile. She was fascinating and inaccessible, possessing such obvious and immediate strength that she would’ve dismayed a less staunch heart. She was as enticing, as hypnotic, and as lethal as the barrel of a gun. 
 
    Noctis swept in and let loose with a great torrent of fire. The blast he had incinerated the celestial gargoyles with was a mere stream of piss set against this deluge. It was so bright that I narrowed my eyelids to slits so that I was able to keep an eye on what was happening. 
 
    I was surprised that he had gone straight in for the dragon equivalent of  broadside on our enemy. Part of me had expected him to test the waters. A second or so later though, I realized that questioning Noctis’ methods was an exercise in futility. 
 
    He had not been aiming for the other dragon, but at the tower she was perched so regally on top of. 
 
    Stone split and exploded under the insane heat of the dragonfire. Chunks of masonry as big as I was were sent spinning and flipping into the air as the top of the tower burst apart like a stony, gray soap bubble.  
 
    As Noctis ripped past the buckling pinnacle, like Pete ‘Maverick’ Mitchell buzzing an air traffic control tower, the female Onyx Dragon disappeared in the dust cloud that erupted from the detonating rock. Before she was enveloped by the pall of dust and stone chips however, I saw her topple down as the tower collapsed beneath her. The tower keeled slowly over, but came apart faster and faster as more stones were displaced. Within a few moments, the entire tower had slumped sideways in an earth-rocking crash, smashing through one side of the main keep of the Bronze Citadel itself. 
 
    “Oh, shit! You sure know how to make an entrance, buddy!” I said, sharing my thoughts with Noctis through our telepathic link. 
 
    “A good blow,” Noctis replied with his usual cool modesty, “but not a fatal one.” 
 
    “How do you know th—” 
 
    A shimmering globe of magic, which I recognized at once as Shadow Sphere, shot out from the column of dust. It was far larger than any Shadow Sphere I had ever conjured, but the look of the eldritch projectile was unmistakably similar to mine. 
 
    Noctis had been banking back around to do another flyby of the tower. This meant that, while he turned, his back was faced toward the destruction he had just caused. 
 
    And so was I. 
 
    Noctis spun in a barrel roll, so that his stomach was toward the incoming magical missile and I was protected from the Chaos Magic that might have blasted me into a million wisps of greasy nothingness. It splashed against him and burst apart in a cloud of black and silver smoke. 
 
    It was just as Noctis had said; their magic didn’t look like it would have as potent an effect on each other as it might against another type of dragon. 
 
    That wasn’t to say that the Shadow Sphere had no effect.  
 
    The impact of the spell hitting Noctis in the gut sent a shudder of pain through my bonded friend. He lurched in the air, snorted, and dropped a few feet.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    I felt Noctis’ emotions through our telepathic link. Bonded as we were through the Transfusion Ceremony, the connection we shared was on a slightly different level to those that I had with the young dragons, bear, and cat that I had sired. We shared blood, our two bloods were mingled and enchanted, and that meant I picked up on the subtleties within Noctis more easily than I did the rest of my family. 
 
    “I’m… fine,” he said. 
 
    I frowned as I interpreted his feelings. 
 
    “You’re… happy she got you?” I arched my brow. 
 
    “She is strong and clever,” came his reply. “A worthy opponent.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you've got a crush on her,” I said drily, “because here she comes.” 
 
    The sable shape of the female Onyx Dragon erupted out of the smoke and dust of the destroyed tower. She didn’t let loose a bellowing roar like I might have expected. She didn't gnash her teeth or shoot fire vainly after us. She came on as silent and grim as any female who had ever been scorned. 
 
    “She looks angry, Noctis,” I said.  
 
    “Of course she is angry, I just destroyed her home and the bastion of her power,” Noctis said.  
 
    A burst of fire lit up the cavernous space nearby. Noctis cut his speed and dropped out of the air like a stone. Then he opened his wings and banked a hard left. White flames washed over the top of us. 
 
    “Like many cruel and evil female creatures,” Noctis said as he flicked right in a tight circle and aimed himself back toward our opponent, “this dragon knows the weaknesses of the males of her species and discounts our strengths.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty damn typical of an angry broad to me,” I replied. 
 
    I knelt up on Noctis’ back, conjured my Repeating Hand Crossbow, and let loose with a flurry of pale pink bolts that zipped out toward the oncoming enemy. The quarrels bounced and ricocheted off the female Onyx Dragon’s hide, shattering like glass needles as the magic that held them together was broken apart by the intrinsic mana that permeated our enemy’s scales. 
 
    I hadn’t thought they’d do much damage, but I had been hoping they’d act as a distraction so Noctis could lay into the female Onyx Dragon in no uncertain manner. 
 
    They did neither. 
 
    The female Onyx Dragon banked to the side, in a move that made no sense to my human mind. Then, the long sable tail, which was longer than Noctis’, lashed around in a lightning fast whipcrack that I only saw coming at the very last moment. 
 
    Even as Noctis swerved aside in an attempt to avoid the blow from landing, I brought my Onyx Armor into play, and also channeled Pan’s mana into my Head Slot. This made a blue, full-face helmet appear, encasing my head. It also lent the world a soft bluish tinge through the gelatinous membrane of the visor. 
 
    I was just in time. The enemy’s tail hissed over Noctis’ head and caught me right in the chest. It was a blow that would have left even a dragonmancer seriously winded—if not coughing up their ribs. For the first time ever, I felt the Onyx Armor creak and groan under the impact, and tendrils of white and silver light danced over the surface of the sleek, black breastplate. 
 
    “Mike!” Noctis cried in my head. 
 
    I was already flipping backward, in the opposite direction to where my dragon had been turning. 
 
    The weightlessness of freefall gripped me as I somersaulted into space. I cartwheeled sideways for a moment, completely out of control, as I endeavored to suck in a breath while simultaneously looking around for any sign of the enemy. 
 
    I managed to get myself under control and level out in a skydiver’s arch. Looking about me, I was just in the nick of time to see the female Onyx Dragon coming streaming toward me like the shadow of impending doom.  
 
    Though we were still divided by a lot of empty air, and I was falling at terminal velocity, I was able to lock gazes with our foe. Her blazing yellow eyes told me the story of her thoughts, as clearly and easily as if she and I had been connected telepathically. 
 
    Noctis had nailed it when he said that she had been canny, cruel, and clever enough to know the apparent weaknesses of the males of her species and disregard any strengths. I could tell that myself now, at a glance. Looking into those lambent honey-colored eyes, I also received the impression that this female dragon knew her most improbable actions might be successful ones, so long as she undertook them boldly and without hesitation. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought as she made a beeline for me with her mouth open, this thirty-foot flying lizard knows most dudes believe that blood is thicker than water and that a beautiful female cannot possibly be evil! 
 
    Who would have thought that humans and dragons had so much in common. Us guys were always willing to give the fairer sex the benefit of the doubt. We were always willing, to our detriment, to not take their cunning and lethality one-hundred percent seriously. 
 
    It looked like that ingrained idea might have proved to be my undoing. 
 
    The female Onyx Dragon came tearing through the air toward me. She was fast enough to catch me in her jaws before I made it to the ground, and it looked to me like she meant to make a meal of me rather than roast me to a crisp. 
 
    Her jaws opened wider. They were big jaws, big enough to swallow me like an aspirin. 
 
    I smiled right into them, as my long brown hair whipped about my face and the ground came closer and closer. 
 
    At the last possible second, my wings snapped out of the ether and whirred into life. I had just enough time to arrest my freefall and propel myself upward a few feet. 
 
    With a snarl of rage, she passed me by, coming so close to making an entreé of me that I clipped one of the three blunt horns that protruded from her forehead. This hurt, but it also produced an unexpected opportunity for me. It flipped me over so that I was upside down but facing toward the retreating back of the female Onyx Dragon. 
 
    I unleashed the entire reserve of kinetic energy that had been stored in the chest reservoir of my breastplate. The beam of crackling black and white energy, striated with bands of silver mana, roared out of the reservoir with such brutishness that I was actually propelled backward through the air. I guessed that, having been produced almost exclusively by my armor being battered by the female Onyx Dragon herself, the stored energy had a bit more bite to it than usual. 
 
    The beam of magic hit her in the spine and traced a wiggling line up her sable back. Sparks erupted as offensive Chaos magic met defensive Chaos magic. There was a sound like terracotta pots exploding and popping like soap bubbles. 
 
    The female Onyx Dragon roared; a bitter, angry sound. When the sparks faded, I saw that my magic had left a faint discoloration along the line of her back. 
 
    “Mike!” Noctis called to me through our telepathic link. “Mike, it is time!” 
 
    “Time for what?” I replied, hovering in the air and looking about to find Noctis. 
 
    “Time for you to engage the Titan Form! 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to do that just yet, Noctis…” 
 
    “Why, Earthling?” 
 
    “Because I’m not sure this is the time to be learning new skills,” I said. “Fighting a female Onyx Dragon isn’t the sort of on the job training that forgives a mistake, is it?” 
 
    She turned in the air, just as Noctis swept down from above me and plucked me from my hover in his strong, sure claws. I swung myself back up onto his back, and we peeled away, followed by our angry adversary. 
 
    “Mike, I understand your reticence,” Noctis said, “and usually, if it were just you and I and there was more time, I would advise you to wait a little. However—” 
 
    “We have no fucking time,” I said, casting an eye down at the mother of all fights that was still raging below. 
 
    Noctis dodged this way and that, avoiding streams of wrathful flames that were being fired at us from behind. I was certain I could smell my hair singing.  
 
    I tossed an Entropic Mine over my shoulder when the female Onyx Dragon was getting a little too close for comfort, but to my dismay, our foe simply swallowed it without effect. 
 
    “Chaos Magic, when used with enough force, might damage a scale or two,” Noctis told me, “but if you try and kill our enemy from the inside with it, we shall still be here fighting when autumn has turned into summer.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said, holding on tight as Noctis performed a beautiful dive that bought us a few extra yards. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks as a hail of smaller Shadow Spheres flashed past Noctis’ left flank and burst against the far wall of the cavern, causing it to crumble and melt. I grimaced. That was exactly why I avoided using Shadow Spheres while underground. Any one of them could mess with the structure of the cavern and cause the whole damn place to fall on us.  
 
    Another tilting turn from Noctis had me looking down at the battle plain below us. 
 
    Suddenly, I pictured Tamsin, Hana, Rupert, and all my other friends fighting for their lives down there. Hell, some of them might have fallen already. The longer this battle went on, the more likely it was that I was going to lose someone close to me. 
 
    It was difficult to imagine a stickier situation than the one I was currently in. Hardships either made people or broke them, but I was adamant that I wouldn’t be broken—not today, not ever. I had heard that a person couldn’t be sure they had something to live for until they found something that they were willing to die for. Looking down at the ground, at the heaving multitudes of warriors, mancers, and fell things, I realized the thing I was willing to risk my life to protect was the friendship of those people who had welcomed me to the Mystocean Empire.  
 
    “All right, Noctis,” I said, my voice as calm and unruffled as the bottom of the sea. “All right, let’s do this.” 
 
    The rush of my Titan Slot opening for the first time, the feeling of my body morphing and expanding with the magic of not just Noctis, but all of my other dragons and beasts, was like the surge of some potent drug through my veins. For an instant, I forgot where I was or what the fuck was going on. The battle ceased to matter, the fact that there was a furious female Onyx Dragon on our tail became a distant memory. The world faded away as the magic and the consciousnesses and the senses and the power of all those creatures flooded through me like the blood of the gods. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the world was a different place. 
 
    I could see, but not only in the drab way that I had always been able to see. Now, my other senses layered information over the things my eyes took in. My scent glands showed me the trails of all the organic things around me. There was a deep orange haze hanging in the air, which I could instinctively tell was the scent trail left behind by the Onyx Dragon that had been chasing Noctis and me. 
 
    The sounds, which the ear holes in the sides of my head were picking up from all around me, were being processed, sorted, layered, and assessed for danger and then put back together again to form this kind of internal mapping of my surroundings.   
 
    Looking down, I could zoom in on the battle below with the easiest little contraction of my pupils. Not only that, I could differentiate between different races by analyzing their body temperatures. I could check thermally who was alive and who was dead, who was bleeding out to such an extent that they would die. Using this same power, with a bit more concentration, I could see which muscles were firing on an individual warrior and then predict their mode of attack. 
 
    It was, in a word: startling. 
 
    As was the secondary realization that I was forty feet long, had the bulk of an express train, and was teeming with more power than I had ever dreamed possible. I had thought, when I had first donned the mantle of a dragonmancer, that I was getting a dose of supreme power, but this…  
 
    This was something else entirely. 
 
    This transcended anything I had ever known or ever heard of. Lightning ran through my veins, the power of the storms sloshing around my insides. There was fire and light and death in my huge heart, and my complex and glittering mind was as cool and unruffled as an ice-covered lake. 
 
    This was power. 
 
    This was fucking… deific. 
 
    I whirled my immense bulk through the air, turning as smoothly as an otter in an aquarium. 
 
    “Ah, that’s right,” I said to myself as I locked eyes with the female Onyx Dragon once more. “We were fighting, weren’t we?” 
 
    I sensed the apprehension that suddenly flooded my foe—I tasted it. I had always been told that dragons were not prone to fear or hesitation, that they went into battle unafraid of death. Death equated to weakness, and dragons could never abide weakness, not even in themselves—particularly not in themselves.  
 
    However, this Wild Dragon had probably never faced a mancer in Titan Form. Even if she had, she probably wouldn’t have faced one in which the powers of six dragons, a bear, and a desert cat were all co-mingled. It was little wonder that she was flying at me and looking like she would rather be somewhere else. 
 
    I almost said I was sorry, but I swallowed the words before they could escape me. There was no other way this could end but in blood. It had been that way ever since we had decided to march on the Bronze Citadel. It was just a straight case of kill or be killed, but on a far grander scale. 
 
    There were hard choices to be made, and it was up to the likes of me to make them. 
 
    My leathery and powerful wings had been flapping this whole time. They had been beating the air in the same way that my heart beat out its rhythm in my chest; without me having to think about how it kept me alive at all. 
 
    I opened my mouth and felt the swirling eddy of power inside my guts shift a gear. In some way that defied description, I could feel the blend of magics—Ice, Chaos, Faerie, Light, and all the rest—mixing and melding within me. It was like I was filled with an alloy of different magics. 
 
    Propelled on by an instinct as old as the mountains and the deserts, I spewed forth my torrent of magical fire.  
 
    It engulfed the head of the oncoming Onyx Dragon. It ran down her neck like napalm, splashed across her chest like liquid nitrogen. It was filled with the pure light of the sun and stars, impregnated with the suffocating smog of a forest fire. 
 
    The female Onyx Dragon buckled and twisted in the air. Her sable wings caught alight and burned with a sticky blue, red, and bright pink fire. She was convulsing, even as she fell past me, trailing embers. As she toppled out of the sky, I followed her down. My tail whipped out behind me, helping me to stabilize and turn wherever I wished. 
 
    The female Onyx Dragon fell in ruination into the midst of the Shadow Nations’ backup forces, crushing dozens and dozens of them, setting more of them ablaze. It was like watching the Hindenburg come down, only if the airship had been filled with fireworks instead of hydrogen. 
 
    That Onyx Dragon crashing down might have given me pause and impressed me, had it happened a few minutes earlier. Now though, after my change into my Titan Form, I felt as if the most interesting thing in the battle was, in fact, me. 
 
    It sounded arrogant, maybe, but I think it wouldn’t have been so far from the truth. Judging by the way that the Shadow Nations’ forces looked up and gaped as I swooped down upon them, it was apparent that the goblins, trolls, and kobolds were inclined to think my appearance was of serious concern to their future outlook. 
 
    They would have been right too, because I washed them with the same fire that I had hit the Onyx Dragon with and set them burning like a field of straw. Bizarrely, those caught on the edge of my strafing run were frozen solid, encased in ice. 
 
    That was all it took to turn the tide of the battle in our favor. It went from a fairly even contest, the numbers of the Shadow Nations balancing out the superior skill of the allied forces, to a rout. 
 
    While the brave soldiers of the Mystocean Empire, Vetrusca, and the other realms found renewed heart and waded into the front lines of the enemy with fresh vigor, I burned great swathes of the opposition forces that were still waiting to push forward and attack. 
 
    As I flew through the air and rained fire, ice, and burning sunlight down onto the hapless trolls, kobolds, and goblins, the rocmancers cleared the walls of archers and crossbowmen.  
 
    Bugmancers, riding on the backs of their giant praying mantis mounts, scuttled down the cavern sides and flanked the enemy. The spiky forelegs of the mantis’ ripped goblins and kobolds apart, while holding tightly to the trolls so that their mancers could lean over their necks and dispatch them with brutal efficiency. 
 
    Everything looked rosy. Every indicator pointed to us going home the victors. Our men and women were rallying. They were singing and chanting as they slew. They smelled the victory even amongst all the blood and shit, and the ashes of the scattered bonfires. 
 
    Then, on one of the passes that I had come to think of as bombing runs in my own head, I caught sight of the fourth dragon slipping down the side of its tower. 
 
    The Time Dragon. 
 
    I adjusted my wings, feeling the air filling them as I turned and glided toward the smallest dragon that the enemy had. As I flew toward it, I wondered whether, when I destroyed it, the rest of the enemy army would break and run. Was it the Time Dragon that controlled everything? The more I turned it over in my mind, the more likely it seemed. 
 
    My claws extended at the very notion that this cunning creature had been responsible for the deaths of all of the allied soldiers that had fallen that day. 
 
    There was a reckoning due, and the Time Dragon was not going to enjoy it. 
 
    I felt my extensive mana reserves bleeding away. I was almost tapped out due to how much magic it took to sustain the Titan Form, but I figured I had just enough juice left to put this Time Dragon out of its misery. 
 
    When I was about fifty yards from the Time Dragon, I let out a roar of challenge. The insubstantial-looking beast turned, cocked its head at me, and opened the frill neck that looked a little like a snowflake when fully extended. The frill glittered and quivered, alive with magic. 
 
    And reality, the very fabric of the world, warped. In the space of a shattered second, I felt as if I was flying through treacle, flying through treacle backward. 
 
    No, wait, I wasn’t going backward, I was being stretched. 
 
    No, wait, I was still, but the world was revolving around me; faster and faster and faster the cavern turned, the colors blurring until everything became white. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I was standing at the bottom of the slope that led down to the subterranean plain on which we were fighting the battle, only… 
 
    “What in the sweet name of fucking fuck is happening?” I said. 
 
    I looked around. There were the bodies of our dead scattered around and in front of us. Many of them. Must have been close to a thousand. However, there were no fallen goblins, no dead kobolds or trolls. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed in disbelief to myself. 
 
    My eyes traveled to the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    The four dragons sat atop their towers. 
 
    They were alive. 
 
    I looked behind me. 
 
    There were soldiers spread out behind me: the allied army.  
 
    “Where the fuck are the rest of them?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “They’re there, in front of us,” Hana’s voice came from next to me. 
 
    I looked across at her. Her eyes were as wide, confused, and disbelieving as mine felt. She was pointing at all the scattered dead. 
 
    “Did we just travel back in… Is this real? Or is this what death is?” Hana asked me. 
 
    “I think we must have slipped backward through time,” Renji said. Though she spoke in her usual calm, slow tone, there was a definite quaver to it that I had not heard before. 
 
    Looking around at every face within my field of vision, I saw the same complete bafflement and stunned stupefaction. Everyone was windswept and disorientated, which is how I imagine someone might look when they had just been plucked from one reality and thrust clumsily into another. Many still had their sword arms raised, as if they had been in the midst of striking an opponent when whatever had happened had happened.  
 
    “But… but where the fuck are their dead?” Tamsin, the hobgoblin asked me.   
 
    “That,” came the voice of Claire the Seer from behind us, “is very much the question on my mind.” 
 
    I turned, still feeling light-headed at the growing comprehension dawning on me. 
 
    “Everything we did, everything we accomplished in the battle thus far, looks to have been reversed,” I said in a hollow voice. 
 
    Claire looked at me, her beautiful face dour. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Everything that we have done. The hated enemies our fine soldiers slew, on the other hand, yet live.” 
 
    I spat and punched a fist into my palm. 
 
    “I’d noticed that shit,” I said. “The Time Dragon?” 
 
    “I can’t believe that… I can’t believe this,” Penelope whimpered. 
 
    “I can’t… I can’t believe that we’ve lost a fifth of our soldiers and the enemy force is regenerated,” Tamsin croaked. 
 
    “The fucking dragons are alive again,” I said. 
 
    “Well, save some time and believe it,” Claire said. “Believe it all. Now I know why the future was so dim beyond this point, so uncertain. More uncertain than it has ever been.” 
 
    “The fucking Time Dragon,” I said through gritted teeth. “That slimy, cunning son of a bitch!” 
 
    Claire laid a restraining hand on my arm. 
 
    “Such is the gift that such rare creatures have,” she said. “It is just unfortunate for us that such a creature turned to evil.” 
 
    “Unfortunate,” Tamsin scoffed. “Unfortunate is when you wash your red thong with your white linen sparring shirts. This is… This is…” 
 
    “Complete horseshit?” Penelope suggested. 
 
    “And some,” Tamsin said. 
 
    Trying to push my dread aside, and be proactive and optimistic at the same time, I said to Claire, “Seer, we need all our soldiers to know what is going on. We need to reassure them that they haven’t all just gone batshit crazy. We need them to be ready to fight again.” 
 
    Claire nodded. “I’ll use my magnified telepathic abilities to spread the news.” 
 
    I nodded my wordless thanks. 
 
    Claire laid a hand on my arm again and squeezed. 
 
    “I will touch their minds and tell them what has happened, what the Time Dragon has done. I will tell them that they can still win this war,” she said to me. “But it will be up to you, Dragon Breeder, to make them believe that they can.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Steel, iron, and teeth waited for us, glittering in the ruddy light of the numerous bonfires burning through the plain. The smoke from those fires plumed upward toward the shadowy heights of the ceiling of the mammoth cavern. It probably rose in the exact same patterns that it had done when we had faced our enemy before, for the first time—it was impossible to tell. 
 
    I knew fuck all about chaos thoery; only what I had learned from Jeff Goldblum in Jurassic Park. Being aware of what we did and knowing the potential consequences those deeds had on other people had always seemed a bit too much like commonsense to me. The smallest step taken could change the course of life completely was what I took away from all the psychobabble and scientific formulae I had ever seen on it. An act of kindness or cruelty allowed for another, linking all of us in unimaginable ways. 
 
    Poetic and romantic in a way, but ultimately useless. To my brain, it just sounded like a long-winded way to say that shit happened and you might as well not bother trying to figure out why. 
 
    “You have that fighting look in your eye, Mike,” came Zala’s sultry voice from beside me. 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise you does it?” I asked. 
 
    “I have heard philosophers talk about time and how many believe it is folded upon itself, layer over layer,” she said. “Do you think that if we do things differently—”  
 
    “I’m not too worried about upsetting the balance of time if we do things differently, if that’s what you were going to ask, Zala,” I said. “To my mind, we’re fucked if we go about things in the same way, so what does it matter if we fuck things up going in a different one?” 
 
    Zala flashed that captivating smile of hers at me; bright white teeth showing out even whiter than usual against her deeply tanned skin, what with all the grime from battle covering it now. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking you would say,” she said.       
 
    There looked to be nothing for it but to charge on into the waiting enemy hordes and have at them once again. 
 
    “The only way that I can see to win this fight,” I said, turning to my fellow mancers and all of our coteries, who had gathered in close, “is to kill that fucking Time Dragon as quickly as we can.” 
 
    Hana, Tamsin, Penelope, Zala, Renji, and Claire looked at me. Just how I had come to be regarded as the leader out of all those remarkably able and dangerous women I wasn’t sure, but now that I had been, I didn’t mean to do them wrong. 
 
    I waved over Ruthero, Madtail, and Qeli, who had all survived the first battle and who were looking at me from the rear of the large group of mancers. 
 
    “Spread the word to all of your mancers,” I said to them, “that the chief target is the Time Dragon—the smallest beast, with the snowflake-like frill around its neck.” 
 
    “The insubstantial-looking creature with the oily, white sheen to its scales? Shimmery and ever-changing colors moving along its flanks when it changes position?” Ruthero asked. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said. 
 
    Qeli nodded her head and drew her finger across her throat. “We will try and see it done, Mike Noctis.” 
 
    I put my hand on her and Madtail’s shoulders. 
 
    “Do your best,” I said, “but make sure all your people know not to spend their lives unnecessarily or rashly. I’ve a feeling we’re going to need every man, woman, and bonded creature, and more, before this day is out.” 
 
    Qeli, Ruthero, and Madtail all nodded. As the bug and rocmancer stalked off to address their folk, Ruthero clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “I told you that we had heard good things about you, that word of your growing legend had spread even so far as my jungle home,” she said. “I admit that I did not believe all the tall tales at first.” 
 
    I snorted. “I don’t blame you,” I said, leaning in close to the sturdily built, but quite pretty, apemancer. “I’d still question everything you hear even now.” 
 
    Ruthero smiled. “After seeing you fight, after seeing you adopt the very body of the great dragon, I will question nothing else so far as your reputation is concerned, Mike.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ruthero,” I said, holding out my hand to her. “I’m glad to have you and your folk onboard.” 
 
    Ruthero bowed her head, shook my proffered hand, and then hurried off to pass on my instructions. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then turned to look into the mismatched red and blue eyes of Claire the Seer. 
 
    “Up to me to make all these ballsy and loyal men and women believe that we can all come through this, you reckon?” I asked. 
 
    Claire’s face was the very picture of sangfroid. 
 
    “They will listen to you, Dragon Breeder,” she said. “And they will take heart because you are not a man that minces his words. They trust you.” 
 
    I nodded and strode out through the front ranks of our allied army. When I was about twenty yards ahead of our stationary collection of troopers and mancers, I turned and surveyed them. 
 
    The words came to me on the spot. There was no thinking on what I was going to say—I had never been one for planned oratory. I just looked out at the diminished ranks of allied soldiers that sloped up and away from me, up the gradient down which we had marched, and the words came to me. I raised my voice into a roar that was backed by the eight mythical beasts that I was bound to by blood and family ties. 
 
    “I look around here and I see a host of soldiers staring back at me, wondering what the hell just happened,” I bellowed. “I see men and women looking from one to another and wondering how the hell we’re going to weather the storm that we have found ourselves caught up in. We were all expecting rain, but I bet none of us was expecting to be whipped in the middle of a fucking time traveling cyclone!” 
 
    There was a great deal of discordant muttering at this, alongside some dry laughter. 
 
    I let it die out of its own accord, then carried on. 
 
    “Storms can do that; come out of nowhere and hit us in ways we never dreamed. But, in doing this, they often unlock the true strength that was lying in us all along.” 
 
    Every face that I could see, as I scanned the assembled warriors of our army, were turned toward me. No one stirred. No one spoke. I swallowed, trying to marshall my thoughts. Trying to articulate how I felt about the challenge that faced us. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say,” I said, “is that we’re about to throw ourselves into the fiercest, most totally… totally…” 
 
    “Totally fucked, sir?” Rupert Dyer called out from the front ranks. 
 
    There was some of that good-natured, hearty laughing that folk who are about to risk their lives always manage to dredge up in situations like that. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the expression I was looking for, soldier, thank you,” I said. “We’re about to throw ourselves into the fiercest, most totally fucked shitstorm that any of us ever encountered. We’re facing an enemy that wields time itself as a weapon for fuck sake! However, the hardest of times often lead us on to the greatest feats of our lives!” 
 
    There were a few cheers at this. A stirring of emotion rippled around the fighting force. 
 
    “I have something to ask of you, something simple,” I continued, my voice growing louder and louder, filling with more and more vehemence with every word. “Keep going! Hang in there with me! We will weather this storm, and I believe we can best it. It’s a tough situation, I know, and requires staunch hearts to face it, but I have never laid eyes on a stauncher bunch of mighty mad dogs as I do now!” 
 
    There was an outbreak of enthusiastic cheering, swords rattled against shields, spear and battle axe hafts thudded against the ground. 
 
    “Such scenarios build even stronger people in the end!” I said, my dragon-boosted voice rising over the din of the clamor of arms and washing over the gathered troops. “The most accomplished folk are those who have stared defeat in the eye, known misery, strife, death, and have found their way in spite of it all. These people have an appreciation, an awareness, and a perception of life that fills them with compassion, robustness, and a deep love for all the good things they have in their lives. Strong people like that do not just happen, they are forged in the fires of adversity! We will be those people, and our kingdoms and realms will be all the stronger for it!” 
 
    The explosion of cheering that rent the air must have easily been heard by our enemies across the plain. I hoped that such a sound would give them pause, make them wonder how any fighting force that was so obviously outnumbered could find anything to cheer about. 
 
    I turned to face the ranks and files of our regenerated opposition. I fixed my eye on the vague, shimmering form of the Time Dragon on top of its tower. My Stormhammer flashed into existence in my hand. I held it up, lightning dancing and crackling around the head. 
 
    “Face your fears! Face the enemy! And never look away!” I bellowed, and there was an answering roar from the soldiers and mancers at my back. 
 
    “Friends, believe in your potential, even as the bastards in front of us make us live up to it!” I thundered. 
 
    And, with that final little piece of advice, which I had picked up from a veteran in my MMA days, I charged headlong toward the massive Shadow Nations’ force. 
 
    All my being was focused on getting to the Time Dragon as quickly as I could so I could kill it. My plan was a simple one: change into my Titan Form, engage the Time Dragon, and turn it into dust. 
 
    I mentally accessed the inventory of my onyx crystal and went to activate the Titan Form spell. However, when I flipped the switch on, all that mana that should have been banked up and awaiting me, all I found was a block in my mind. 
 
    Even as I legged it as fast as I could toward the enemy, I encountered the obstacle in my consciousness, my will running up against it like a car ramming into a blockade crafted of cotton wool. My determination and fixity of purpose pressed against this barrier, which yielded, but could not penetrate it. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I said aloud, vexed. 
 
    “Your mana has not sufficiently regenerated from your last outing in Titan Form, Father,” Pan said in a small voice, as if he didn’t wish to raise my ire. “Such a transformation requires more mana than you currently possess.” 
 
    “What?” You mean I can’t access the Titan Slot?” 
 
    I felt the waves of negativity flowing out from all of the kin that shared my mind. It was most definitely a group consensus.  
 
    “When the Time Dragon did whatever the shit it did,” Garth said, in his strange approximation of Earthling talk, “your, like, body and everything went back in time, but the mana that you used didn’t refill, you know?” 
 
    “Just like the lives of your fallen fellow humanoids remained extinguished,” Qatila said. 
 
    “So, the one extremely potent weapon that I had at my disposal, I no longer have?” I asked. 
 
    There was a collective agreement that this was, indeed, the case. 
 
    “Today keeps getting better and better!” I growled. 
 
    Ahead of me, there was a dull, reverberating thrum, and an arrow storm took flight from amongst the lines of our waiting enemies. They fell down around me like rain. They pinged off the ground, skipped across the stones, and would have given me a real headache if I hadn’t let out a surge of Forcewave as they descended upon me. 
 
    The expanding bubble of mana that I had channeled from Garth blocked the hail of darts and sent them pinwheeling away, as if they had struck an invisible dome. Before they had even finished rattling harmlessly to the ground some twenty feet away from me, I had summoned Cyan into being and leaped onto the Faerie Dragon’s back. 
 
    Cyan took to the air like she had been fired from a bow herself. She flew with an eerie noiselessness unlike any of my other dragons. We ripped over the heads of our enemies while they squawked in outrage below us, like a stealth bomber. As we passed over the first ranks, I dropped down a couple of Entropic Mines. They detonated almost immediately. The mines, fuelled by Noctis’ Chaos Magic, sucked all hostile parties that happened to be within their reach into a swirling vortex and compressed them down into nothingness. 
 
    That sight might have pleased me not too long ago. Now though, it simply looked like removing a drop in an ocean as far as our enemies went. 
 
    I had Cyan race back around in a tight circle and hailed my dragonmancers, using the special ability that allowed all of us to communicate with each other, as easily as if we had earpieces connected to UHF radios. 
 
    “All of you, get into the air!” I said. “We’re taking the fight straight to the dragons. Let the troopers deal with the main force of the Shadow Nations for now, along with the apemancers and bugmancers! Get Hana to coordinate the ground forces with Zala if she can! Hold them together and keep them strong!” 
 
    A chorus of affirmative words reached me, but I paid them little heed. Instead, I swung Cyan around and headed over the sea of enemy warriors, which thrashed and moved like a windswept field a hundred feet below me. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of my eye made me turn. 
 
    Renji, Tamsin, and Penelope had boosted up behind me on their dragons. I exchanged stoic looks with the trio of women, and we turned our attention to the business at hand. 
 
    “We fight as a team, take down any of the other dragons that get in our way, but push as hard as we can to get to that fucking Time Dragon, yeah?” I said. 
 
    “Got it,” Tamsin said, her yellow eyes gleaming with malice as she fixed them on the Bronze Citadel ahead. 
 
    “Disable or kill,” Penelope said. “Understood.” 
 
    The Infernal Dragon must have counted us as more of a threat this time because it came out to meet us. 
 
    “Evasive tactics!” I yelled as fire gushed out of the blunt head of the bright ruby-red foe. “See if we can get around it and engage with the Time Dragon.” 
 
    The four of us had been flying in formation, but we broke apart at my command. We dispersed in four different directions, which threw the Infernal Dragon off for a few seconds while it tried to make up its mind who to chase. 
 
    I had managed to make mincemeat of three dragons on my own, admittedly using the power of the Titan Slot, so it was no surprise that with the help of three of my friends we made short work of the Infernal Dragon.   
 
    Our enemy’s cumbersome flying abilities were laid bare by the agility of our smaller dragons. The girls and I dispatched it with applaudable speed. 
 
    Once the large red critter was lying in a broken wreck in what would have been the bailey of the Bronze Citadel, I made a beeline for the beautiful, iridescent form of the Time Dragon. No sooner had I turned Cyan’s nose toward the shimmering shape of the Time Dragon than the Celestial Dragon had taken wing. 
 
    I could have been pissed off about this. I could have been pissed off that these dragons did everything in their power to stop us getting to where we desperately needed to go. The fact was, every second that ticked by was another fucking second the Time Dragon could choose to reverse at any given moment. 
 
    I decided not to get angry. Anger would only slow my mind, which would slow my body. It was better to just get ruthless. So, with that in mind, I summoned Brenna into existence, leaving Cyan to fly with the other three mancers and act as a distraction. 
 
    Brenna and I made ourselves seemingly scarce while the others engaged the Celestial Dragon with a flurry of magical and fiery attacks. In the midst of this spectacular airborne battle, Brenna and I dropped down on the Celestial Dragon from above and once more froze its venerable wings joints, causing it to plummet to earth yet again.  
 
    I had seen enough movies and read enough fiction involving time travel to know it was foolish to go through the motions of doing exactly what I had just done all over again.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we finish off the grounded dragon, Dad?” Brenna asked. 
 
    I heard the longing in her voice, but I couldn’t let her yield to her desire. 
 
    “Better to go for the source of the problem,” I said. “Better to dig the rot out at the root.” 
 
    I called Cyan in closer so that I could jump from Brenna’s back onto the back of the Faerie Dragon once more. When I had done that, Brenna vanished into the safety of her crystal once again. 
 
    I could make the Time Dragon out, perched on the highest pinnacle of the tower that it called its home. It gazed around like a creature that knows it has, quite literally, all the time in the world. 
 
    That rankled me. 
 
    “Smug dickbishop!” Wayne cursed inside my head. 
 
    “I’m with you on that one, boy!” I said. “Although you’re going to have to tell me where you and Garth keep learning these insults from.” 
 
    “We told you, Dad,” Garth said, “it’s all here inside of your head.” 
 
    “But I’ve never even heard that expression before,” I said, turning Cyan toward the Time Dragon and waving for my companions, who had fallen behind me, to follow. 
 
    “Well, you must have heard it at least one time,” Wayne insisted, “because it’s right here in your subconscious, along with scrotenoggin, dimblechip, twatapotomus, kanye—” 
 
    “All right, all right, we can go through the list of ridiculous shit I know if we live through this,” I said. “For now, let’s go and kill this thing!” 
 
    Cyan and I raced toward the Time Dragon. We dived down low, skirting the base of the Onyx Dragon’s tower so as to minimize the chances of that dragon spotting us and jumping in to ruin the party. 
 
    We weren’t that lucky though. As we whizzed past, the Onyx Dragon dropped down from its perch and opened its sable wings, blocking my friends from following. 
 
    “Don’t let it hit you with its Shadow Spheres,” I yelled over my shoulder, hoping that my supernaturally-enhanced voice would carry my warning to my friends. 
 
    There were a series of explosions from behind me. A cracking, grinding sound. As Cyan and I boosted upward once again, heading for the Time Dragon, I glanced back and saw that the Onyx Dragon’s tower was falling once more. 
 
    It was like watching a replay. The tower twisted with an earth-shaking groan of boulders that rubbed together like molars grinding. Dust billowed up in an accusatory finger, just as I had seen it billow up before. The tower swayed, tottered, and collapsed sideways, smashing through the side of the main keep in exactly the same spot as it had done before the Time Dragon had done its thing. 
 
    I pushed the detonation of crashing stone and exploding mortar from my mind, along with the sound of my friends engaging with the female Onyx Dragon. It was one of the hardest things I could remember doing, forcing myself to fly on and leave Renji, Penelope, and Tamsin to face that dangerous sable creature together, but I knew taking out the Time Dragon was of far greater importance in the grand scheme of things.            
 
    Cyan banked right and leveled out. Ahead of us, the Time Dragon sat on the peak of its tower, surveying the chaos of the battle below. Its milky blue-white eyes were turned to the warring forces that smashed and hacked at one another beyond the curtain walls. It might have been my imagination, but it looked like it was smirking out at the growing chaos. 
 
    “Come on… come on… come on…” I muttered to Cyan. “Go in as hot and quiet as you can. Make sure you go for the head or throat. I want to limit the chances that this thing has to works its fucking jiggerypokery.” 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” Cyan replied. “And what will you do?” 
 
    “I’m going to try and hit it right in the fucking face with a Shadow Sphere,” I said. “I’d like to see it turn back time without a damned brain.” 
 
    Cyan gave her wings a couple more silent flaps, then folded them tighter to her body and sped toward our waiting target. 
 
    “Don’t turn, you cocky asshole, don’t turn!” I urged the Time Dragon. 
 
    We must have closed to within one-hundred yards of it when the Time Dragon turned. 
 
    It fixed Cyan and me with that contemptuous milky blue stare, opened its mouth, and hissed softly. 
 
    “No!” I said. 
 
    The frill that surrounded the dragon’s neck snapped open like the fan of some eighteenth-century society lady. Its pattern reminded me once more of a snowflake; glittering and spiny and beautiful. 
 
    “Go, Cyan, go! We can do it!” 
 
    I started to generate a Shadow Sphere to my hand, but I could already feel the magic slipping from me. Trying to fashion that offensive spell, one that I had used on so many occasions before to devastating effect, became as tricky as keeping water cupped in my hands.   
 
    “No!” I cried out in rage as the world contorted and stretched like melting toffee. “No, god dammit! Not again!” 
 
    Desperately, I tried to focus on the Time Dragon. I locked my eyes on the glittering frills of its neck, willing myself and Cyan to reach it. 
 
    It was then, looking so hard at the frill that surrounded the Time Dragon’s head, that I realized that the frill itself was waving backward and forward in a strange, irregular rhythm. In an odd way it reminded me of morse code. 
 
    Holy fuck, is it through the fluxuations in the frill that the bitch can manipulate time? I wondered, the thought popping into my head completely organically.  
 
    “Father,” Cyan said. “Father, I feel strange… Weak…” 
 
    “Fight it, Cyan, fight it!” I urged her. 
 
    Reality was swirling, though. The Time Dragon was whipped out of my sight. The battle below me became a tableau of frozen fighters. The color was leached from the world, bleeding away like dye improperly set. 
 
    “No, no, no!” I hissed between my teeth as the outlines of the frozen shapes twisted away like trailing smoke and everything went white. “No, no, you mother—” 
 
    My eyelids fluttered as the world asserted itself once more. I turned. 
 
    “Fucker!” I roared up at the vaulting cavern ceiling two-thousand feet above. 
 
    We were standing, for the third time that day, at the bottom of the slope that led down from the tunnels to the plain on which the Bronze Citadel stood. Behind me, covering far less of the slope than it had done when we had first marched down it, were the remaining soldiers that made up our allied force. 
 
    “There must only be about three-thousand or so left now,” Penelope said from next to me. 
 
    I turned back to look at her. She didn’t look weary, as she was a dragonmancer and could fight for days if necessary, but she did look bereft of hope. I didn’t blame her. No one likes fighting a battle they know they can’t possibly win. Not in the end. 
 
    “Really? You think we’ve lost close to two-thousand or so?” I asked. 
 
    “I think that the Knowledge Sprite’s assessment of the numerical situation is correct,” Renji said from behind me. 
 
    I glanced at the blue-skinned djinni and saw that she was scanning the crowd of increasingly exhausted troopers behind us.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes with the heel of my hand. 
 
    “Seemingly impossible odds don’t daunt me,” I said to Hana and Tamsin, who had come to stand at my shoulder and stare out at the freshly regenerated hordes of the Shadow Nations. “Bigger opponents have never worried me. But, how the fuck can we possibly beat time?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the hourglass has been turned yet again,” Claire said as she stepped out of the ranks behind us. “The sands are slipping by again. Faster and faster. The past increases, the likelihood of a positive future recedes. Possibilities are decreasing, while regrets are in danger of mounting.” 
 
    I looked up again at the soldiers adorning the slopes behind me. I saw plenty of Vetruscans dotted through the files of the troopers from the Drako Academy, as well as a smattering of men and women who hailed from Akrit and other realms and kingdoms that were lesser known to me. 
 
    There were few amongst them who didn’t look a shade dismayed at being returned to the start of the battle yet again. They were weary and grim. There wasn’t a man or woman among them that wasn’t acutely aware that this was the very epitome of fighting a losing battle. 
 
    Tamsin snarled and tossed her spear from hand to hand. 
 
    “Is there any way that we can defeat them?” she asked. “Is there any hope in us charging in again?” 
 
    “I do not profess to be an expert on such things,” Penelope said, “but an enemy who, quite literally, has time on their side… I cannot see how we can defeat them. The fact that their casualties mean nothing in the grand scheme of things means that we are just breaking ourselves against them, like the tide against the cliffs.” 
 
    “Even more futile than that,” I pointed out. “After a while, be it eons, the cliff will succumb to the tide. We’ll all too shortly be out of soldiers. With each charge we make, our warriors are more exhausted and more disheartened. More die. Very, very soon we will, as the philosophers say, be totally fucked.” 
 
    “Which philosopher was that?” Penelope asked. 
 
    I snorted mirthlessly. 
 
    “We need that Time Dragon dead,” Hana said. “That’s what all this boils down to. If time remained on an even keel, then we might still, I think, be able to salvage today.” 
 
    I shook my head, my frustration growing. I made sure to keep one eye on the enemy standing ready and waiting for us to advance toward them. I wondered whether the goblins, kobolds, and all of the rest of them were cognizant of what was occurring, or whether the Time Dragon was wiping their minds each time it wound time back. It was a potent weapon of despair, the way that it was able to ensure that our soldiers were aware of, and could remember, what was happening to them.  
 
    “Time might seem like our enemy,” Claire said, “but that does not mean we need to play into the Time Dragon’s hands.” 
 
    “Your Seer is right,” Zala said, stepping forward and putting her arm around my waist. “The chief beauty about time is that we cannot waste it in advance. Even now, facing an enemy that can manipulate it so, we have a choice. The next hour, the next minute, the next few seconds are lying ready for us.” 
 
    “Just as they were lying ready for us before?” Tamsin said bitterly. 
 
    “Yes,” Zala said. “Even though it would appear we have already used them, that is not the case. A slightly different hour lies in front of us, as flawless, as full of promise and opportunity, as if we had never wasted or misapplied a single moment that came before it.” 
 
    “You’re saying that we can turn over a new leaf, change our fates and the fates of the soldiers that are still alive and standing with us, every second if we choose?” I said. 
 
    Zala gave me a squeeze and released me. 
 
    “Yes, that is what I’m saying,” she said. 
 
    I looked out across the expansive plain, with its slag heaps, raging bonfires, and multitude of twisted and broken corpses. My knuckles cracked as I balled my hands into fists. 
 
    Every particle of my being wanted to dash across that expanse of blasted and bloodied ground and tear the enemy apart with my bare hands. But really, what was that going to accomplish? 
 
    “What do you want to do? What do you think we should do, Mike?” Hana asked. 
 
    I exhaled slowly through my nose. 
 
    There was, at the moment, only one option that I could see.  
 
    “I always imagined,” I said, “when I was watching medieval battle movies on this thing we have called TV, I always hoped that I would be the guy who advanced without seeking celebrity, and who could retreat and take it on the chin, without blaming anyone else.” 
 
    “Those would be the actions of one whose only aim is to protect his people and serve his Empress,” Claire said with a nod. “Men like that are as rare as jewels in the mud.” 
 
    I sighed again and turned to Penelope.  
 
    I was far from happy about what I had to do, but my primary focus was in not becoming one of those commanders who sacrificed his men and women for the sake of pride. I realized then, that I truly felt like I had become a trusted and revered commander by our allied soldiers. That realization only made me surer that it was my responsibility to save as many of them as I could. 
 
    “Penelope,” I said, “fly back to the forward operating base in the cavern by the pool. Explain everything to Empress Cyrene, General Shiloh, and Queen Frami. Tell them that I have ordered a full scale retreat.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To my surprise, along with everyone else’s I was sure, we were allowed to retreat unmolested. 
 
    I thought that suspicious and stuffed full of ulterior motives which I could neither see nor prove. It frustrated me, and made no sense to my mind, which had been becoming more militarily engaged and aware with each passing day at the Galipolas encampment. 
 
    By some miracle, or more likely by sheer force of will and arms, only a handful of mancers had been lost in the fighting. There had been the apemancer who I had witnessed being flayed and cooked alive by the Celestial Dragon, of course, but there had also been a couple of dragonmancers I’d met only briefly before, along with a rocmancer who had been shot down in the arrowstorm that had kicked off the repeat battle. 
 
    The remaining mancers covered the retreat of the regular Imperial soldiers and all those other purely mortal men and women who had been brought along by our new allies. 
 
    As the battered remnants of our army marched back up the slope, I sat on the back of Rifa, my Rime Bear, and gazed across the plain at the enemy that had thwarted us. 
 
    “Thwarted us for now,” Noctis said, edging into my angry thoughts. 
 
    “Yes. For now,” I replied. 
 
    Truth be told, I was fresh out of ideas on how to get around that damned Time Dragon. Every time we got near the fucking thing, all it had to do was frill its neck and we were right back to square one. 
 
    “A step back from square one, really,” Rifa said. 
 
    “You’re right, bud,” I said. 
 
    “Why in the world are they letting us go, do you think?” Hana asked. She was sitting astride Bearne, her own Vetruscan war bear, and looking out at the hordes of trolls, goblins, and kobolds. “Why don’t they attack our rear? Surely, they know that if they kept chipping away at us, we would eventually be beaten?” 
 
    “Maybe they think we have battalions above ground waiting to reinforce us?” I said. 
 
    “But why would any of that matter?” Hana pointed out. “They have that Time Dragon. That creature is the single most formidable and promising weapon I have ever come across.” 
 
    I reached across and grabbed Hana’s hand. “Let’s not waste any time trying to figure out the thinking of our enemy,” I said. “First thing’s first, we need to make sure that we get these soldiers back to the cavern with the pool. Once we’re there, we can see what the Empress wants to do next.” 
 
    Hana gripped my hand for a few seconds and then turned Bearne and followed after the trailing ranks of our exhausted troopers. 
 
    For a few moments I lingered, my eyes raking across the facade of the vast bulk that was the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    “We may have been defeated,” I murmured, looking at the little toy figure of the Time Dragon sitting on its tower, “but we didn’t let that defeat turn into a disgrace. I’ll be seeing your ass again real soon, motherfucker.” 
 
    “You were wise to turn away for the present,” Noctis said in my head as Rifa turned around and began plodding after Hana and the rest of the mancers. 
 
    “I thought dragons didn’t go in for defeat,” I said. “I thought things were nice and clear cut for you guys: victory or death, as I understood it.” 
 
    “And so it is, when it is a dragon facing off against a dragon,” Noctis said. “When we are partnered with our mancers, however, things are different. You humanoids, with your incessant squabbling for land, your machinations, and your politics,” Noctis spoke the word like it was coated in dog shit, “make things so complex.” 
 
    I snorted as we crested the top of the long slope. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we are good at putting importance on things that, when all is said and done, don’t matter so much. Not in the grand scheme of things. Still, I’m surprised to hear you speaking about defeat in such an empathetic way.” 
 
    “I dare to hope that you have learned a lot from myself and the younger dragons in the time we have spent together, Mike,” he said. “Likewise, I have learned much from you, and those who came before you. I do not hold with defeat, not in my heart of hearts, but that does not mean I do not understand why it was that you ordered your fellow humanoids to retreat. When defeat raises its head, it is wise to accept it as a signal that your plans are not sound.” 
 
    I gazed out over the plain. Over the depressing sight of all those fallen warriors that blanketed the rocky ground of the huge subterranean vault we had been fighting in. I couldn’t mourn them. There wasn’t time. Thousands still depended on me.  
 
    I needed a plan, a new one—the plan to end all plans.  
 
    I felt the slow throb of Noctis’ approval. “That is wise,” he said. “Rebuild your plans, then. Talk to those humanoids that think and call themselves your leaders. Then, when you are ready, set out once more toward your coveted goal. And kill it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time the tail end of the army had reached the cavern and the command tents, it was only to find that they had been disassembled again and the forward operating post disbanded. 
 
    “The General listened to my report, Mike,” Penelope said, hurrying up to me when she saw me emerge from the tunnel that led to the abandoned ratfolk township. 
 
    “And she just up and left?” I asked. 
 
    “At the request of Empress Cyrene.” 
 
    “Did they look pissed?” 
 
    “They looked perturbed at the news concerning the Time Dragon,” Penelope said. “If what you’re really asking is whether they blamed you for how circumstances eventuated or disagreed with the decision to retreat that you made, I would say not.” 
 
    I nodded. I had known that it had been the right call. It had been the only decision to make that didn’t involve a slow and steady slaughter of all our fighters. Still, knowing that I wouldn’t be getting a tongue lashing from the brass for making the call was a relief. I doubted I would have been able to handle that sort of shit right now. 
 
    “Has everyone fallen back to the Galipolas encampment?” I asked. 
 
    Penelope nodded.  
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and managed to force a smile. I wasn’t tired—I was a dragonmancer after all—but I felt more than a little dissatisfied with how things had panned out. Ever since I had arrived in this world, I had made it my business not to lose. To be beaten, even momentarily as Noctis seemed to think it, was a bitter pill to swallow. 
 
    My thoughts must have been fluttering across my face like wind over the surface of a pond because Penelope cupped my cheeks in her hands and looked me in the eye. She smiled that shy smile of hers, her blue eyes boring into mine. 
 
    “Don’t despair, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not despairing so much,” I said, “as feeling sore that we’ve been repulsed in our mission. It’s half done, you know. It rubs like a shoe that doesn’t fit.”  
 
    Penelope smiled. “I would expect nothing less from a man like you. But you acted out of the interest of all the survivors in our army. I have done a lot of study, a lot of study of all topics and types, Mike. Through that education, as I became a bonafide Librarian of the Grand Library, I came to believe that there is always, somewhere in the world, a measure of defeat for all of us.” 
 
    “This sounds a little philosophical for such a fact-focused Knowledge Sprite such as yourself, Pen,” I said as the two of us brought up the rear of the retreating army. 
 
    Penelope laughed and bumped me with her shoulder. She looked attractive under the soft light of the flickering torches that lined this section of the Subterranean Realms, even encrusted with blood and the gods knew what else from the armed conflict. 
 
    “Facts… Yes, I like facts, but there would be some members of the Grand Library who might argue that there is no such thing as facts, only interpretations.” 
 
    She waved her hands in front of her face, in the manner of one reminding themselves not to get sidetracked.  
 
    “Anyway,” she said. “All I wanted to say was that I admire you. I admire what you did. There are not many that would have been able to keep so cool a head, and I think both Empress Cyrene and General Shiloh know that. There are some people who are destroyed by defeat. In my humble opinion, true greatness lives in a leader who can make a triumph equally out of both defeat and victory.” 
 
    I put an arm around her and held her close. Penelope tilted her to one side and rested it on my shoulder. 
 
    “That was very nicely put, Pen,” I said. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Penelope tilted her head a more and kissed me on the neck, sending shivers running like lightning down my back. It seemed to lend me a little extra strength. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something, Pen,” I said. “They might be able to destroy me, but I’ll never let them defeat me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The reconvening of the senior staff, mancers, and top brass back at the Galipolas base was not a jovial or exultant affair. The faces on show throughout Empress Cyrene’s tent couldn’t have looked more thoroughly disconcerted and pissed off if they’d all woken up that morning to find that someone had crapped in their oatmeal. 
 
    Regardless of this morose vibe, I for one was not going to allow myself to languish in anything that even bore a passing resemblance to defeatism. I was hellbent on beating those sons of bitches down in the Subterranean Realms, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think that it wasn’t going to get accomplished without some serious cogitation. 
 
    While I was injecting steel though my resolve, I looked around at my fellow mancers. Each one of the women that I was lucky enough to consider my closest friends—including Elenari and Saya, who were stationed behind either of the Empress’ shoulders, along with Jazmyn and Ashrin—looked just as determined as I felt. 
 
    “Firstly,” Empress Cyrene said, “I would like to thank each and every one of you for your gallant efforts today. I have received numerous reports on what took place and the recurring theme I can make out is that every one of our soldiers fought like demons.” 
 
    There were murmurings of ratification from around the tent.  
 
    “Yes, we fought bravely,” Empress Cyrene continued, “but, alas, against something as insurmountably powerful as this Time Dragon…” 
 
    “Seemingly,” someone said. 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked up. So did General Shiloh.  
 
    Her bushy eyebrows were drawn down in a deep scowl. To my surprise both women’s gazes were directed at me. 
 
    And it was only then I realized it had been me who had spoken out. 
 
    “What was that, Dragonmancer Noctis?” General Shiloh snapped. 
 
    Fuck it, I thought, in for a dime in for a dollar. 
 
    “I said seemingly, General,” I said. 
 
    “Seemingly what?” 
 
    “Seemingly insurmountable, General,” I replied. “The Time Dragon, I mean. It’s seemingly insurmountable. I think that, with all due respect, if we head into this fight and expect the battle to be insurmountable, we’ve met the enemy before we’ve even set foot on the field.” 
 
    “And the enemy is ourselves, Dragonmancer Noctis? Is that what you’re driving at?” Empress Cyrene asked me. 
 
    “That’s right, Your Majesty,” I said. “We’re frustrated and weary—well, maybe not the mancers so much, but certainly the regulars. If we allow ourselves to take some time to accept that there’s no such thing as an unconquerable mountain, we might just figure out the right path to scale the fucking thing.” 
 
    General Shiloh balled her fists and glared at me. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, tacking the honorific at the last minute. 
 
    The Empress’ face moved. It might have been a smile. 
 
    “I applaud your words, as well as your pig-headed defiance to acknowledge being brought to your knees, Mike,” Queen Frami said, crossing and recrossing her feet where she sat in a chair. “That stubborn attitude would make any Vetruscan proud. Matter of fact, it reminds me a lot of myself when I was your age.” 
 
    “You’re too kind, Your Majesty,” I said. 
 
    Queen Frami chuckled and slapped her thigh. The eye that wasn’t covered in the eyepatch crinkled with wry amusement. 
 
    “So, if you’ll not have anyone wallowing in self-pity or defeat, what would you have us do?” she asked me. 
 
    “That, your Queenliness, is the fucking one-thousand scale question,” I said. 
 
    Silence reigned in the tent as every one of us in there rubbed their brain cells together in an attempt to ignite a scheme that might lead us to salvation and victory. 
 
    “If the Empress and General excuse me for speaking out of turn...?” Tamsin said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Dragonmancer Fyzos,” General Shiloh said. “If you could manage to keep the disrespect and foul language to a minimum in front of your commanding officers, not to mention the Empress, I would look upon it kindly.” 
 
    Tamsin inclined her head, so that her smile was pointed at the floor. 
 
    “I’m not sure how we can get the better of a beast that can reverse time and regenerate our enemies, whilst leaving our own departed dead,” she said. 
 
    “Not a morale-boosting opening statement,” Queen Frami said, “but go on.” 
 
    “But,” Tamsin continued, “I think it might be just as beneficial to lay out what probably won’t work. I’ll start: force.” 
 
    Queen Frami snorted. “I’d be inclined to agree with you, hobgoblin. Blunt trauma has often been the favored approach, and not just amongst Vetruscans from what I have seen and experienced. I’m a simple woman, and often like to solve my problems by knocking them on the head, robbing them, and then throwing them in the allegorical creek.” 
 
    “However, that method, unfortunately, is not going to work on this occasion,” Empress Cyrene interjected. 
 
    “No, we need something less obvious than that. That much is clear,” I said. “ Back on Earth, I lived and fought in the streets. I learned that sometimes, without a certain opportunity, the abilities that I had would have been wasted. In saying that, if I had been without those same abilities, the opportunity that came up wouldn’t have mattered. It’s all about making the most of the opportunities that come up, even if they are presented by our opponents.” 
 
    “Well said, Mike Noctis,” Claire said, “but are there any opportunities in this?” 
 
    I considered this. Admittedly, going in there and kicking the living feces out of the Shadow Nations’ forces was the only option I’d really considered. It was what we had always gone for, and it had always worked. Not being able to march straight up to our foes hadn’t entered into anyone’s thinking. It threw a bit of a spanner in the works. 
 
    After a while, I stirred from my musings. 
 
    “We can’t use force,” I said, “which to my inexperienced military mind leaves only two options.” 
 
    “And what’re they, Mike?” Queen Frami asked. 
 
    “Option one is that we act out an elaborate feint; pack up the entire camp and attempt to draw the Shadow Nations out after us,” I said. 
 
    “And you think that might work?” Empress Cyrene asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “They didn’t even press us when we retreated, so I don’t think they’re going to be lured out by any feint we can put together.” 
 
    “Right, well, carry the hell on with option two then, Dragonmancer Noctis,” said an exasperated sounding General Shiloh. 
 
    “Option two is that we try to take the Time Dragon out by stealth,” I said. 
 
    General Shiloh nodded. It was clear that she had been thinking along the same lines. 
 
    “If only that damned Time Dragon wasn’t playing hard to get,” Queen Frami said. “If we could get it out in the open, out in the mountains, we might be able to obliterate it with magic a little more easily. Get it as soon as it sticks its nose out of the exit to the Subterranean Realms.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Majesty,” I said, “it’s tricky to play hard to get when you’re hard to want, and I don’t think we want that thing coming topside. It’s just too damn dangerous.” 
 
    Queen Frami nodded. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “Have you any idea how you would orchestrate a stealth mission, Mike?” 
 
    “I do, as a matter of fact,” I said. 
 
    General Shiloh’s eyebrows shot up like a couple of caterpillars that had just received the shock of their lives. 
 
    “I’m all ears, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “Not to put too fine a point on it, General,” I said, “but I’ve assassinated folks before using my Smog Form spell. It’s basically undetectable. The only hard part is getting close enough to the Time Dragon to be able to activate it and reach the target before I lose my grip on myself.” 
 
    “Lose your grip on yourself?” Empress Cyrene asked. 
 
    I nodded. “That particular spell requires a lot of mental strain, a lot of concentration,” I explained. “Trying to move long distances as a cloud of loosely connected molecules is harder than herding cats.” 
 
    Over my shoulder I heard Zala snort and say, “Herding cats. I never heard of anything so foolish.” 
 
    “I guess you want a small team to go with you?” General Shiloh asked me.  
 
    Making a studious effort to not look at any of my friends, who I knew wouldn’t like it, I nodded and said, “I’d like to request the backup of the Twelve if I may, Empress Cyrene.” 
 
    There was the expected and clicked indignant muttering of senior staff at this, as I’d thought there would be. 
 
    Empress Cyrene tipped her head to one side and tapped her finger on the desk that she sat behind. 
 
    “You would have all of my elite bodyguards, Mike?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s do or die, Your Majesty,” I said. “It’s as simple as that. If anything goes wrong, they can teleport back to you using… that special method they have.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked at me for a while longer. I was preparing myself for a lengthy bartering session in which I hoped I would walk away with at least half a dozen of the Twelve, hopefully including Elenari, Saya, Ashrin, and Jazmyn. 
 
    To my surprise though, Empress Cyrene nodded her head once and said, “Very well. You may take my Twelve and they will answer to you and you alone for the duration of the time you are away. You may rendezvous with them tomorrow.” 
 
    “I… Thank you, Empress,” I said, with genuine warmth in my voice. 
 
    I might have waxed a little more lyrical in my thanks, but Qeli, the bugmancer that I had bested on the parade grounds, stepped out of the assembled mancers and addressed me. 
 
    “I would like to put forward my bugmancer warriors to help in this particular mission, Mike Noctis,” she said in her crisp, quiet voice. “With much respect to the man that beat me so easily in our sparring match, I will not take no for an answer.” 
 
    “No, I don’t suppose you would, would you?” I said wryly.  
 
    Qeli’s balaclava moved with her jaw. I figured she was grinning inside of it. 
 
    “You know that our chances down there are going to be about as good as a turkey’s on Thanksgiv—A turkey’s if it hangs around one of Old Sleazy’s barbecues, right?” I said. “The smart money is on all of our bodies signing the divorce papers with our souls before sundown.”  
 
    Qeli bowed her head and looked me squarely in the eye. “I recognize that it’s dangerous, of course, Dragonmancer Noctis, but I think that myself and my three best warriors will be a real asset to a mission of this kind.” 
 
    I weighed her words. She wasn’t boasting. She was telling me how it was. Straight up. No garnish.  
 
    “I guess four giant praying mantises might very well come in handy on a stealth mission,” I conceded. “It’s not as if I have much of a scheme past turning into a miasma and drifting up to the Time Dragon. They can camouflage, right?” 
 
    “Correct. The women I wish to bring specialize in going unseen.” 
 
    I made a face. “Well, I’d have to be a real dumbass to turn down help that is so well-suited to the task, wouldn’t I? You’re in, Qeli. I'll gladly take your help.” 
 
    Qeli bowed again and stepped back into the ranks. 
 
    “Well, then,” General Shiloh said, clapping her hands, “if that’s all settled…”  
 
    Claire stood up from where she had been sitting in the corner of the Empress’ tent, the corner that she liked to make her own. At once, the murmured chattering among the senior military advisors and mancers died away. 
 
    The Seer padded almost noiselessly to the front of the packed assembly, her long white dress swishing behind her as she moved. She stopped in front of the Empress’ desk and raised her finger, as if she had just been struck by sudden thought. 
 
    “I think there is something worth remembering, before we all leave on our separate errands,” she said. 
 
    “And what is that, Seer?” Empress Cyrene asked from behind the angelic figure. 
 
    “It is worth remembering, that this world of ours is a tiny stage in a vast cosmic theater,” Claire said, gazing around at each face in turn. “It is worth remembering and thinking about the endless callousness, how frequent our misunderstandings have been in the past. It is worth recalling how eager we have been to kill one another, how fervent our past hatreds. Call to mind the rivers of blood that have been spilled by all our war-leaders and rulers through the years so that, in glory and triumph, each of them could become the momentary masters of a fraction of this place that we all call home.” 
 
    There was a thoughtful silence as these words faded out of the air. 
 
    “If we manage to get through this, remember all of that,” Claire said. “Remember it, and let us strive to make our world a collectively better and less bloody place in the future.” 
 
    The introspective silence unrolled further, until Empress Cyrene cleared her throat.  
 
    “Very well said indeed, my dear Seer,” she said. 
 
    “Damn well put,” Queen Frami agreed. 
 
    “All of you here, make the most of your downtime this evening,” the Empress said. “Eat and drink, dance and joke, and make the most of the time you have left. Take the time to learn the name of a companion who has walked next to you as a stranger. Tomorrow, you’ll embark on your missions and on your different duties. Tomorrow’s dawn might herald the end of everything we have ever known, or the start of something greater than we ever dreamed.” 
 
    As the men and women murmured their thanks and farewells to the others in the tent and began shuffling toward the exit, the Empress’ bright eyes alighted on my own. 
 
    “Good luck, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. “Hopefully, we will see each other again soon.”         
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, while my other companions enjoyed the revels that had broken out in Galipolas Mountain’s shanty town, I spent my time catching up with my two wives, Saya and Elenari. 
 
    It felt like an age since the three of us had got together, what with them being Empress Cyrene’s new hotshot members of the Twelve. 
 
    “So,” I said as we lay on the nest of covers and furs in a dragonmancer tent, “have you two been too busy to even spare a thought for little old me?” 
 
    Saya laughed and gave me a sharp dig in the ribs. She whipped the bunch of grapes that I had been eating out of my hand and popped a few into her mouth. 
 
    “You’re our husband, Mike,” the buxom ash-blonde warrior said to me, “of course we think about you.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Elenari said, kicking off her boots so that they thudded against the canvas wall and slid to the ground, “Saya and I spend a great deal of time discussing the sort of naughty things the three of us could be getting up to. Especially in the evenings when you and the others are off on your forays.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said, putting a hand on the red-haired elf’s thigh and squeezing it. “Have the pair of you been getting… I’m not sure what the female equivalent of blue balls is now that I think about it.” 
 
    “Blue balls?” Saya asked, her beautiful face creasing in a slight frown. “Sounds like a worrying ailment.” 
 
    “It can be a worrying ailment,” I chuckled, swiping the grapes back from her. “There is only one known cure, and it's probably the best remedy in all of medicine.” 
 
    I pulled a grape from the bunch, took careful aim, and lobbed it toward Saya, who was sitting with her feet curled under her by my stretched out legs. The grape hit her in the collarbone and disappeared down her generous cleavage. 
 
    “He shoots, he scores!” I said, laughing. 
 
    Saya looked down at her chest and then up at me. Her lips crooked up on one side, and she raised a single shapely eyebrow. She was such an absolute babe that her looks almost made you forget that she had been known on occasion to tear grown men in half with her bare hands. 
 
    “You’re in trouble now, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “Oh yes? I wasn’t aware I’d ever managed to get myself out of it,” I said. “Not since I met you two, in fact.” 
 
    Elenari giggled and draped a leg over mine. 
 
    Saya leaned forward so that I was staring down into the subtly perfumed canyon that lay between her magnificent breasts. 
 
    “You better fish that grape out, Mike,” she said in a throaty voice. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    I ran my fingers down Saya’s neck as Elenari propped herself up on one elbow next to me. My fingers traced down the line of her throat, tripped across her collarbone, then over the skin of her swelling breasts. In a half-assed fashion, I stuck one finger down the warm hollow of Saya’s cleavage and wiggled it around. 
 
    “Nope, it’s no good,” I said in a resigned voice. “I’m going to have to go in for a closer look.” 
 
    “Good,” Saya growled and leaned toward me. 
 
      Her tits pressed into my face before I knew what was happening. My nose, eyes, and mouth were engulfed in fragrant darkness. 
 
    “Anything?” Saya asked. 
 
    “I still don’t seem to be able to find the fruit in question,” I said. As my jaw moved, my stubble tickled Saya’s chest so that I felt her shiver. 
 
    “Well, look harder,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I pressed my face further into her cleavage, adopting the tried and true motorboating position. I stuck my tongue out, licking along the curve of Saya’s substantial jugs. Kissing her. 
 
    My ears detected the rustle of cloth and then Saya’s shirt was ripped over her head so that I was forced to break contact with her for a moment. Her tits bounded free of their confines, and the grape flew out of its hiding place. 
 
    “Found it!” I said. 
 
    “Fuck the grape.” Saya grabbed me by the hair and pulled me back toward her, forcing my face into her wonderful breasts once more. Saya groaned and tilted her head back. 
 
    From my other side, I felt Elenari sit up and lean forward so that she could nuzzle the side of my head and bite my earlobe. The elf’s wandering tongue caressed the side of my neck as she nipped at my ear. 
 
    I pulled my head back so that I could kiss Saya on the mouth, but the sassy minx dodged my advances. Elenari leaned across me, pushing me backward with one hand, and began to tongue and kiss Saya.  
 
    “Don’t mind me, I’ll just wait my turn, shall I?” I quipped. 
 
    “Don’t pretend like you don’t love to watch, Mike,” Elenari said, disengaging herself from Saya for just long enough to shoot me a knowing look. 
 
    “You have me there,” I said. “But, if you’re going to make me wait, the least you can do is assuage my OCD and even things up.” 
 
    I reached out and helped Elenari out of her simple linen shirt. 
 
    “Better,” I said. 
 
    Elenari and Saya went back to their game of tonsil hockey. The sight of this smooching taking place in my lap fired up my blood to no end. It never took much to get me going, especially when it was those two women involved, and my cock sprang to full attention. As my wives sucked and licked at each other’s lips, leaning across me, I slipped both my hands down their backs and gave their asses a squeeze. 
 
    “How about we get the two of you out of those stifling pants?” I said. 
 
    “How about you get us out of these stifling pants?” Elenari smirked. 
 
    “Get yourself out of those clothes and show us how much you’ve missed us,” Saya said. 
 
    “Very demanding today, ladies,” I said, smiling at the pair of them.  
 
    Elenari and Saya both lay back on the messy nest of blankets and propped themselves up on their elbows for a moment so that I could free them from the confines of their casual linen trousers and expose their beautiful, tight, athletic asses. 
 
    When the two women had been disrobed by their humble slave—me—Elenari pushed Saya gently over and then positioned the naked blonde so that she was on all-fours with her ass pointing right at me. When Saya was arranged, Elenari slapped her hard on the ass a couple of times. 
 
    Saya gasped and tittered, looking over her shoulder at Elenari with bright blue eyes that shone with hunger. 
 
    “I want to see how you’re going to make things up to the pair of us on Saya,” Elenari said, fluttering her long eyelashes at me. While she gave me my orders, her fingers came up to play with one bright pink nipple. “Then you can give me the same treatment.” 
 
    I made an assenting noise in my throat, but this tailed off into a gurgle when Saya reached back and parted her asscheeks with both hands. 
 
    That gesture alone was all that was needed to get me dropping to my knees. 
 
    I leaned forward, grasped Saya by the ass, and lowered my face. I tongued her pussy, thrusting my face forward so that it wasn’t long before I was covered from forehead to chin in her juices. 
 
    Saya gasped and arched her muscular back. She groaned and scrunched the blankets up in her clenched fists, while I tried my hardest to put the cunning in cunnilingus. Running my tongue from her clit all the way up her glistening slit, I glanced over the side of her asscheek and saw her blonde mane covering her face, moving in and out in time with her heavy breathing. 
 
    “Oh gosh, that looks invigorating,” Elenari crooned into my ear. 
 
    I glanced to the side and saw her mouth was open as one hand played with her breasts and fiddled with her increasingly hard nipples. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Saya then, occasionally running my tongue so far up her slit that I tickled her asshole. It was as I was performing this little teasing trick for the fourth time that Elenari reached through my legs and started massaging my balls. 
 
    The sudden attention made me flinch. My tongue pressed into Saya’s asshole and made her cry out in pleasure. 
 
     I reached out with my left arm, even while I continued to give Saya head, and fumbled at Elenari’s tits. My other hand slid from Saya’s buttcheek, around, and up the inside of her thigh. I moved this hand slowly up Saya’s silky inner thigh. Then, when I could go no further north, I began rubbing and massaging her engorged clit with my thumb while my tongue probed as deeply as I could stick it into her pussy. Saya moaned afresh and pressed her pelvis into my hand and face. 
 
    Elenari’s small hand had moved from my balls to my throbbing hard shaft by this point. She stroked me up and down, up and down, spitting into her hand every now and again so that she could use her saliva as lube. 
 
    At the same time, she reached up with her other hand and moved my hand, which had been tweaking and playing with her nipples, southward until it cupped her mound. It was hot and wet and ready. I slid my fingers into its warm, velvety confines, and Elenari let out a long moan of contentment. Her vagina contracted tight around my fingers. 
 
    I smiled to myself, though no one could see it, what with my tongue exploring ever further reaches of Saya’s pussy. I tickled my thumb across the folds before pressing it down into Saya’s center. I continued to lap away at her while I fucked her roughly with my thumb, making her wetter and wetter. I felt the muscular woman pushing her ass up to meet my tongue and thumb and heard her breathing becoming more ragged and throaty. 
 
    “Wait! Wait, wait, wait, wait!” Saya said abruptly. 
 
    She straightened up from her crouch. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Elenari asked, grabbing at my hand so I couldn’t move it from where I was playing around with her private parts. 
 
    “I just need… a little break,” Saya said, grinning at me, her bright eyes dazed. 
 
    My face was covered in her girl juices and my own saliva, so much so that it was running down my jaw and into my chest hair. 
 
    Elenari ran her eyes over my glistening countenance and then shuffled in on her knees as close as she could toward me. Her tits pressed into my chest as she wove her fingers through my hair. My fingers made an erotic wet sound as they pressed hard into her pussy. 
 
    She kissed me forcefully, channeling her pent up lust into the action. My prick was pressed up to her belly like an iron rod. I felt it throbbing with the need to plunge into one of my wives’ vaginas. This feeling was exacerbated when Elenari began to lick Saya’s wetness off my face, making the audible signals of enjoyment that someone might usually make when licking an ice-cream cone. 
 
    Saya pressed forward and shoved her way between me and Elenari. She ducked her head, being at least a foot taller than Elenari, took the smaller elf’s head in her hands and kissed her deeply. Their other kisses had been soft and tender in comparison to this. This one was pure filth, pure pornography made flesh. Their tits pressed together in a way that I couldn’t take my eyes off. Their nipples rubbed against each other, becoming more and more erect as they groaned into one another’s mouths. 
 
    I was toying with the idea of bending one of these saucy wenches over and exercising my conjugal rights, when Saya pulled away and began to kiss her way down Elenari’s graceful neck and chest. She ran her tongue around the tight, petite mounds of Elenari’s breasts and then, going from one to the other and back again, started nibbling and sucking on her hard nipples.  
 
    Elenari moaned and stroked Saya’s head while she did this, but her jade eyes stayed locked on my face. Reaching out, she took my cock back in hand and started jacking me off again. It was clumsy work on her behalf, but there was something sexy about that. It told me that she was doing everything she could to hold her almost overwhelming sexual desire in check so that she could pleasure me like the good wife she was. 
 
    My johnson was nearing graphene hardness as I watched this display and enjoyed the sensation of Elenari pumping away at me. 
 
    “Look at you go, elf,” Saya said approvingly, giving Elenari’s nipple one last little playful bite before she sat back to watch the other dragonmancer jack me off. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say, look at her go!” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You look like a man who is ready to fuck something,” Saya said, turning her attention on me. 
 
    “What gave me away?” I asked. 
 
    Saya’s eyes gleamed as her eyes slid down to take in the sight of my rock-hard schlong and tight scrotum. 
 
    “It’s just a hunch,” she said. 
 
    “I always thought you were good at picking up on the minutiae of human emotions,” I said. 
 
    Saya might have responded with a sarcastic remark, but at that moment Elenari ducked down and took the tip of my cock in her mouth, and I missed the blonde’s retort. 
 
    “Holy shit, who the fuck taught you that trick?” I asked as Elenari held me by the shaft, stuck her tongue out, and then used her hand to move the head of my prick over her outthrust tongue. It was a nice little technique where the only movement was Elenari’s hand as she ran my penis over her stationary tongue. Back and forth and round in circles, it was like she was polishing the tip of my dick on the soft roughness of her taste buds. 
 
    Elenari looked up at me, grinned as best as she was able to, but said nothing. 
 
    After a few minutes of this incredible attention, I really couldn’t hold on any longer. I motioned for Saya to come and kneel near me and bend over. 
 
    Saya did as I asked her, looking back over her shoulder at me with a wanton look of longing on her gorgeous face. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” I asked. 
 
    Saya wiggled her ass at me in response. 
 
    There was a shimmer in the air, a rippling wave, like you’d see over a baking hot highway at the height of noon.  
 
    At the same time as the air was doing an impression of a segment of jello, Elenari and Saya clamped their hands to their forearms simultaneously. Their gasps of shocked surprise were only slightly different to the gasps of rapture and delight. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked, my sweaty hair flicking out of my face as I turned my head to watch the disturbance in the air. 
 
    “No, it can’t be,” Elenari said, looking not terrified, but mortified. “Not now!” 
 
    “What’re you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    The shimmer grew more sustained. In seconds it had taken on a form, a humanoid form. 
 
    “Oh crap, is that—” 
 
    Empress Cyrene stepped out of the air and into the musky, hot confines of the tent. Her long, bright blonde hair was down around her shoulders, and she was dressed in a silk bed robe. 
 
    “Yowsers, I’ve been caught with my pants down metaphorically before,” I gabbled, “but I’ve never actually been caught with my pants down, you know.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene gazed at me. There were a couple of spots of color high on her cheeks. Her keen eyes strayed down my naked body and ended up at my feet. They flicked back up to my face, pausing briefly on my junk as they went. 
 
    “Technically,” the exotic-looking woman said, “I believe your pants would be considered off more than they might be considered down.” 
 
    “True,” I said, unable to think of anything else. 
 
    The enormity of what had just happened was just starting to dawn on me. 
 
    “Your Majesty…” Saya began, her eyes darting around for her clothes. 
 
    The Empress raised a placating hand. 
 
    Elenari reached for one of the fur blankets, which was just out of her reach by Empress Cyrene’s foot. “Your Majesty, if you had wanted us, you only needed to call and we would have—” 
 
    “Come at once?” Empress Cyrene said, with a small smile. 
 
    As I seemed to be out of the limelight for the time being, I took a minute to watch Empress Cyrene’s face. I noted how her eyes moved over Elenari’s lithe naked form. How they flicked over to Saya and feasted on the Amazonian’s muscular body, with its etched muscles and perky D-cup tits. 
 
    Saya swallowed. Standing behind her, I could see lines of perspiration trickling down her back.  
 
    “Your Majesty, might we be allowed to dress and then we can aid you in whatever it is you require us for,” she said. 
 
    Empress Cyrene said nothing but continued to gaze at the two women, her eyes every now and again moving over to take a tour of my naked body. 
 
    The smell of sex hung heavy in the room. The atmosphere was charged. To top it all off, the big hand of my cock clock, regardless of the inappropriateness of the situation, was resolutely pointing at twelve. 
 
    Being somewhat averse to awkward silences, I decided to break the one that was maturing around us with my usual diplomatic tact. 
 
    “Is there something we can help you with, Your Majesty?” I asked. “Only, by your own admission, we could all be goblin grub come by this time tomorrow, and my wives and I were hoping to make the most of this evening…” 
 
    Empress Cyrene cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “I am not used to being spoken to in the way that you address me, Mike,” she said. 
 
    Saya smiled and looked over her shoulder at me. “Yeah,” she said, “he gets that a lot, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, you’ll have to excuse our husband,” Elenari said. 
 
    “It is a rare day,” the Empress continued, seemingly without hearing Elenari, “when I am spoken to as anything but an Empress—a supreme and unquestionable ruler. It is not often I get to experience what life is like surrounded by genuine and unbridled and unchecked emotion.” 
 
    I got the impression that Elenari, Saya, and myself were privy to a side of the Empress that was only very occasionally given an airing. The three of us stood without speaking, watching the beautiful woman as she examined a large ring on her right hand.  
 
    “However, through the link that I am privy to share with these two,” she said, speaking to me, but motioning at Elenari and Saya, “I could not help but become aware of just how invested in you these two brave warrior women are.” 
 
    My brain stalled. Here I was, butt naked and fooling around with my two randy wives, and who should turn up on the scene unannounced? The high ruler and most powerful person in all of the Mystocean Empire. It was not the sort of situation that you ever got taught about. Not the sort of situation that anyone gives you any advice on. 
 
    Not trusting myself, I closed my hanging jaw and raised my eyebrows in what I hoped was a questioning manner. 
 
    To my surprise, Empress Cyrene blushed.  
 
    “It is… inspiring to me, that the sort of devotion these two women have for you should be kindled by a being who comes from one of the weaker worlds in this multiverse of ours.” 
 
    My mouth opened, closed, then opened again, but no words came out. I had been called a great many things in my life, not all of them flattering, but I couldn’t recall the last time someone had told me they thought me inspiring. 
 
    This candid admission, while being heartfelt, did make my raging boner seem all the more ridiculous and out of keeping with things. 
 
    “And that’s why you appeared?” I asked, my brain suddenly putting a couple of pieces of this scenario together to form a new and interesting whole. “You felt the emotion and the bond that was being expressed between the three of us and you wanted to experience it for yourself?” 
 
    Empress Cyrene’s eyes dropped to the floor. To my amazement, she wrung her hands together. The action made her suddenly look much younger than she usually did. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I said, “there’s nothing wrong with that. Nothing to be embarrassed about.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked up at me. Her eyes shone in her coffee-colored face. 
 
    “The link that Saya, Elenari, and myself have is one of the most potent things that I’ve ever shared with anyone,” I said. “Even if I had half the eloquence needed to articulate the depth and breadth of it, I have a feeling that it transcends words. I’m not surprised that something so fierce bled through the Dream Tattoo that connects them to you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked at me. A small smile touched her lips and set a fire burning in her eyes. 
 
    “Fierce, yes, that is the word I would use to describe what I felt,” she said. “Fierce and…” she trailed off, and I saw her give a little shiver and bite her lip. 
 
    “Wild,” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    The Empress nodded at me. 
 
    I decided to throw caution to the winds.   
 
    I held out my hand. 
 
    “When you boil it down, Your Majesty, there are only really two ways to go about living your life,” I said. “Doesn’t matter if you’re a princess or a pauper, I don’t think. The first is as though nothing is a gift. The second is as though everything is a gift. Yeah, we could all be dead tomorrow.” 
 
    The Empress looked down at my hand. Saya and Elenari, sensing what I was trying to do, had moved to stand near the Empress, on either side of her.  
 
    “Yeah, tomorrow is going to be a tough day and we might not all live through it,” I said. “Thing is though, every single day we wake up could be our last. Caught up in their lives, people tend to forget that. Sometimes, it’s okay to grab your responsibilities, and decorum, by their lapels, give them a shove, and tell them that you’re taking the night off.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene snorted softly, took me by the hand, and stepped toward me. 
 
    “But, I…” she said. 
 
    “What?” I murmured, pulling her closer so that she could put her hand on my chest. 
 
    “I… I am… inexperienced,” the Empress said. 
 
    “A virgin?” I blurted, before I could stop myself. 
 
    Empress Cyrene nodded. 
 
    Saya and Elenari stepped toward us, each of them putting a hand on the Empress’ shoulders. 
 
    I shrugged. “Makes sense,” I said. “There’s got to only be a handful of guys stupid or brave enough to try it on with an empress.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked up at me as Elenari and Saya deftly slipped the silk gown she was wearing off of her shoulders. She wore nothing underneath. My eyes ran over her dark skin, devouring every inch of her nubile body. 
 
    “Only one name springs to mind,” the ruler of the Mystocean Empire said softly to me. 
 
    I grinned, still unable to comprehend that the most powerful person in all the land was standing stark naked in front of me. Not only that, but she was offering up her cherry to myself and my two wives. 
 
    “Is he brave or stupid?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll let you know soon,” the Empress replied. “Only not too soon, I hope.” 
 
    Elenari and Saya gently pulled the Empress down onto the nest of blankets and rugs that we had been enjoying ourselves on. She looked from one of her elite bodyguards to the other. She smiled. 
 
    “Do you–do you mind if I just watch for a little?” Empress Cyrene said as Elenari and Saya ran their hands over her slim and gorgeous body. 
 
    “We are part of your Twelve, Your Majesty,” Elenari said, “we go where you command and do what you need us to do.” 
 
    I had to smile as I watched my two wives reassuring the virgin empress. They might have been the two newest members of the Empress’ Twelve, but by the end of the evening, I doubted there would be any member of the Twelve more trusted, or on more intimate grounds with the Empress, than those two. 
 
    “Lie down with the other two, Empress Cyrene,” I suggested. “They’ll warm you up a little. Show you how we’re all friends here and there are no judgments.” 
 
    “Please, Mike,” the Empress said, lying down between Saya and Elenari, “call me Cyrene. Here at least, if propriety stops you calling me by name elsewhere.” 
 
    “As you wish, Cyrene,” I said. 
 
    Cyrene smiled nervously, and I dropped her a wink and nodded my head at the two women on either side of her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they won’t bite unless you ask them to,” I said. 
 
    The Empress bit her lip, her eyes shining with a mix of excitement, trepidation, and intrigued prurience. Now that we came down to it, and that she had resolved to surrender herself to me and the other two women, she couldn’t take her gaze from the massive boner I sported. She lay there, sandwiched between the muscular Saya and the elfin Elenari, staring at my cock while I knelt over the three of them lying there on their backs. 
 
    By all that was wet and tight in that world, I wanted to fuck the Empress so badly. I could just imagine the clinging warmth of her virgin pussy. However, she was an empress, and I was a good man. There was a way to go about things and that way would involve me having to bite the bullet and hold on for a few more minutes at least. 
 
    Luckily, Empress Cyrene could have had no two better sirens whispering in her ears and caressing her body with their clever hands than Elenari and Saya. My wives ran their hands over the  other woman’s pert breasts, leaving her nipples stiffening in increments. They traced the lines of her ribs with their nails, caressed her face, and kissed lightly down the side of her throat and along her arms. 
 
    While they did this, I knelt between the Empress’ legs. Without so much as a word, Elenari took Cyrene’s left leg and Saya took her right and held them open. 
 
    “You can watch, Your Majesty,” I said, “but I want to give you something to think on while I pleasure my wives.” 
 
    Cyrene nodded her head, biting her bottom lip. Her chest rose and fell heavily. Her eyes were alight with an almost feverish brightness, as if she couldn’t quite believe what was going on. Looking down, the rosy slit of her pussy looked even pinker than I expected against the dusky caramel-colored skin. Her lips were already bedewed with wetness. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Empress Cyrene stammered. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine she had ever been in such a compromising position as the one she was in now. She shivered with delight as Elenari’s free hand slipped up and grasped her gently by the throat whilst Saya’s hands skimmed down the leg she was holding and tickled at the inside of her thigh.  
 
    For my part, I slapped the tip of my engorged cock onto the Empress’ vagina and rubbed it up and down the entrance. 
 
    Cyrene moaned and then covered her mouth as if she was embarrassed that such an animal sound had emanated from her throat. Elenari pulled her hand away, leaned in, and kissed her on the mouth. Cyrene responded with an endearingly jerky clumsiness. 
 
    “Relax, Your Majesty,” Elenari murmured. “Relax and lose yourself.” The final word trailed off into a sigh of ecstasy as I reached out and slid two fingers into the elf’s pussy. 
 
    “I do apologize, were you not ready for my attentions?” I asked her, slowly making beckoning gestures inside of the sexy red-head. 
 
    “Of course, I’m always ready for your attentions, Mike,” Elenari gasped, “but don’t you bloody well make me come too soon in front of our Empress.” 
 
    While the tip of my prick pressed and slid against Cyrene’s moistening opening, my other hand ran up Saya’s leg and found her eager sex. My fingers slid inside her, and she let out a long, hoarse groan of longing. 
 
    I began to finger fuck both my wives while the Empress watched. 
 
    I picked up the pace a little, fingering the two women on either side of Empress Cyrene with renewed vigor, while I made an effort to slide my dick up and down the soaking slot of the ruler of the Mystocean Empire. Fingering two chicks whilst trying to essentially dry hump another took a surprising amount of coordination, and for a while I lost myself.  
 
    I stared into nothing, at the tight stomach of Cyrene, my ears filled with the disjointed moans and mewls of Elenari and Saya. I felt the tension building inside of my wives. The three of us had been fooling around for quite a while by this point, and I knew there would only be so much more that they could take before they boarded the orgasm train and rode it off the edge of Climax Gorge. 
 
    A tentative touch on my cock followed by an eager if unpracticed grasp made me look down and concentrate on my surroundings a little more. 
 
    Cyrene was panting. She was pressed to the makeshift bed, her ass just off the furs and rugs, her left hand reaching for my prick. 
 
    My cock throbbed with the need to slide into one of the three women in front of me—into any of them—but I knew that once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop until I’d covered at least one of them in my love graffiti. I longed to penetrate Empress Cyrene, but I feared I’d be too rough with her, virgin as she was. 
 
    My resolve was tested a moment later when Cyrene ran both of her hands up my thighs and sent shivers racing through my body. 
 
    “I think… I think I’m ready, Mike,” she said in a strained and eager voice. 
 
    I blinked down at her, realizing what she was saying. She was telling me exactly what I wanted to hear. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked. “You want me to…” 
 
    “I want you to fuck me,” Cyrene said, her smoldering eyes locked on mine. “I want you to fuck me like a piece of trash. I want you to fuck me like you do all the beautiful women that follow you and treat you with such respect. Show me why you deserve their love and admiration.” 
 
    I licked my lips and looked at the two other women lying next to Empress Cyrene. Both were toying with themselves now and grinning at me. 
 
    “You heard the Empress, Mike,” Elenari said. “A request from her is an order.” 
 
    “Fuck her, Mike,” Saya said. “Give her your cock while we watch.” 
 
    “Yes, Mike Noctis, do it,” Cyrene said. 
 
    I smiled at all three of them. “I can see I’m out numbered here.” 
 
    Saya laughed. “Oh, I bet having sex with our gorgeous empress has really taken some serious twisting of your arm, huh?” 
 
    My smile widened. “Like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    I reached down and pulled Cyrene toward me. 
 
    “Wait,” the Empress said. “I’ve heard of women being–being penetrated from behind. I think I would like to give this a try if you think it prudent, so that I can watch your wives pleasure themselves while you pleasure me.” 
 
    I felt the blood surge in my ears at Empress Cyrene’s request. 
 
    “Whatever you wish, Your Majesty,” I said. “This is your circus after all, and you are the ringmaster.” 
 
    With a deft heave of my muscular arms, I flipped Cyrene over with an abruptness that made her gasp. Then, grabbing her by the ankles, I pulled her toward me and maneuvered her until her ass was a boner’s length from me. The Empress tried to rise onto all fours, but I pushed her down, so that she was bent forward on her elbows. 
 
    She emitted little crooning noises from her throat, which I didn’t think she realized. I imagined that she was enjoying the novelty of being pushed around. She’d probably never been treated like that in all her life. 
 
    “Stick your ass out toward me, Your Majesty,” I said. 
 
    This Empress Cyrene did, sticking out her curvaceous ass while she clutched at the furs in front of her. 
 
    She was a petite woman, and I was a fairly big dude, so reaching forward to hook one index finger into the corner of her mouth, forcing her regal head sideways so that she could either look at me or the two women sitting with their legs open in front of her was easy. 
 
    I knew it was a hell of a new sensation for Empress Cyrene, who had been the dominant force in every room she had ever walked into for however long she had been the Empress of the Mystocean Empire. I didn’t doubt that she had rarely, if ever, been gainsaid in her life. She’d definitely never have been manhandled in such a way before. I smiled. This would really be turning into a day of firsts for her. She had been the one guiding a nation, a woman who had been in total control of every aspect of her life. 
 
    Up until right now. 
 
    Now, the shoe was on the other foot, and that foot was pointing at the ceiling.  
 
    I stared back into her excited eyes while she bit at my finger. With great solemnity, I slapped her hard on the ass. 
 
    Lying back and watching the show, Saya grinned and Elenari let out a little excited gasp as my blow smacked the royal asscheek. 
 
    “You dare raise a hand to my person?” the Empress said with mock severity, talking thickly around my finger. 
 
    I slapped her rump a couple more times, just to show her who was in control. 
 
    “I dare a lot more than that, Your Majesty,” I said. 
 
    I pressed the tip of my cock into the opening of her pussy. 
 
    “Jeez, you’re so fucking tight,” I hissed. 
 
    The Empress made no reply. She was breathing hard as I pushed myself slowly and carefully into her. Every now and again, as I gained another inch, she would let out a little moan of pained rapture. 
 
    “Keep going, keep going, keep going,” she whispered. 
 
    Her eyes were shut, her whole body vibrating as it dealt with a host of new sensations and a fulfilment the likes of which she had never experienced before. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like minutes, I could push no further. I was up to my nuts in a monarch’s guts, as Bjorn might well have said. 
 
    Cyrene opened her eyes. In front of her, Elenari and Saya masturbated to the sight of their most revered leader being spitted from behind by their husband. 
 
    “Do you want Mike to fuck you, Your Majesty?” Elenari asked. 
 
    “Yes,” came Cyrene’s whispered reply. 
 
    “Do you want him to fuck you hard? To break you like a wild horse?” Saya asked. 
 
    Cyrene made a noise of acquiescence. 
 
    “That’s why she’s the boss,” Saya said admiringly to Elenari. 
 
    “Yes it is,” the elf said. 
 
    Empress Cyrene reached back and pulled her thighs and buttcheeks apart. 
 
    “Break me and tame me, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said.   
 
    “Just as you say, Your Majesty,” I said. 
 
    Then, I started to fuck her, slowly at first but quickly picking up my pace as the Empress spurred me on. 
 
    “Harder, faster… Harder,” she whispered into the blankets, her voice racked with pain and pleasure both. 
 
    I did as she wanted me to do, penetrating her tight pussy as deep as I could from behind. Cyrene let out some muffled cries as my testicles slapped onto her swollen clit with every thrust. Elenari, her pale skin flushed rose with excitement, sat in front of the Empress and played with herself while Saya fingered her own slit with complete abandon. 
 
    I jackhammered away at Empress Cyrene until her face was pressed up against Saya’s crotch. Our monarch was crying out with ecstasy, holding her buttcheeks apart so that I could thrust into her as deeply as possible. 
 
    “Harder!” she cried out, her voice muffled against Saya’s muscular thighs. “I want it… I want it rough! I want it h-h-oh-aaaaaaah!” 
 
    I paused, despite the fact that I was an ant’s cock away from blowing my load, momentarily taken aback by the noises and cries coming from the throat of Empress Cyrene. 
 
    Shit, the last thing we need is for some zealous guardsmen to overhear the Empress’ voice and come charging in here, I thought. Apart from anything else it’d make finishing way more of a mission. 
 
    Then I thought of what would happen if I made the Empress pregnant with a baby dragon. It probably would be a catastrophic problem, but then I remembered that, without imbibing Dragondust, I wouldn’t be able to impregnate her.  
 
    My thoughts were broken by Elenari’s voices. 
 
    “She’s coming, Mike, she’s coming!” the elf cried, rubbing herself all the harder and watching Cyrene’s face with unblinking eyes. “Send her over the edge and we’ll go with her, won’t we Saya?” 
 
    Saya only let out a grunt, which I took to an affirmative sign. Her hand was a blur as female ejaculate started flicking out from her sex like drops of water issuing from a fountainhead. 
 
    I thrust into the Empress a few more times, making an effort to angle my pushes, and then allowed her to really extend herself and come as hard as she could. 
 
    Cyrene clenched up and then writhed as she came with the force of a gale, her tight little body quivering and shaking. Her face was scrunched into the blankets and squashed into Saya’s thigh so her cries of rapture were garbled and muffled. From the way that her legs thrashed and her toes curled though, I figured her first fuck had gone over quite well. 
 
    A wash of vaginal ejaculation flooded my crotch and cascaded over my ballbag as the Empress orgasmed. This acted as the final catalyst for me, a signal that I was okay to let my own climax go.  
 
    I held the Empress by the hips and pressed into her, shooting my seed deep into her lithe body. So intense was that orgasm that my vision went white for a few seconds, while Elenari and Saya fell twitching as they too reached the peak of rapture and threw themselves into the void. Cyrene let out a long, drawn out howl of absolute carnal fulfillment, then collapsed onto the mess of furs and blankets with me lying half on top of her. 
 
    The four of us flopped into the pile of rugs and furs, breathing hard. The fire that had been burning in the small brazier inside the tent had been reduced to coals. It was splendidly warm in the tent, and for a while, we all lay without any covers on, listening to the frivolities taking place down in the camp’s main street. 
 
    Eventually, and with far more effort than such a simple task should have taken, I pulled a wolfskin up to cover Empress Cyrene. The woman had her eyes closed and was breathing hard, though there was a faint smile of supreme satisfaction on her face. She and I were lying next to one another, while my wives were acting as a living headboard, spooning one another above us. 
 
    “You know something?” Empress Cyrene said after a few moments, her voice only a half-conscious mumble. 
 
    “What’s that, Your Majesty?” I asked, my eyes staring sightlessly at the canvas roof of the tent above us. 
 
    “I dreamt of you once, Mike, long ago.” 
 
    “I blinked, trying to poke my tired and satisfied brain into life. 
 
    “Dreamed about me?” I asked. 
 
    Empress Cyrene made an affirmative noise. 
 
    “Well, what was it about?” I asked. “I hope it was a good one.” 
 
    “I saw you, not in this form,” and she ran a sleepy hand down my abdominals, “but in a strange form. I knew it was you, though I didn’t know it then, of course.” 
 
    “What kind of other form?” I asked. My own eyelids were growing heavier and heavier. The soft sound of Elenari’s and Saya’s breathing was like a lullaby above us. 
 
    “Some strange combination of dragon and human,” Cyrene murmured. 
 
    “How could you tell it was me, though?” I pressed, my eyes closing. 
 
    I felt the Empress shrug and burrow in beside me. 
 
    “I can’t say, but I am certain it was you. I’m not sure what the dream might have meant, but I am sure that it was you that I saw.” 
 
    The wind flapped the canvas of the tent. The coals in the brazier shifted and settled down. In the distance, men and women danced and sang and laughed like this night was their last. 
 
    For many of them, it would be.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rumbling awoke me from the righteous slumber I had been enjoying. It had been a long time since I had allowed myself the luxury of totally giving myself up to sleep. I had been out for the count, without so much as a solitary dream to disturb my repose. I didn’t think I had even rolled over, so deep was the sleep I had fallen into. 
 
    Perhaps I had slept so well because I was back within the relative safety of the Galipolas Mountain encampment. Maybe it was because my mind had known that out of all the places I could have crashed in that entire camp, there was nowhere where I had more chance of remaining undisturbed than being snuggled up next to the Empress of the Mystocean Empire. 
 
    Royalty is good like that; no guard wants to be the one to wake the sleeping empress. 
 
    That rumbling though, had me out of the nest of rugs and blankets before I had so much as rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I stood, stark-ass naked in the gray early morning light, getting my bearings in record time. The rumbling had that sinister note to it that heralded some form of bad news. It was the sort of rumbling that the inhabitants of Pompeii had probably heard a few minutes before their entire town had been turned into a grisly tourist destination.   
 
    “Time to get up, ladies!” I said, snatching up my pants from where they’d been tossed the night before. 
 
    I needn’t have bothered to say anything. Elenari and Saya were already halfway to their feet by the time my words had left my lips. 
 
    Man, I thought, it’s amazing what you can get used to. Wouldn’t have been too long ago when the sight of Saya and Elenari jumping up in nothing but their birthday suits would have driven anything short of the end of the world clean out of my head. 
 
    It was still a delightful sight, but things had changed a lot since I had first stepped out of that Los Angeles alleyway and into this eye-opening world. For one, I was married to those two wonderful examples of femininity and had the privilege of fucking both whenever I wanted. 
 
    Another thing that had changed was the way I reacted to foreboding rumbling noises. Whereas, back on Earth, I might have been inclined to stand around frowning and wondering whether the Long Valley Caldera had decided to pop its top, now the first thing I did was make sure I was as ready as could be to take on whatever was on its way to try and rain hell down on me and my friends.  
 
    Judging by the dimness of the light emanating through the double flap of the entry, as well as the smoke hole cut in the canvas roof of the tent, I guessed it was only a little past sunrise. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Elenari asked, wriggling into her pants and tossing Saya her shirt. 
 
    “That is something I would very much like to know myself,” Empress Cyrene said, sitting up in the makeshift bed we had all shared so that the blanket slipped away to reveal her lovely pert breasts. 
 
    Head in the game, Mike, I said to myself. You’ve seen plenty of tits in your life. Now is not the time to do your best impression of a deer in the headlights. 
 
    That might be so, but they’re the first pair of monarchical tits you’ve ever seen, my brain noted. 
 
    With her bright blonde hair all over the place, contrasting against her gorgeous caramel-colored skin, the Empress looked particularly beautiful. I didn’t imagine there were too many people in all of the Mystocean Empire that had seen her in that sort of state. 
 
    Outside, the camp stirred. There were shouted orders, the sounds of running feet, and the clash of mail and weapons as soldiers got armed fast. 
 
    “You two stay with Cyrene,” I said to Elenari and Saya. “I’ll find out what the hell is going on out there.” 
 
    I paused as the rumbling rose to such a pitch that it knocked over a couple of empty mead bottles that stood on a small table nearby. Bending down, I placed my palm to the ground and sent my dragon-amplified senses questing out. 
 
    “Or should I say finding out what the hell is going on down there,” I said, looking up at the three women. 
 
    None of us needed to say anything. If the reverberations were issuing from under the ground, then there was only one likely source. 
 
    “Get the rest of the Twelve here, Cyrene,” I said as the Empress pulled a shirt over her head and fished her pants out from the foot of the bed. “I’ll be back with news if I’m able to.” 
 
    With that, I snatched a couple of kisses from my wives, ducked in for a lingering smooch from Cyrene, and then ripped open the tent flap. 
 
    “Mike!” Empress Cyrene called. 
 
    I popped my head back through the flap. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” I asked, having to raise my voice to be heard over the growing subterranean grumbling. 
 
    “Don’t go and get yourself killed, will you?” the Empress said.  
 
    I grinned and dropped her a cheeky wink. “You know what they say,” I said. “Death, taxes, and childbirth; there’s never a convenient time for any of them to come along.” 
 
    “What’re taxes?” Saya asked. 
 
    I laughed as I ducked back out and headed into the growing day. 
 
    “No taxes,” I muttered. “And I thought dragons, goblins, and all that shit would be the most outlandish thing about this world.” 
 
    The rumbling had risen to such a degree that loose pebbles jumped and hopped across the ground like stony frogs.  
 
    “Father,” came Rifa’s voice from inside my head, “the pads on my feet are sensitive enough to pinpoint where whatever is down there is likely to emerge.” 
 
    “Say no more, pal,” I said and summoned the Rime Bear from his crystal. 
 
    I jumped onto Rifa’s back, and he took off through the camp. Every now and again, he paused for a moment, with his huge paws splayed, before trotting on. 
 
    After only a couple of minutes, we passed the collection of senior staff tents and emerged into the stretch of land leading down into the little township of Galipolas Mountain. 
 
    “Here,” Rifa said.  
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Whatever is coming will be here momentarily.” 
 
    I was inclined to trust the bear, even if he hadn’t been my offspring. The rumbling was so intense and insistent now that it could turn cream into butter. 
 
    “Good work, bud,” I said, “but best get back into the crystal until we know exactly what we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    I summoned Rifa back and then let Noctis out. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked the Onyx Dragon. 
 
    Noctis gave me a look out of one baleful yellow eye. It was a look that communicated so much that I just had to laugh and pat the beast on his massive, muscular haunch. He was so supremely confident in his abilities that his self-belief put the combined egos of Allen Iverson, Christiano Ronaldo, and Terrell Owens to shame.  
 
    “I always wonder why it is that humanoids put so much importance and gravitas on waiting until they’re ready to do certain things,” Noctis said to me through our telepathic link. “To me, it has always seemed that none of your bipedal races are ever ready to do anything. You find it so hard to grasp that there is almost no such thing as ready. There is only the now. And you may as well do whatever it is you have to do now. Generally speaking, now is as good a time as any.” 
 
    I patted Noctis on his haunch again. 
 
    “Listen to you and your philosophy,” I said, settling myself into a fighting stance. 
 
    “There is the difference between dragons and men,” Noctis said, his words colored with wry amusement. “You call it philosophy, whereas dragons call it life.” 
 
    A large section of the earth nearby collapsed inward with a dull cracking sound. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said. 
 
    Out of the hole rose the alien shape of a giant worm, causing the handful of soldiers that had gathered to cry out in shock and amazement. Its segmented body alternated in shimmering blue and deep crimson. On its back, looking a little grimy in her white robe but none the worse for that, was Kakra, the Seer of Akrit. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold your fire!” I bellowed, as a small host of crossbow-wielding men and women charged down the hill and knelt in front of the worm. “Hold your fire! She’s one of us! She’s a friend!” 
 
    Kakra held up her hand in greeting. 
 
    “Well met, Mike Noctis,” she said. “I should have guessed it would be you awaiting me as if you had known I was coming all along.” 
 
    “What brings you here, Kakra?” I asked. “Nothing good would be my bet.” 
 
    Kakra shook her head. “Nothing good is right, Mike Noctis,” she replied. “I have been cruising through the under-places, following up on some worrying vibrations.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. “What the news?” 
 
    Kakra stood up on the back of her worm. “Every soldier here, listen to me!” she cried in a clear and carrying voice. “Prepare yourselves! The Shadow Nations come! The camp is under attack!” 
 
    “Under attack?” one grizzled old soldier scoffed. “What is this old bat harping on about?” 
 
    I turned and gave him a special look. There was no need for pulling a sword or physical violence, or any kind of material constraint to accompany the look I gave him. Just that special gaze. 
 
    The old soldier swallowed. He stepped back a pace, avoiding the searing, prolonged look I was hitting him with the same way a man avoids looking directly at the sun. Just like the sun though, that furious gaze was one that I knew he could see without looking at it. 
 
    “My apologies, Dragonmancer,” he stammered, “but what I meant was that, um, you know, if there was an attack on the camp we, ah, we would know about it.” 
 
    An explosion roared in the distance. 
 
    As one, the gathered soldiers and I turned to look down the hill, toward the main thoroughfare that led through the Galipolas Mountain encampment. A small mushroom cloud of bright green fire was burgeoning into the morning air. Dust wreathed the eldritch fire. Chunks of stone and giant clods of earth rained down. Screams of pain tore through the air. 
 
    “Now you know about it!” I mounted Noctis and took off, flying toward the epicenter of the action. 
 
    I had Noctis do a couple of flybys of the main thoroughfare of the camp-cum-township’s main drag so that I could see where the chief danger might lie. 
 
    In a nutshell, the direction the danger was coming from could be best described as everywhere. 
 
    “Holy shit, those sneaky bunch of bastards,” I muttered as Noctis banked low over the roofs of the simple plank and post buildings of the township. 
 
    From what I could make out from the air, it appeared the hordes of the Shadow Nations had tunneled their way under the Galipolas Mountain camp and surrounded it. Once in position, they struck from multiple directions, collapsed their infiltration tunnels and then burst out like maggots from a corpse. I could make out at least a half dozen tunnel entrances surrounding the rough wild west-style settlement, with a couple of them actually well within the few square blocks of clapboard buildings. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got ratfolk and lizardmen on the Shadow Nations’ payroll down there,” I said. “And… Noctis, what the hell are those things?” 
 
    I pointed toward a cluster of tall, skeletal figures wrapped in moldering robes with the cowls pulled up. They moved with a strange jerky gait, their tall backs bent over so that they resembled walking question marks. 
 
    “You see who I mean,” I said. “That bunch of assholes that look like they could use a few months in the chiropractor’s office? And there’s another group of them over there—and there.” 
 
    “I see them, yes, but I also smell the stink of them,” he replied. 
 
    I flared my own nostrils then, using the enhanced senses given to me by my bond with Noctis and the others to sift the air more thoroughly than I was used to. 
 
    And I caught it: the unmistakable, cloying smell of rot and putrid meat. 
 
    The smell of death. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked. “They smell like they’ve been buried for half a year and then dug up.” 
 
    “They are lich,” Noctis said. His voice, even inside my mind, was filled with an icy venom. “I have not set eyes on their kind for many, many years. A long time, but not long enough.” 
 
    “Lich… Lich…” I said, searching my mind for anything I might have heard about them. “They’re like zombies, aren’t they?” 
 
    “No. Zombies are mindless, bumbling, moronic shells,“ Noctis said. “A lich is an undead sorcerer. A vain and greedy and misguided fool who once sought immortality or power above anything else. In my experience, they are the beings that feared death the most while they lived. In their quest to thwart that which is inescapable, they became neither alive nor dead. They simply exist, and everything that ever made them human was burned out of them by their overwhelming hatred for everything that is still alive. They are mad and dangerous and foul.” 
 
    “Undead is the word we would use to describe them, I think,” I said, looking down at the awful, ravening creatures as they stalked through the battle-torn streets. 
 
    Noctis considered the word, turning it over in his mind like it was a bauble he had just found in the grass. “Yes,” he said eventually, “undead is a good word for what they are. There is no greater price in this world than the price those halfwits paid for their mockery of life.” 
 
    Just then, as we circled around for one more pass, I caught sight of a massive, seven and a half foot figure fighting in one of the side streets. Skin as white as snow, body crisscrossed with innumerable red scars from a hundred conflicts, pale blond hair and beard whipping this and that as he fought furiously to hold the street. 
 
    “Bjorn!” I hissed. 
 
    Now that I could see him, it took me only a couple of seconds to make out the much slighter figures of Gabby and Rupert nearby. As I watched, I saw Rupert, with his goddamn bycocket hat firmly in place, throw something into the mob of ratfolk that were scurrying down the street toward the much smaller cluster of allied soldiers. There was a flash of mauve flame, a soft roar, and a whirlwind of dust exploded upward in a neat spiral. Ratfolks, and chunks of ratfolk, went flying in all directions. 
 
    That took care of where I was going to drop into the battle, at least. From my vantage point in the sky, I saw more lizardmen and ratfolk converging on my coterie’s position, along with a couple of the smaller groups of the evil-smelling lich.     
 
    “I’m going in, Noctis,” I said. “Thanks for the ride, but this is my spot. Looks like it’s a little tight down there for dragon warfare so excuse me subbing you out.” 
 
    Noctis, despite being possessed of a dragon’s insatiable appetite for battle, knew that what I said made sense. The streets below were thronged with allied soldiers and Shadow Nations’ minions. As big as he was currently, he would have found it difficult to maneuver in the narrow streets and alleyways, even without all the other folk duking it out down there.   
 
    “Fight well,” he said. 
 
    I slapped Noctis on his iron-hard shoulder. 
 
    “You know that it gives me extra strength, having somebody to fight for,” I said. “I can fight for myself, sure, but, for fighting others; that’s when I can kill the easiest.” 
 
    With that, I recalled the Onyx Dragon back into his crystal and dropped through the sky. 
 
    I would have loved to say that I dropped in the middle of the street like a falling star. That I nailed the cliche superhero landing. That I smashed down into the midst of my enemies like the hand of a brutal god and started laying waste to them, strewing their body parts around like confetti. 
 
    But my timing was off, and I ended up smashing through the roof of a butcher’s shop.  I crashed down through the roof in a snapping of beams and a shower of wooden shingles. The counter was reduced to splinters as I punched through it; glass shattered and dust filled the air. 
 
    Luckily, the butcher wasn’t home. 
 
    “It’s all good, I can blame that on the enemy,” I muttered, kicking my way out of the mess and moving aside a wooden spar that must have weighed five hundred pounds. 
 
    Before I even managed to make my way to the door, it was ripped open and four lizardmen came bounding through. 
 
    They were renowned for being unimaginative fighters, but strong as shit, and more resilient than mortal men to attacks with blades and bows. 
 
    Their hides were dull gray scales, which looked almost like a skin condition more than anything else. They wore simple, mismatched leather armor and carried brutal, uncomplicated weapons that nevertheless looked capable of inflicting bloody murder. I had expected their faces to be long and snouty, but they actually had a bit of a case of Voldemort syndrome going on—noses that were basically just a couple of slits open to the air. Long teeth protruded untidily from their wide mouths. Their eyes were almond-shaped, yellow as a hungover piss and lit with malevolent intent. 
 
    “Dead man walking!” one said. 
 
    “You look scared, pink man,” said another, spitting on the blade of a long knife. 
 
    I snorted. “You must have got my look of utter disgust confused with fear,” I replied. “No, I’m not afraid of you shitstains. I was just taken aback by your looks.” I waved a hand at the quartet of lizardmen. “Taken aback at all of… that. I was just thinking to myself that you guys must be what happens when the last drop your fathers fire out of their malformed cock is piss. Or should that be father? You kind of look like your parents could be siblings.” 
 
    One of the lizardmen snarled something in a rough tongue that I assumed must be his native one. 
 
    “Didn’t catch that, friendo,” I said. 
 
    “He said that he wonders whether or not we will have time to cut you open and eat your entrails in front of you,” the third lizardman said.  
 
    “A butcher ready for the block,” said one of his mates, obviously the wit of the group. 
 
    “Butcher?” I looked around. “Oh, no. No, you’ve got that all wrong. I just dropped in.” I indicated the hole in the roof. “No, I’m not the butcher, boys. I’m the blade. And guess what that makes you?” 
 
    The lizardmen said nothing, but they bared their fangs as one. 
 
    I reached out and picked up a twelve pound ham that was still hanging from a hook nearby. “The meat.” 
 
    I threw the ham so hard that it was just a pink streak in the air. It hit the foremost lizardman in the face with enough force to snap his neck with the sound of a tree branch breaking. His head flopped back on his neck, and he collapsed bonelessly. 
 
    The other lizardmen exchanged dumbstruck looks and then turned back to me—only to find out that I was gone. I had used my Blink ability to teleport behind them without them even knowing it. I reached out, grabbed the lizardmen on either side of me, and smashed their heads together with enough vigor to burst their skulls like a couple of ripe honeydews. 
 
    The fourth and final lizardman let out a shrill squeal of terror at what had just happened and tried to take my head off with his crude saber. It was a vicious sideways cut that would have made a lesser man balk. 
 
    I caught the sword in my bare palm and stopped it as surely as if the lizardman had just swung at a concrete pillar. Then, I bent the blade up at an angle of ninety degrees. 
 
    The lizardman’s large, tooth-filled jaw dropped. 
 
    “Blade,” I said, jabbing my chest with a thumb. “Meat,” and I pointed at the lizardman. 
 
    The Shadow Sphere burst from my fingertip and vanished the creature’s skull in a puff of ether. The rest of the lizardman’s body keeled over backward and thumped onto the floor of the butcher’s shop. I wasn’t there to see it though. I was already out in the street.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I went through the lizardmen that were outside the butcher’s shop like a whirlwind. Like a tornado through a trailer park. There was no time for finesse, even if I’d been that kind of a warrior. I used magic where I could, blasting holes in milling opposition, but there was so much confusion and disarray that I was reticent in my expenditure of mana. I only used my spells when I could be certain there were no allied troopers or civilians in range. Collateral damage was something I was keen to mitigate at all costs. 
 
    After only a couple of minutes, I caught sight of the hulking form of Bjorn. He was a hard man to miss even in a melee. He and Gabby were fighting back-to-back and trying to spur on a ragged bunch of Imperial soldiers that looked like they had only got to bed a couple of hours before. 
 
    Using my Stormhammer, I beat my way through the throng of foes, crushing skulls and turning organs to jelly. By the time I had reached Bjorn and Gabby, I was red up to the elbows. My helmet and Onyx Armor were flecked with gore. 
 
    “How’re you holding up?” I asked, yelling over the noise of battle. 
 
    Gabby raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “True, dumb question,” I said, grinning at my two friends. “Where the hell has Rupert got to?” 
 
    “We got swept apart!” Bjorn said.  
 
    Gabby pointed back over my shoulder. I spun around.  
 
    Rupert looked to have been hemmed in by a couple of lizardmen, who had cornered him and driven him to the side of a building.   
 
    The pair, armed with axes, were eyeing Rupert uneasily, lashing out at him with their crude weapons, testing him, looking for an opening.  
 
    I started toward Rupert. An ill-advised member of a ratfolk clan leaped into my path. I kicked him so hard that he smashed clean through a horse trough, water and blood spraying into the air and mingling in a pretty display of destruction.     
 
    There was a cry from behind me; a bellow of surprised fury. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, recognizing the tone. 
 
    I was just in time to see Bjorn thrown off his feet as a particularly beefy and ballsy lizardman crashed into his ribs. His sword spun from his unresisting hand as he fell into the dust of the street with his attacker on top of him. Clawed fingers scrabbled at his throat, raked at his eyes, left bloody tracks across his face. 
 
    Gabby was busy, detained with a few female ratfolk who looked intent on having his guts for garters. 
 
    I looked back at Bjorn. I saw the half-Jotunn set his teeth. Saw the flame of battle kindle in his eyes as he fought for his life. To my utter astonishment, the giant bastard looked like he was having the absolute time of his life. 
 
    I made the split second decision to save Rupert. Bjorn was a mad dog killer type, who was never more alive than when in the glowing heart of a battle. Rupert on the other hand, while more than capable of holding his own, didn’t have Bjorn’s resilience to edged weaponry.  
 
    That was what battle was, in my mind; a series of very brief moments of time in which you made decisions that carried the weight of life or death in their hands. You did your best to save your pals, and that was all that any of us could do. 
 
    Rupert parried a half-hearted thrust by one of his attacker’s. He ran his dagger up the line of his enemy’s blade and took the lizardman’s thumb off at the base. The weapon fell from his opponent’s mutilated hand, and he struck out again. His wicked-looking dagger cut through the meat of the lizardman’s thigh. Glanced off bone. Sent him down in a spray of dark blood. 
 
    Grunting, hissing, gasping, the rasp of metal on metal. The screams and groans of the dying. The heavy and unbreakable silence of the dead lying in the street. That was the world, as I shoved and hacked my way toward Rupert. 
 
    I watched as Rupert went blow for blow with the other lizardman wielding the heavy homemade axe; blocking with his much smaller dagger, cutting right and left when the opportunity presented itself, while his opponent swung at him in great swipes. Pace by pace he was being driven backward. It wouldn’t be long before he was penned in. 
 
    A mixed group of combatants suddenly spilled out of a grogshop. Ratfolk and Vetruscan warriors crashed through the saloon doors. One Vetruscan was propelled right through the whorled glass of the window in a shower of diamond fragments. 
 
    I cursed at them getting in the way, even while I was conjuring my Repeating Hand Crossbow into being. 
 
    The ratfolk straddled the stunned Vetruscan warrior and raised a broken off spear above its head, ready to plunge it through the heart of the grounded fighter. 
 
    My little supernatural crossbow clicked in my hand, the sound of it firing barely audible over the noise of the fighting. The rose-pink bolt smacked the ratfolk warrior between the eyes and sent it flipping back through the shattered window of the grogshop. 
 
    I had taken my eyes off Rupert for a split second, long enough for him to be backed right up against the wall. Not only that, but the lizardman that he had cut down was back on his feet. He limped heavily, but was able-bodied enough to back up his buddy, who looked seconds away from making Rupert a head shorter. 
 
    My dragonfly-like wings snapped into being, and I launched myself into the air. As I took flight, I unloaded with my handheld eldritch crossbow and cleared a group of ratfolk archers perched on the roofline that overlooked the street my allies were fighting in. 
 
    Wooden roof tiles exploded and shattered under the hail of magical fire that I sent the archers’ way. Bows were dropped and bodies clutched as my arrows punched into my foes. Five of them were sent tumbling down the sloping roof and into the street. 
 
    I cut my wings, allowing gravity to reassert its hold on me. I drew my arm back, and my Chaos Spear appeared in my hand, even as I launched my arm forward. The spear flashed through the air and smacked through the back of the lizardman that had driven Rupert up against the wall. Such was the velocity behind it that the lizardman was driven into and then through the wall that he had hemmed my friend up against. 
 
    Both Rupert and the remaining injured lizardman gaped at this unexpected turn of events. In fact, the lizardman was still gaping when one of my dragon-powered crossbow bolts punched through the back of his head and exited through his mouth. It smacked into the wooden wall an inch or so from Rupert’s face, at the same time that I landed beside him. 
 
    “Hey, man,” I said, “it looked like you could use a hand.” 
 
    “I b-b-believe that it’s my job to look out for you, M-M-Mike,” Rupert stammered. 
 
    I took hold of the shell-shocked man by the collar and smiled at him. 
 
    “That’s not how this friendship works, Rupert,” I said. “Hold onto your hat.” 
 
    Rupert grabbed his bycocket hat just in time. We took off in a whirr of wings, swerving out of the way of a couple of arrows that were sent our way by some archers that I had missed. Almost dreamily, Rupert tossed one of his homemade bombs, and it landed with a shattering of glass that was drowned out in the din rising from the street. 
 
    The two archers were vaporized, the piece of roof they had been standing on bursting out across the street and raining splinters of wood down into the road. 
 
    “Fuck me, are you running around with those fucking things in your pockets?” I asked, as we dipped toward the ground. 
 
    Rupert patted the satchel that he had slung about his scrawny chest. 
 
    “I assure you that they’re perfectly well p-p-padded, boss,” he said. 
 
    We landed where I had seen Bjorn go down, and I released Rupert. Bjorn himself was leaning against a barrel, while Gabby fumbled to wrap an old pillowcase around his bulging bicep as a bandage. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    Bjorn grunted. The fighting had moved off a little way down the street now. Smoke was rising from many spots in the encampment, though. 
 
    “Just a scratch,” the giant dude said. “Only them fuckin’ lizard bastards sometimes paint there blades with a poison that stops your blood from clotting, even a half-Jotunn’s. Fuckin’ pain in the ass.” 
 
    Gabby made a gesture, like a flapping wing with one hand. He pointed at the sky and then at his eyes. 
 
    “Doesn’t look great from above,” Rupert said, “but then we were c-c-caught with our pants around our ankles somewhat.” 
 
    “You’re tellin’ me,” Bjorn said. “I’d just settled down for a nice snooze between the soft, pillowy jugs of a fair-looking whore I met in the tavern that you just blew the roof off, Rupert. Next thing I know, all hell is breaking loose and I only just had enough time to put my tallywhacker away and pull some pants on before lizardmen are storming the fuckin’ front door.” 
 
    “What a sad story,” Rupert said drily. “Still, I’m sure the lady of negotiable affection was g-g-glad for the unexpected reprieve.” 
 
    “There’s always a silver lining if you look hard enough,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Gabby gave a croaking snort of laughter. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that the prostitute in question was highly admiring of my skills as a lover,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “Bjorn, when you rent your g-g-girlfriend by the hour, trust me on this, they are always complimentary,” retorted Rupert. 
 
    Gabby laughed harder and slapped his thigh. 
 
    “Maybe,” Bjorn said, tugging his makeshift bandage tighter, “but if that was the case, then I got the last laugh.” 
 
    “How’s that, then?” I asked. 
 
    “The lizardmen busted in before I could pay her,” Bjorn said, grinning so wide that I’m pretty sure he showed off every single one of his tombstone teeth. “Gotta love a freebie, lads!” 
 
    Our intellectual discussion was curtailed by the dramatic arrival of none other than Elenari, Saya, and Empress Cyrene. The three of them plummeted out of the air, in a very similar fashion to the way I had, and landed hand in the dirty, bloody street. Mud sprayed up around them. 
 
    Looking heavenward, I was just in time to see the Empress’ Dream Dragon vanish. 
 
    “Nice of you to drop—” I started to say. 
 
    “Oh no, you are not going to say something corny like that, Mike Noctis!” Saya said to me. 
 
    I held up my hands.  
 
    “Cyr—Empress, I mean,” I said, correcting myself at the last moment, “what’re you doing here. You should be somewhere safe, shouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Somewhere safer than between these two, you mean?” the Empress said. 
 
    I opened my mouth. Closed it. 
 
    “Good point,” I said. 
 
    Rupert, Bjorn, and Gabby had dropped reverentially to their knees at the appearance of the Empress. Looking down at the grovelling trio, I gave Gabby a surreptitious dig with my foot. 
 
    “I’m sure the Empress here is going to be understanding of the fact that your humble respects can wait until we’re not fighting for the life of this camp,” I muttered. 
 
    That lovely smile flickered across her face, but she got it under control in time. 
 
    “Quite so, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said. 
 
    “Your Majesty…” Elenari prompted. 
 
    Empress Cyrene gave herself a little shake. When she next looked at me, there was nothing soft in her gaze. This wasn’t Empress Cyrene the diplomat and figurehead, this was a new Empress Cyrene that I had not made the acquaintance of. This was Empress Cyrene the war-leader.  
 
    “This could be our chance, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Chance?” I asked. 
 
    “The Bronze Citadel may not have as many guards stationed around it,” the Empress said. “Now might be our best opportunity for you to infiltrate the Subterranean Realms and eradicate the Time Dragon with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re right,” I breathed. 
 
    There was an explosion from the next street over, and a chorus of screams echoed up and out into the growing day. More grit and debris rained down. Elenari and Saya moved in closer to the Empress, but never took their eyes off the surrounding buildings and streets. 
 
    I nodded, almost to myself as I weighed up what the Empress was saying. 
 
    “Yeah, they would have emptied out a shitload of their forces with this little attack,” I said. “Hell, the tunnels they used to dig their asses in here might lead right into the heart of the keep. At the very least, they should pop us out onto the battlefield outside the Citadel.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene took a step toward me. Her hand was halfway raised to touch me before the underlying worry about what was appropriate or not kicked in. The hand lowered once more. 
 
    I gave her an understanding nod and, at the same time, summoned Qatila into being. If I was going to be taking the low road of the underground passages, as opposed to the high roads of the boundless sky, then I figured the desert cat might be the swiftest option. 
 
    I had just jumped up onto the buffalo-sized feline’s beige back when I was stopped by a sudden cry. 
 
    “Mike, wait!” 
 
    It was Elenari. 
 
    Both she and Saya looked at me. It seemed like there was something that Elenari wanted to ask me, something that was causing no end of internal anguish. 
 
    “Look, Elenari,” I said kindly, “this might have to wait until I get back—if I get back. The Empress has a point. The longer we delay the more likely it is that the Shadow Nations might order a retreat. I have to go and do this now. We have to be strong and continually aware, right? If you and Saya and the others have taught me a damned thing, then it’s when to manage your strength and that of others. When essential, engage on our terms. Be observant, adaptive, and subtle.” 
 
    “Subtle! You didn’t learn that lesson too well did you, handsome Earthling?” Saya snorted, though she smiled as she said it. 
 
    I grinned. “The chief thing I learned from all of you ladies though is this: do not lose control. Not of yourself and not of a situation. Act decisively. Conclude quickly.”  
 
    Surprisingly, it was as if my words acted as a catalyst for Elenari. The red-headed elf turned to face the Empress, took a deep breath and said, “I am aware, Empress Cyrene, that the sole task of any member of the Twelve is to defend your royal self. I am aware that to neglect this duty, without your express permission, is to forfeit my place. However, I must beg leave to accompany my husband on this important errand. I feel like on our wedding day I pledged an oath to him that, on this occasion, countermands the one that I swore to you.” 
 
    Before the Empress could answer, Saya too stepped forward. 
 
    “I would request leave from you too, Your Majesty,” she said. “I too am aware that my place is forfeit, if any of us should survive this conflict.” 
 
    Empress Cyrene’s face was totally inscrutable. It was the countenance of a proper politician. 
 
    “Go,” she said, looking at Elenari and Saya. “Go, and we will speak of this if you return.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elenari said, “you should retreat back to the command tents before—” 
 
    Empress Cyrene held up a hand. “I have the Twelve—or should that now be the Ten?—a call away. I’ll be fine. Go!”     
 
    Elenari summoned Gharmon and Saya brought forth Scopula without another word. 
 
    “Boys,” I said, looking down from the back of Qatila, “take care of Empress Cyrene. Not that I’m sure she couldn’t outfight all three of you at once but, you know, it’s the thought that counts.” 
 
    Rupert patted his satchel and I winced reflexively. 
 
    “You can count on us, Mike—uh, I m-m-mean, Dragonmancer Noctis,” he said.  
 
    “And you three?” the Empress said, as Elenari, Saya, and I turned our mounts. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” I asked. 
 
    “You better damn well return,” Cyrene said. 
 
    With a final nod of farewell, the three of us set off to make our way through the manic streets. 
 
    And came face-to-face with a party of lich. 
 
    The foul stink of them reached my nostrils a moment after my eyes alighted on them. I could see under their cowls now, thanks to the growing light of day. 
 
    “Not much to look at, are they?” Elenari said, in what might have been the understatement of the year. 
 
    “Things under there are about as grim as I might’ve expected something that smells like liquid ass to look,” I said. 
 
    The lich raised their skeletal hands at us and pointed. There were tatters of Imperial soldiers’ uniform and flesh hanging from their desiccated fingers. Behind them, the street had emptied out, as if our allies and enemies alike feared to fight around the lich. 
 
    I swapped gazes with my fellow mounted dragonmancers and gave them the tiniest nods. Then, I held my own hand up and flipped the lich the bird. 
 
    “Hakuna matata, mother fuckers,” I said. 
 
    Dragonfire exploded out into the street, filling it. It was mingled with the searing light of a star fallen to earth, which was Qatila’s contribution to the hellfire that we rained down on those lich bastards. 
 
    The walls of the nearest wooden buildings were ripped away as easily as if they had been constructed from dry leaves instead of solid planking. Barrels that had been standing outside of a distillery were tumbled away, smashing into wood shards as they bounced down the road and ignited. 
 
    Our enemies, all four of them, were ripped apart. Dead or undead, if you throw something that is held together by rotten flesh, black magic, and malice into a triple-powered jet-engine flamethrower, the results are going to be emphatic. The dragonfire seared and crisped and shredded the lich, while Qatila’s pure solar magic obliterated them. 
 
    The glaring blast of light and heat died away. Spot fires flickered on the facades of most of the buildings on the street. To our right, an abandoned brothel collapsed into the street in a rushing smash of buckled, brittle, and burned timber. 
 
    The lich had been toasted and scattered like ash on the wind. 
 
    “Hakuna matata?” Saya asked. 
 
    “It means no worries,” I said. 
 
    We were in a rush and, as such, we were not as gentle as we might have been.  
 
    Qatila, with the kind of relish for casual cruelty that cats have mastered through the ages and across the multiverse, bulled his way through the fighting. He was, to his credit, careful not to kill anyone on our side. That did not stop him from making more than one group of allied troopers leap from his path in an undignified fashion—one particular woman having to dive through into a pile of manure to escape his mammoth paws. 
 
    If we came across any untroubled enemies, Qatila, Scopula, and Gharmon would fall upon them like the hounds of hell. Blood rained down, limbs were sent flying, but there was never any lingering. All the slaying was done with an efficiency that would have made Genghis Khan proud. 
 
    We smashed our way through the township that was, in no uncertain terms now, at war. The whole place had become a warzone. Shops were burning, taverns were hosting the sort of bloody fights that would even have been out of place during New Year’s Eve in the south end of Boston. 
 
    There was a lot of trouble that Elenari, Saya, and I could have helped negate, but there simply wasn’t time. We were searching for the entrance to one of the tunnels that would lead down to the Subterranean Realms. In the end, to expedite matters, I summoned Brenna to the air to act as a spotter. Before a minute had elapsed, she had located the entrance to the nearest tunnel. 
 
    “It’s like having living, fire-breathing drones that you can talk to,” I muttered as I recalled Brenna to her crystal and set out in the direction she had indicated. 
 
    We made it to the entrance without any resistance. It looked as if the hordes of the Shadow Nations hadn’t stationed any of their forces behind to guard this particular entrance. 
 
    “Looks like we can just head straight down the rabbit hole,” I said as Qatila padded to a stop next to the mounds of excavated earth and blasted rock. 
 
    And that’s exactly what we would have done, had it not been for the cry that echoed down the body-strewn street behind us. 
 
    “Mike! Mike Noctis! You better slow your ass down before you and those two think of heading down into the bowels of the earth without us.” 
 
    I whipped around so quickly that, if it hadn’t been for my good old dragon-strengthened bones and sinews, I might have cricked my neck. 
 
    “Tamsin,” I said. 
 
    It wasn’t just the red-skinned hobgoblin, though. With her came Penelope, Zala, Hana, and Renji, all riding on the back of their beasts. They had the look of a bunch of women who had been pushed to the brink, and were in the mood for some serious retribution. They were spattered with blood. Even Penelope, who I knew to be the most conscientious dragonmancer in our group, looked like she had been massacring the enemy. 
 
    “What are you girls doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “We came as an escort for Qeli here, Mike,” Renji said. The djinn jerked her thumb over her shoulder. 
 
    The bugmancer, Qeli, and three of her companions scuttled around the corner on the back of their insectile steeds. The few unfortunate Shadow Nations’ warriors that had come in behind us screamed and ran for it, as the giant praying mantises lashed out with their barbed forelegs as they advanced up the road. 
 
    “I was never a big fan of creepy crawlies,” I heard Elenari say to Saya behind me. 
 
    Qeli’s mantis, a big, alert-looking motherfucker, whipped out a lightning-fast arm and cut a lizardman in two. His legs ran on for about five yards, while his torso toppled backward, trailing intestines like party streamers. 
 
    “And now?” Saya asked. 
 
    “Probably even less so,” Elenari said. 
 
    The four praying mantises pulled to a halt. They were different to dragons in a lot of ways, but the main variance was in the way their eyes and heads moved. 
 
    Dragons could remain alert and watchful without so much as moving a muscle. I imagined this was because they were, on the whole, a more patient and ancient species of creature. The giant praying mantises on the other hand, reminded me a little of horses eager to charge at the enemy. Their spindly legs tracked back and forth, stomping the ground, while their alien heads rotated this way and that, their eyes flicking about to see if there were any enemies nearby. 
 
    Qeli dismounted, approached me, and bowed. 
 
    “Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said in her soft but sure voice, “we are here to help you, as we decided earlier.” 
 
    I waved my hand and spoke loudly enough for every one of the mancers to hear. 
 
    “All right, thanks for coming,” I said. “I appreciate the grit that you’re showing at wanting to come on what is more than likely a suicide mission. There’s no time for me to object to any of you coming, even though the thought of any harm coming to you makes my teeth tingle. As time is so precious, I’ll just say this; this is a stealth mission. I can use all of you, but not all of us are going to need to take the fight into the heart of our enemy’s lair. Do you understand what I mean by that?” 
 
    The women around me exchanged level glances. 
 
    “There might not be any time to explain it later,” I said. “You need to obey any command I might give you, even if it means letting me put myself in danger. I need everyone to be okay with that, otherwise you may as well stay here and help the rest of our soldiers push back our attackers.” 
 
    I paused for a few heartbeats. In the background to our thoughtful stillness, the soundtrack of war and destruction played out; the ring of steel, the swishing flurry of arrows, and the dull, rumbling explosion of spells and enchanted grenades being thrown. 
 
    “All right, if we’re all good with that, then let’s go,” I said. 
 
    It was only when we were all a good five minutes down the roughly excavated passageway that Ashrin and Jazmyn announced their arrival amongst us. The two other members of the Empress’ Twelve stepped out of the thick shadows of the unlit tunnel and hailed us. 
 
    “What the hell are you ladies doing down here?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be with the Empress?” 
 
    “We could ask the same of these two,” Jazmyn said, her usual sardonic grin in place. 
 
    Both women wore the same shiny black armor that reminded me so much of an insect’s carapace, although Jazmyn had her habitual red sash tied around her waist. The pair of them reminded me of a couple of half human, half felines of some kind, though Jazmyn didn’t have the cat-like ears that Ashrin had poking through her hair. Both women had adopted short hairstyles, but whereas Jazmyn’s hair was the black-gray color of ash, Ashrin’s was pure raven black. 
 
    I couldn’t be goddamn bothered to go through the whole explanation of what we were doing again. 
 
    “We know where you’re going and that Empress Cyrene knows you're leaving your posts for the time being,” Jazmyn said as Saya bristled. “We’re not here to rebuke you, or do anything so hypocritical.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Saya asked. 
 
    “We’re here to help,” Ashrin said. 
 
    “Good,” I said, “then you can fall in and keep your eyes skinned for any sign of scouts that might tip off the enemy that we’re on our way.” 
 
    We progressed through the tunnel without too much trouble. It was helpful to us that there was just the one tunnel, since it had been specifically mined by the Shadow Nations’ sappers to reach the Galipolas Mountain camp in as direct a way as possible. There were no branches, no confusing forks in the road where we were forced to stop and think for a while. None of that shit. We simply pressed on, riding on the back of our beasts as they galloped on their weirdly quiet feet. The only sounds came from the occasional scuff or clink of a dragon’s claw nicking some rock or other. Qatila’s massive paws made not a single sound. 
 
    We moved along using our enhanced senses to see and feel our way through the inky blackness. Occasionally, we would come across a large brazier, belching greasy, sooty black smoke that choked part of the tunnel. This would be guarded by a small contingent of guards, who were destroyed in no uncertain terms before they could so much as shit themselves. 
 
    I stationed my friends along the tunnel as we went. Whenever I did this, I knew that every fiber in their being protested at being left behind to guard the tunnel while the rest of us went on, but no one uttered a word of protest. I was thankful to them for that. It would have only cost us all time that we didn’t have and weakened my resolve in not bringing everyone along. 
 
    There were only the four bugmancers, Elenari, Saya, Zala, and me left by the time the passageway started to lighten ever so slightly, suggesting that we might just be reaching the end of it. 
 
    “I am guessing you wish me to stay at this next checkpoint and hold it, yes?” Zala said to me from the back of her desert cat as we prowled down the final stretch. 
 
    I looked behind me at Saya and Elenari, who were only a couple of dim gray shapes in the gloom. The bugmancers and their mantises were further back and had literally camouflaged themselves into the shadows of the walls and ceiling. 
 
    “Yes, Zala, I think that’d be best,” I said. 
 
    Once more, Zala simply nodded understandingly. Then, she slid from the back of her desert cat and vanished it into the crystal that she had secreted somewhere on her body. Strangely, it was only now that I thought to ask this fantastic, exotic woman where she even kept the crystal that housed her bonded beast. 
 
    With a sly smile, leaning in so that I couldn’t help but get a noseful of her fragrant jasmine-heavy musk, Zala parted her robes and showed me her toned, tanned stomach. Nestled in her belly button was a small orange stone. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “The mystery is solved.” 
 
    Zala pulled her robes closed, leaned up, and kissed me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Clearing the road,” she said. “Follow along behind, but allow me to take care of the guards.” 
 
    I gestured for the woman to move on ahead. “As you wish.” 
 
    Elenari, Saya, and I also dismounted. The bugmancers stayed out of sight, blending in with the darkness, but creeping along behind us. We followed Zala as she moved through the rising tunnel. Up ahead there was light. It was the wavering light of torches or a brazier, hinting at more guards, just as Zala had said. The three of us following the catmancer, instinctively moving in a crouch as we approached the light. 
 
    There was some chatter from up ahead, some talk in a language that was unintelligible to my ears. Sounded like a bunch of ratfolk guards were standing around their fire and making jokes. They were probably postulating on how the battle above ground was going. Probably congratulating one another on pulling the old guard duty straw down here, out of the way of the immediate danger. 
 
    Boy, were they wrong. 
 
    Zala stomped on the back of the leg of the ratfolk sentry who happened to be closest to us with enough force to break it. The creature toppled over, big eyes bulging in shock and incomprehension. Zala’s next stomp popped his ratty head like a grapefruit under a car tire. 
 
    Zala stepped over the twitching corpse of the little bastard that she’d lamed and then squished. His blood and brains were splattered across her chest and neck. It glinted like flecks of quicksilver where it caught the light of the fire in the brazier. 
 
    The other rodent-like sentries whipped up their heads, bared their fangs, and tensed up. They looked like the personification of panic—not knowing whether to run or stay and fight.  
 
    With a snarl, Zala leaped at her second adversary. She punched out with a left hook, spun away from the ratfolk’s sword as it slashed up to block her, and then opened her foe’s chest with a backhand slash of a hooked knife that had appeared in her hand. The screeching rodent humanoid twisted away from the bitter steel, and Zala punched her knife through the back of his head, dropping him. She rolled across the floor, under the blow of a crude axe aimed at her by the third and biggest sentry. Moving with inhuman speed to avoid another blow, the catmancer hooked a thumb into her adversary’s cheek. Her arm flexed, and she ripped the ratfolk’s cheek wide open, revealing rotten yellow molars. The ratfolk howled and clutched his cheek. Zala stepped in and hit him hard across the face with an open-handed chop. She took off half his head, along with the clutching hand, and dropped him like a sack of dirty laundry. 
 
    And, just like that, the coast was clear. Ahead of us, the tunnel ran on and up, until it opened into some vast space beyond. 
 
    “Please, please let that be the bailey of the Bronze Citadel,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    Zala was wiping the bloody mess from the edge of her hand on the grubby tunic of one of the fallen ratfolk. She looked up from her chore once she was done and said, “I will wait here. Hurry on ahead now, Mike Noctis. Your destiny awaits.” 
 
    I looked up past her, toward the vacant space that opened up beyond the end of the passageway. 
 
    “You sound awfully sure about that,” I said. “Can I have a written guarantee, please? Destiny has always struck me as a little chancy.” 
 
    Zala chuckled. “Destiny is not a matter of chance, Mike, it is a matter of choice. Even the smallest, most sheltered little girl of Akrit knows this.” 
 
    Behind me, Elenari giggled and then covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Ouch,” Saya said, nudging me in the back. 
 
    “It is not a thing that one waits around for,” Zala said, “but a thing to be achieved.” 
 
    I must have looked a little unsure about this, not having grown up in an environment conducive to that sort of open-minded thinking, because Zala stepped forward and patted me on the arm.  
 
    “Don’t you worry, Earthling,” she said. “Your soul knows the location of your destiny—your spirit alone has the map for your future. If we had the chance to spend more time in the vast deserts of Akrit, you would have learned that you can trust this indirect, oblique side of your makeup. One day, when you do, it will take you where you need to go, and you will rarely be surprised. Once that happens, you will learn something else too; that what we call our destiny is actually our character.” 
 
    “Which means that we can alter our character, and therefore our destiny?” I asked. 
 
    Zala smiled. “Precisely,” she whispered. “Now, go!” 
 
    She slunk back into the deep shadows cast by the brazier’s dull light, while Elenari, Saya, and I moved cautiously on. 
 
    “The catmancer speaks well,” Qeli said, appearing with such stealth next to me that she might as well have popped out of the ground. “Let us go and prove her words right. Let’s go and tear our destinies from the claws of the Time Dragon that would seek to deny us them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the seven of us emerged out of the roughly dug tunnel and stepped into the comparative brightness, I saw that we were back in that massive cavern in which the Bronze Citadel sat. Not only that, but it looked like my wishes had come true. 
 
    “We’re inside! We’re inside the walls!” Elenari hissed in my ear. 
 
    I nodded and motioned for the other six to follow me into the dense shadows that pooled at the bottom of the massive curtain walls. Elenari, Saya, and I sent our beast companions back into their crystals. 
 
    “Plan?” Saya asked. 
 
    “You sound like you’re asking more out of habit than any hope that I actually have one,” I said. 
 
    “I don't believe in miracles as a rule, but if the need was great enough, a girl might believe that a man like you might make his own, Mike Noctis,” Saya retorted. 
 
    I winked at her. “Well, let’s see if we can’t cook you one up, Saya.” 
 
    “My fellow bugmancers and I can be all but invisible, utilizing our spells and our skill,” Qeli said. “However, we cannot implement that kind of magic forever. Tell us where you need us, and we will see to it that we are there, Mike.” 
 
    I nodded and put a hand on her shoulder. Her eyes, clear and bright, locked on mine. 
 
    “We’re going to head up the inside of the Time Dragon’s tower on foot, as far as we’re able,” I said. “I bet that fucking thing has got eyes in the back of its head, but it can’t see through stone.” 
 
    Qeli’s eyes glittered in the gap of her balaclava. “I see. And once you have made it as high as you can?” 
 
    “Then we’re going to pop out and give the Time Dragon the surprise of its life—the last, I hope,” I said. “When that happens, if you and your bugmancers can be ready to subdue our opponent with those forelegs of your mounts, then we will finish it with dragonfire.” 
 
    Qeli nodded. 
 
    “Remember,” I said, “I believe it’s the frill around its neck that somehow manipulates time. We have to stop that opening at all costs.” 
 
    Qeli nodded once more. 
 
    I glanced around, frowning. 
 
    “Where did your mantises and their riders go?” I asked. 
 
    With the most subtle stirring imaginable, one of the giant insects moved a wing casing a couple of yards from where I stood. Through magic, stillness, and its own incredible ever-changing camouflage, the huge predator had faded into the background. 
 
    “Holy shit, that is extraordinary,” I said, subconsciously channeling my inner David Attenborough. 
 
    Qeli’s mask moved, and I knew she was smiling. 
 
    “It pleases me to think that you are impressed by that, Mike,” she said. 
 
    “Impressed?” I breathed as the giant mantis stilled again and disappeared. “Impressed isn’t the word. They can do that with a mancer on their back and while moving?” 
 
    Qeli nodded again. 
 
    “All right then, the four of you get to the tower and climb as high as you can. Remember, the other dragons are alive again, so watch your steps. We’ve only got one shot at this.” 
 
    Qeli jumped onto the back of her giant mantis. Together with her three finest mancers, they scuttled away and disappeared into the mottled shadow and light of the bailey. 
 
    “That is disquieting, isn’t it, the way they just vanish?” Elenari said. “Incredible. What I wouldn’t give to learn that skill so I could hunt goblins more efficiently through the Wyrmwood.” 
 
    “Let’s hope there is time later,” I said. “As for now, we should get moving. The Time Dragon’s tower is on the other side of the keep.” 
 
    “If I recall correctly,” Elenari said, “there’s a covered bridge or walkway that connects the keep to each of the four towers.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Saya said. “Let’s get inside the keep, make our way up, cross that little overbridge, and then ascend the tower that way.” 
 
    “Done and done,” I said. 
 
    The bailey was mercifully unpopulated, which I supposed was because any warriors that had been inside the walls had been sent to the Galipolas encampment. There was still a shitload of noise floating in from over the other side of the curtain wall. My guess was that the majority of the mammoth Shadow Nations horde was still out on the plains. 
 
    We made our way stealthily along the bottom of the curtain wall, but I didn’t really fear being spotted. Any kobolds, trolls, lizardmen, or whoever the fuck else was up there, wouldn’t be worrying about what was going on behind the apparently impregnable curtain wall. They’d all be staring out over the plain and taking in the view of all their buddies. 
 
    As we skirted our way around the area, we kept one eye always on the towers, crenelations, and walls above just in case one of the other dragons moved from their positions. We passed through a gate and into a courtyard, and I almost walked into the back of Elenari, who had stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “What’re you… Oh,” I said. “Would you look at that shit.” 
 
    “Are they…?” Saya breathed, shooting me a glance. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “They’re Etherstones, all right. You can bet that world-class ass of yours on that.” 
 
    We had stumbled across the most colossal pile of Etherstones I had ever seen. That we had ever seen. That anyone above ground had surely ever seen in eons. They glinted dully here and there, but mostly they were covered in dust and ash and dirt. 
 
    “Why don’t they use them?” Elenari whispered as we moved past the mini mountain of precious, magical jewels. 
 
    “They probably only hoard them because they know what we use them for,” I said. “It’s the Shadow Nations equivalent of a strong defense being a strong offense.” 
 
    “And what,” Saya said as we circumnavigated the hill of Etherstones and I spied the door to the keep on the other side of the small courtyard, “do you suppose that is?” 
 
    I saw at once what she was talking about. It was the tip of a weird semi-translucent tower that was poking out of the pile of Etherstones. It pulsated slowly and evenly, throbbing in a deep purple color and fading to white. It looked like it should have been making the kind of deep whum-whum-whum noise that some world ending device would make in a B-grade sci-fi flick. As it was though, it just sat there and pulsated like an elaborate Christmas decoration. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, motioning the two women to follow me.  
 
    It was hard though, dragging ourselves away from that palpitating tower of strangeness. Something about it called to all three of us. Even though none of us could tell the others what it was or what it did, there was no disagreement between us that something about it was a little off.     
 
    “There’ll be time to worry about the stones and that thing later, I hope,” I said as we hurried toward the keep. “We know what we want to achieve, what we need to achieve,” I said, almost more to myself than them. “Let’s keep our eyes open, concentrate and make sure we know exactly what it is we’re aiming at and why. Hitting our target with our eyes closed or our brains asleep would be a neat trick, but let’s not tempt fate.” 
 
    The door to the keep was crafted of some kind of wood that had long ago taken on the properties of solid steel. It was a double door, worn smooth in places by the hands that had shoved it open and closed through centuries uncounted. I tried it, found it locked, and punched through the locks. 
 
    We found ourselves in an echoing hall and shut the buckled door behind us. I was hoping that we would be well on our way by the time anyone noticed that I had wrecked it, but you never knew your luck. 
 
    We hurried toward the huge staircase leading upward in the middle of the keep and then branched left and right. Both branches appeared to lead to the same door, and so we took the closest. 
 
    “Anyone picking up anything with their dragon senses?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s too much noise from outside. Too much smoke in the air,” Elenari said, who was skilled at tracking even for a dragonmancer. 
 
    “Let’s just keep going,” Saya hissed. “Be bold and free from fear and kick the living crap out of anything that gets in our way.” 
 
    We crept through the door branching off from the main hall and up some more stairs. The place was empty as far as we could tell, and there were only so many ways that we could go. I had, thanks to my old life that had involved running through the extensive back streets and underground passages of Los Angeles, a decent sense of direction. This enabled me to lead the way, picking the right passages that led us outward as well as upward, until I pushed open a door and found myself in a smaller chamber. 
 
    “Ah, not so deserted after all,” Elenari said from behind me. 
 
    We had stumbled into some foul mess hall, the place where whatever guards were on patrol in the keep evidently went and chowed down. And ‘chowed down’ was very much the vibe of the place—it wasn’t exactly Michelin starred.     
 
    As we walked out into the chamber, one kobold brained another with the leg bone of whatever the hell dead thing hung over the blazing coal fire in the middle of the room. 
 
    There wasn’t much that needed to be said between the three of us. We knew what we had to do. 
 
    The snarling kobold in front of me holding a crossbow punctuated our decision. 
 
    My hand shot out and grabbed the weapon from the creature. Before it could so much as grunt in confusion or fear, I’d pressed the business end to the underside of its jaw and pulled the lever. The weapon kicked in my hand and made a subdued and yet satisfying thrumming sound, but my dragon-strengthened muscles enabled me to keep hold of it. The top of the kobold’s skull exploded like an erupting volcano. Dark, sticky globs of brains rained down on the assembly of its stunned colleagues. 
 
    The next bolt was of the magic variety. It was a razor-tipped vine that shot from Elenari’s hand and went in and out of the throat of a troll a few feet away, leaving a hole in the back of its neck through which I could see the gibbering ratfolk standing behind it. The troll collapsed as if he’d been lopped off at the ankles and smashed through a trestle table. 
 
    The girls were sharp, quick on the uptake, and in a vicious frame of mind. They reacted to my lead in a second, clearing a quick half circle around us. Saya made a hand gesture, and a shimmering whirl of twittering darts coalesced around her. With a flick of her fingers, she sent the darts swarming at her targets. 
 
    One punched through the guts of the kobold in front of her, causing it to double over. Saya fired a couple more at a troll that was lumbering toward us with a club in its hand, spilling its intestines all over the ground. As the troll sagged to its knees, endeavoring to scoop its stomach back into its ripped-up body, Elenari flipped over its back and stabbed the ratfolk behind right through the face with a rusty knife she had scooped up from somewhere. 
 
    I was almost so distracted and impressed by the display of my two wives that I barely managed to avoid a club as it swept out from the massing bunch of trolls, ratfolk, and kobolds. I parried the follow-up blow with my forearm so that the club shattered. Then I conjured my Stormhammer, reversed it, and combined the butt of the weapon with my superhuman strength to pop a troll’s kneecap clean off with a gruesome sucking sound. With outthrust arms, I then used a Forcewave spell to blast the gathering enemies away from me. A dozen or so foes were torn off their feet and crashed through the fire pit. A couple were set alight. 
 
    I vaulted an overturned trestle table and ducked into cover, just as a handful of the more cool-headed ratfolk let loose with their crossbows. Wood exploded around me as the bolts chewed into the thick wood of the table. 
 
    I popped up from my hiding place and nailed a kobold that was making for an exit in the back with a couple of occult bolts fired from my handheld crossbow, which Garth’s mana furnished me with. 
 
    I checked the room for any threats as Saya ran like an Olympian sprinter at a final bunch of milling trolls. The first one raised a roughly made chair toward her and got a blow from a flying boot to the side of his head, which popped his eyeball clean out of its socket. Saya was past him before he had a chance to realize just how seriously he was going to need a doctor, and landed in the middle of the rest of the group. What happened next was a little unclear, even to me with my dragon-magnified senses, but the result was that within about ten seconds, the trolls lay in scattered chunks all around Saya. 
 
    I roughly counted the dismembered parts. 
 
    “Wasn’t there another—” I said. 
 
    The last troll fell from where Saya had smashed it into the ceiling and plowed through a table. 
 
    Then, silence. 
 
    “There it is,” I said, pointing at the troll, whose trailing foot had landed in the fire and was beginning to bubble and blacken. 
 
      We hotfooted it through the destruction we had just wrought and up the stairs that lay on the door on the far side of the room. Things got rougher as we moved up the tower, which I thought was because a dragon’s needs when it comes to interior decor were quite minimal. Not in this world. There were no dragons with hoards of gold and treasure here. They were a hardy race of beings and didn’t need all the accoutrements and trappings of wealth and comfort to convince themselves of their power. 
 
    Dragons knew they were powerful. Were born into the cosmos knowing it. They knew they were powerful in the same way that humans thought they were the be all and end all of cognitive ability and prowess. 
 
    We moved up the tower, walking as quietly as mice. The stairs got more and more musty and dusty as we went up. After an interminable amount of time, we came to a door. Opening it, I saw that a corridor led in a straight shot away from it. There were slitted windows running all the way down it, letting in the flickering orange light from outside.  
 
    “Come on,” I mouthed to the others. 
 
    We ran in a crabbed crouch down the corridor. We had to flatten ourselves to the deck at one point, as a movement through one of the slitted windows caught my eye. On turning, I saw the Time Dragon craning its neck around the tower so that it could stare down into the courtyard filled with Etherstones. 
 
    We army crawled the rest of the way, inched open the door, and found ourselves in an even more dilapidated stairway. This one spiraled upward into the gloom and had a cavity running straight down the center. 
 
    “How far up do you want to climb before we burst out?” Saya asked in an almost inaudible voice. 
 
    “I've got a fair idea,” I said. “Just be ready to follow my lead.” 
 
    “Good luck, you two,” Elenari said. 
 
    “And to you,” Saya said, rolling her muscular shoulders. 
 
    “That’s the fucking thing about luck,” I said, “we can’t know if it's good or bad until we have some perspective. Let's knock on our friend’s door, shall we? And hope that Qeli and her crew are ready and waiting.” 
 
    The three of us, riding on the backs of our dragons, burst out through the side of the ancient tower in an explosion of multi-hued fire and tumbling boulders. I had judged it, if I might say so, to perfection. 
 
    The Time Dragon tumbled and scrambled down the side of the tower, claws scrabbling for purchase on the crumbling mortar. 
 
    “Go! Take it down fast!” I yelled at the top of my lungs from the back of Noctis. 
 
    The Time Dragon opened its strange, semi-translucent mouth and let loose a hissing shriek of a roar. The frills around its neck twitched and flushed with a baby blue iridescent light. 
 
    “Now!” I urged Noctis, who was flapping his wings under me to keep in his hover. 
 
    Noctis, Scopula, and Gharmon sprayed their silvery black and white, orange and green fire at the Time Dragon. 
 
    The dragonfire ate up the stone around it and stopped it off from switching back in time. The color in its frill faded away. 
 
    It roared again and spat its own weird fire at us. We broke apart. The Time Dragon’s breath sizzled against the stonework of the tower, but instead of burning or turning to ash, the massive boulders simply dissolved into… 
 
    “Sand…” I muttered to Noctis. “That fire isn’t fire, it’s time. It just fast-forwarded the life of that rock to the point in the far future where it was going to be nothing but sand!” 
 
    As if I had needed any more incentives to kill the Time Dragon, the thought of being fast-forwarded to a future in which I was little more than dust acted as one. 
 
    The thing was though, we had to keep pressing. 
 
    Noctis and I flew around the side of the tower, while Elenari and Saya fired spell after spell at our opponent, trying to keep it from turning back the clock. 
 
    Noctis and I popped out around the tower, and he sprayed a blast of fire at the Time Dragon’s insubstantial-looking flank. A few scales popped off, but the Time Dragon managed to absorb the worst of the damage. 
 
    A responding spray of liquid time—that was the only way my brain could comprehend what I saw—was fired out. Noctis and I dodged once more, as did Elenari and Saya on their mounts.  
 
    The frills raised once more on the Time Dragon’s neck. 
 
    “Shit, we’re too far away!” I cried. “Noctis, dive for that motherfucker!” 
 
    Noctis swept in, but I could see that we weren’t going to make it. 
 
    The bitter taste of defeat flooded my mouth with sour spit. 
 
    “No!” I cried. 
 
    Qeli’s mantis appeared out of the fabric of the stone, the incredible magical camouflage making it look like a moving statue as it rose up. While its back four legs grasped the stone with its hooked feet, the barbed forelegs shot out and grabbed the Time Dragon around the throat. This effectively snapped its frilled neck shut. 
 
    Another bugmancer and her mantis appeared behind the Time Dragon and grabbed it by the base of the tail. The smaller dragon roared, with some difficulty thanks to the forearms pinning it around the neck. 
 
    “That’s it!” I cried as Noctis swept in. “Give it hell, Qeli!” 
 
    I waved at Saya and Elenari. “Let’s close in and barbecue this thing.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Saya said. 
 
    As we exchanged these words, two more mantises scuttled up the tower and latched onto the flailing wings of the Time Dragon like a couple of living bear traps. Our enemy was now stuck, holding onto the side of the tower with its strong talons, while the bugmancers stopped it from moving.  
 
    Us three dragonmancers closed in around our struggling prey. Although things were looking good, I still hadn’t let my guard down. I had seen enough of this Time Dragon to know that it was a slippery customer. I wouldn’t be happy until it was charred and, because you can’t shake the lessons learned by watching zombie movies, headless on the ground below. I couldn’t run the risk of it coming back, so I planned on letting all my dragons have at it. 
 
    There was a roar then, followed by a few more from behind us. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Elenari said. 
 
    The whole exchange with the Time Dragon had taken only a fleeting sixty seconds up to this point. However, that had been enough to arouse the ire of the Infernal Dragon which was stationed on the tower closest to us. 
 
    “Hurry!” I said as the bright red dragon dived from the tower and opened its wings.  
 
    My cry came too late. Enervated by the Infernal Dragon’s incoming help, the Time Dragon had made one last desperate move. 
 
    It let go of the side of the tower. 
 
    The Time Dragon and its four accompanying bugmancers, as well as their mantises, dropped away. 
 
    I urged Noctis into a dive, knowing that all our fates hung on what happened next. Behind me I felt, rather than saw, Saya and Elenari do the same. 
 
    The world seemed to slow. I watched the Time Dragon and the four mantises and their riders plummet earthward. I watched the insubstantial dragon struggling still in mid-air. 
 
    Then, I saw it give one sinuous shrug and wriggle and break the hold of the giant praying mantis that had a grip on its neck. 
 
    “No!” the word burst from me unbidden, wrenched out through my gritted teeth by disbelief and despair. 
 
    The Time Dragon’s neck frills snapped open not two seconds before the whole collection of mancers and mythical creatures hit the earth of the courtyard below. It hissed in triumph. 
 
    And the world went white. 
 
    I was fucking pissed when the world reasserted itself, and I found myself back at the bottom of that goddamn hated slope. Behind me, looking even more confused and exhausted than they had been already, were the remnants of the survivors who had been fighting in the Galipolas Mountain encampment. 
 
    “Fuck! I roared, and my voice must have been able to be heard all the way back at the Drako Academy. 
 
    Saya put a hand on my shoulder. Elenari placed her hand on the other. I closed my eyes and sighed so hard they sagged. 
 
    “Mike, what happened?” I heard Hana ask. 
 
    “Did the Time Dragon—” Tamsin began to say. 
 
    “We failed,” I said, the words tasting like dogshit on my tongue. “The Time Dragon now knows we attempted to assassinate it. There’s no way we can kill the dragon now that it knows what our plan was. It knows that if we don’t attack head on now, if we retreat, then we’ll end up coming down the tunnels its soldiers dug in a day or so. It’s systematically paring down our options until it knows all of them. We’re literally out of options, one way or the other.” 
 
    “But then… What do we do?” Penelope asked, frowning around at the gathered mancers. 
 
    I looked up at the enemy, at all their fresh and untouched ranks. I puffed out my cheeks and shook my head. 
 
    “That’s a really good question, Penelope,” I said. All of us fell silent and simply gazed out over the stretch of plain dividing us from the army of the Shadow Nations. 
 
    And then, just when things were looking like they couldn’t get any bleaker, I found my shoulders suddenly becoming lighter. It was almost as if my subconscious had reconciled itself with the fact that there was nothing else we could do. Time wasn’t just not on our side, it was on the side of the enemy. What more powerful weapon was there than that? 
 
    Without knowing it, I had stalked slowly out to stand at the front of our battle-weary and massively depleted army. There must have been little more than fifteen-hundred men and women of various races standing behind me. Soldiers and mancers, all of whom were covered in gore and dirt, streaked with smoke, and mostly carrying minor injuries. 
 
    There was a crunch of gravel from behind me. I half turned and saw that Gabby, Rupert, and Bjorn had pushed their way out of the ranks of our soldiers and were standing just behind me. 
 
    “Hey there, fellas,” I said. 
 
    “You look like you’re about to do somethin’ stupid, boss,” Bjorn rumbled. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Just the law of averages, I imagine,” Rupert said. 
 
    I grinned and laughed. That felt pretty good. 
 
    “I could well be about to do something a little rash,” I admitted. 
 
    There was the soft, musical ring of steel as Gabby drew his sword. He grunted something. 
 
    “Gabby’s right,” Rupert said. “We’re in. We didn’t sign up for anything less than a half-cocked plan only briefly thought through, Mike.” 
 
    “The odds must be nearing twenty to one, boys,” I said. “Plus they have a living, breathing time-machine.” 
 
    “A flock of sheep led by a wolf will best a pack of wolves led by a sheep any day of the damned week,” Bjorn said. 
 
    “There sure are a shitload of them,” Rupert said. 
 
    Gabby grunted something. There was the soft rustle of cloth as he made some gestures. Bjorn chuckled. 
 
    “What did he say?” I asked, not turning. 
 
    “He was wondering where we were going to bury them all,” Bjorn said.  
 
    I laughed aloud. That was some proper badass soldier talk. I shouldn’t have expected anything less from the mute killer at my back. 
 
    I turned then and regarded my coterie; my brothers in arms. 
 
    “I’d ask you to sit this one out, lads,” I said, “but I don’t suppose you’d listen, would you?” 
 
    Rupert stuck a finger in one ear and waggled it around. He pulled it out, inspected the findings, and then said, “Every now and then we like to do as we’re told, just to confuse people, Mike, but that order probably isn’t going to fly with us.” 
 
    I summoned my Onyx Armor and the helm that was suffused with Pan’s Tempest Dragon mana. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Just follow my lead, then.” 
 
    With a wordless cry, in which I tried to encapsulate the message that I would fight to my last breath for the men and women at my side, I charged head-on at twenty thousand waiting enemy warriors. 
 
    As I ran, I filled my entire team of bonded beasts, Noctis, and all of my offspring, in on what I was going to do next. 
 
    “I can smell their confusion, Dad,” Garth said. 
 
    “And their fear,” Wayne added. “These chuckleheads are worried, Dad.” 
 
    “They probably just think I’m nuts,” I said, my feet blurring across the gravel and stone. Behind me, the rest of the army were cheering and following my lead. “Just think how they’re going to look when they find out they’re right.” 
 
    The front ranks of the Shadow Nations drew closer and closer. A few arrows and crossbow bolts pinged harmlessly off my Onyx Armor. I caught one quarrel and tossed it aside, as well as batting two longbow shafts aside like they were cobwebs. 
 
    “Ready!” I yelled, when I was twenty yards from the massed lines of the opposing army. 
 
    There was a collection of varied takes on ‘yes.’ 
 
    “Now!” I roared, and summoned forth all my offspring, as well as Noctis, just as I made contact with the front lines of the Shadow Nations. 
 
    The dragons all let rip with their flames as soon as they had materialized. Used in conjunction, the effect of six dragons flaming at once was like a small bomb detonating. The devastatingly potent effect reminded me of what you heard about the famed Daisy Cutter bombs used by the US army during the Vietnam War. These were bombs with long probes affixed to the nose of the weapons, which detonated the bomb if it touched the ground or any solid object. They were used to clear areas of jungle without leaving craters so that the Americans could use the cleared jungle as airfields. 
 
    The breath of half a dozen dragons, as I noticed, had a similar effect. Instead of leaving a ring of charred tree stumps in their wake though, they left a ring of smoking leg stumps and burned off ankles. 
 
    Rifa and Qatila also made themselves helpful. Rifa fired a beam of blistering ice wind at his selected foes, freezing them in place or, in the case of those closest to him, shattering them into icy splinters. Qatila’s searing beam of laser-like pure solar energy smashed into the massed ratfolk, trolls, and goblins like a lightning bolt. 
 
    I let my offspring run riot among the opposition for about as long as it took the Shadow Nations to stop freaking out and start mounting a cohesive counterattack. When that started happening, I quickly recalled my offspring to their crystal homes. My logic was that I would rather fall knowing that they were safe inside their crystals, if likely to be quite bored for a long time, rather than slain along with me. 
 
    Roaring like a pissed off rhinoceros, I summoned my Stormhammer to my left hand, my Chaos Spear to my right, and started playing the part of the meat grinder as the Shadow Nations forces fed themselves into me. As I blasted a swathe out of the milling, screeching horde, I felt the rage of losing bubbling up into my chest, acidic and cold. I let loose with another blast from the chest piece of my breastplate and evaporated a lich as it landed nearby. 
 
    I really didn’t think it was going to end like this, I thought. 
 
     Around me, I saw my fellow mancers crashing into the fight. The bodies of ratfolks, goblins, and kobolds were flying in all directions. Blood sprayed in fountains and misted the smoky air. Refusing to accept defeat, pledging an oath to myself that Death was going to have to catch me sleeping unless he fancied a fight, I threw myself into the battle with reckless abandon. 
 
    Enemies poured onto me. I couldn’t see shit because there were so many bad guys piling up on top of me. I would have been crushed under the sheer weight of numbers, had I not been a dragonmancer. 
 
    As I was a dragonmancer though, I used every weapon and spell at my disposal. Magical crossbow bolts fired in every direction. I alternated using my Chaos Spear and Stormhammer to batter, crush, stab, and slice the hordes of lizardmen and ratfolk that seemed intent on dashing themselves to death against me.  
 
    Then, with unexpected clarity, as I ripped a dozen kobolds apart with a blast of Forcewave, I heard a chime. 
 
    That’s another Slot opening, I thought. 
 
    At the same time as I formed this conclusion, I discounted the idea. How could it be another slot opening up? I had unlocked the Titan Slot. I was confused. I had thought I had taken my skills and abilities as far as I could. 
 
    “Dragonborn Slot,” I heard Noctis muse. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I asked, grunting as I used my Harpoon Stunner to paralyze one troll while I looped the occult chain over another’s head and popped his melon clean off with a wet wrenching crunch. 
 
    “I… don’t know,” Noctis said and, for the first time since he and I had been thrown together, he sounded uncertain. 
 
    “Only one way to find out, huh?” I said as a press of goblins swarmed on top of me, stabbing and hacking with their primitive stone knives. 
 
    I reached within myself, tapped into this new slot that had appeared, and released the magic. 
 
    I had been expecting, maybe, a fresh river of mana to show itself. A fresh spring that would allow me to boost the potency of my spells. What I got was… Well, it was like twisting a faucet, thinking you were going to release a jet of tepid tap water, and then being hit with the full force of a cracked open Oroville Dam.  
 
    It was a fucking epic transformation. I literally felt every single sinew and cell, every atom and artery within me thrumming with unchecked power. The transformation, my change, blew all the enemies in my vicinity away. I didn’t mean that as hyperbole either; trolls, lizardmen, ratfolk, lich, and kobolds were sent flying in all directions. Scores of meaty, screaming, angry foes turned into straw dolls thrown into the whirling heart of tornado. 
 
    Scorched. Broken. Dead. 
 
    My muscles expanded, grew, and felt to me as if they had been suffused with the strength of iron and oak. I grew taller and wider, until I was standing at least two—no three!—feet taller than my usual six and a half feet and as broad across the shoulders as Bjorn or General Shiloh. 
 
    “Whoa…” I muttered, looking down at my hands. My fingers had lengthened, and my nails had taken on a claw-like quality. They would have had even the most hardened manicurist growing weak at the knees. 
 
    There was a ripping sound as my feet tore free of the constraints of my leather boots. They extended and grew claws too. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said aloud, my voice coming out gruffer and deeper than usual, “I wonder if…” 
 
    I turned, but there was no tail and no corresponding hole in the seat of my pants, so far as I could feel. I was happy about that, if only because I wasn’t all that excited about the idea of walking around with my ass hanging out once I transformed back to my normal shape. 
 
    Another ripping noise told me that my mail armor and the shirt beneath it, which was already hanging in tatters, had burst apart. I felt the unfurling of my wings like a stretching of muscles after a long sleep. They felt good. They felt rested, even though I had never used them before. They felt full of promise. 
 
    I gave them a preliminary flap, to see if they were as instinctively easy to use as the magical dragonfly-like ones I could conjure in my Wing Slot. They were. Judging by the spray of gravel and stone they kicked up behind me, they were stronger. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said, “I can work with this.” 
 
    I felt like the embodiment of an apex predator, of being the toughest kid in a schoolyard populated by tough kids. 
 
    I was neither dragon nor man. 
 
    I was Dragonborn. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, feeling even the stale, smoky air of that underground hellhole invigorating my fizzing blood. My senses were twanging, operating on a frequency that had been hitherto unknown to me. I felt as if I had the power in my hands to bring the mountain above us crumbling down around us all. Bring it down and then dig myself out. I felt like a storm, like a force of nature. 
 
    Like a god. 
 
    I raised my head to look at my enemies. They were surrounding me in a vast circle. I must have been cut off from the nearest allied soldiers and mancers by about a thousand Shadow Nation warriors. 
 
    A smile lit my features. 
 
    The hordes before me hadn’t considered one crucial thing: humans loved to fight. All real humans, some of them having it hidden deeper within them than others, loved the sting and clash of battle. It was ingrained in our history, in our natures, in our genetic make-up. When we were kids, we were all told the same old schtick about taking part being the most important aspect of any endeavor, but we had all admired the champion athletes, the fastest runners, the pro ball players, and the most formidable boxers. 
 
    Right at that moment, feeling as wonderful and limitless in my abilities as I had ever felt, it occurred to me that battle was the most significant competition in which a being could test themselves. Fighting for the Mystocean Empire, for Empress Cyrene, for my coterie, and, most acutely of all, for my women, I felt like it brought out all that was best and it removed all that was base from me. 
 
    Shit, maybe it was just the American in me being brought to the fore. Americans loved a winner after all. Americans played to win at all times, and I sure as shit didn’t plan on losing right then. 
 
    “May the gods have mercy upon my enemies,” I growled, in a voice that was as old, savage, and confident as any dragon’s, like thunder rolling through the hills. “Because I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I almost felt sorry for the Shadow Nations warriors when the ones closest to me let out a roar and charged toward me. How were they to know how much raw power was surging through me? There was no way those pitiful, contemptible villains could even come close to even imagining the blazing, incandescent, combative competency that they were running to meet. 
 
    As the enemy warriors came frothing toward me, I a long double line of bowmen that had stepped out from behind them. As I watched, the enemy archers pulled their strings to their ears and loosed their first volley. 
 
    The arrows came down in a rush of feathers and a flurry of potential death. 
 
    I flapped my wings once and rose into the air. As the arrowstorm dipped toward me, I raised my clawed hands and let out a Forcewave spell. The spell mushroomed out of me with an intensity that I had never experienced before. 
 
    Instead of simply knocking the arrows that were heading toward me out of the air, as it usually did, my Forcewave spell blasted out from me so vigorously that the projectiles exploded into dust. Moving out from my immediate area, the arrows all along the line of the arrowstorm were kindled into flame and burned out in an instant. Toward the far edges of the long line of arrows, the shafts were flipped around and sent whistling back in the direction of the archers. 
 
    A host of wailing screams rose up as archers on the far sides of the double line were skewered and peppered by their own arrows. 
 
    One thing I had learned about battle, and something that I had found most disturbing when I had first arrived in this world, was that it was indiscriminate. There was no rhyme. No reason. The fact that a warrior was wealthy or broke, brave or stupid, fast or sluggish, skilled, insane, or good-hearted counted for jackshit when fortune or fate came into play. 
 
    Now though, there was a feeling in me that things weren’t quite so chaotic as they had been. I was now the hurricane, and the Shadow Nations army was the sleepy fishing town that was about to wake up to find their canoes had been deposited up into the tops of the palm trees. 
 
    I dropped back down to earth, eager to greet the onrushing horde sprinting toward me in the mistaken belief that they could do a damn thing to harm me. My Repeating Hand Crossbow appeared in my hand with the speed of a thought, only it too was changed. Now it resembled more of a handheld ballista. 
 
    I fired the first blazing rose-pink bolt, and it cut a scrawny ratfolk cleanly in half, spilling his guts like writhing gray snakes across the faces of the warriors around him. The two goblins following behind the ratfolk warrior were spitted together by the bolt and pinned to the chest of the troll behind them. The troll went over and crushed a kobold unfortunate enough to be following hot on its heels. 
 
    Five in one! I laughed at that. Might have been a little on the wild and savage side that laugh, but the odds were so heavily stacked against me, my friends, and the rest of the allied troops that I couldn’t help but see the funny side of all this. I was the most powerful I’d ever been, but was it all just for one last, doomed hurrah before the curtain went down on all this? 
 
    I fired my second bolt into the seething mass. I saw the bolt flicker out into the crowd. An enemy lizardman turned his head to bellow something at a comrade, and the quarrel missed the end of his flat face by an ant’s cock, though the force of the air movement was enough to send him reeling. Instead, the magical bolt smacked into the chest of the lizardman behind him, spinning him clean off his feet. 
 
    The zip of enemy arrows continued, but it was less frequent now that the enemy had engaged with me and the rest of the allied fighters were close behind. At least I was making it easy for them to catch up with me; I was carving a path through the enemy like a firestorm through a forest. 
 
    The smell of death and panic—of loosened bowels, nervous vomit, and spilled blood—was already heavy in the warm, smoky air. 
 
    Enemies swarmed me. I dashed them apart with my bare hands. I folded a troll in half with a kick that could have overturned a semi-trailer, cracked his bones like they were made of potato chips. I used my Lightning Speed spell to tear through great lines of kobolds like a tractor through a field of corn. Blood misted the air around me so I seemed enveloped in a pink fog. 
 
    It was gory, bloody work unsuited for the squeamish. I was coated with blood, but none of it was mine. The idea that one of these feeble creatures could so much as score a scratch on me was laughable. It was a day for warring, for walking red roads and making bloody choices. 
 
    However, when it’s a choice between watching your enemies cut down your friends, you realize there’s really no choice at all. 
 
    I stabbed my hand into the back of a lich’s neck and ripped its rotten spine out of its body. As I yanked the backbone free, I turned and chopped my other bare hand into the side of a lizardman’s arm, breaking it so that the yellow bone stuck clean out of the scaled skin. The lizardman went down shrieking, drawing the attention of a third enemy warrior. This goblin came charging at me, screaming in a way that might have left me feeling perturbed had I not been feeling like Zeus in his prime. I summoned my magical Repeating Hand Crossbow into my spine-free hand, aimed, and shot the goblin in the throat, tearing out half its neck in a great gout of blood and splitting the kobold behind it in two. 
 
    The surrounding world dissolved, as it always did, and my universe became a circle about five yards across. Enemies approached and were cut down or pulverized. The sounds of battle thrummed like a song in my ears. I had always tried to be a smart and canny fighter, using my brains as well as my body, but in the guise of a Dragonborn there was no trying involved. 
 
    Everything was so natural and easy. I saw patterns in the action of the battle where before there had been none. I could predict where one of the ratfolk was thinking of trying to stab me with his knife just by the set of his feet. At the same time, I was aware that there was a troll closing in on me thirty yards away, and knew that if I threw my Chaos Spear into his sternum—just there—that I could kill it. 
 
    I became the very heart of the battle, drawing in the enemy. They flocked to me, passed through me, and were spat out the other side like minced meat. 
 
    One of the preceptors at the Academy, Preceptor Tang, had once told our Combat Theory class that an astute warrior was a warrior who wasn’t above underhand, ruthless methods. Heroes didn’t often last when metal met metal. A successful fighter was one that remembered that the only thing that mattered in a fight to the death, was that the death was somebody else’s. 
 
    I exploited any weakness my foes engaging me offered. I hacked, stabbed, and crushed the enemy down, as they came at me in a steady stream. As furiously as I fought though, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we, as an army, were simply being allowed our little bit of fun before the heel came down and crushed us into dust. 
 
    One of the lich tripped toward me, dirt falling from its ruined body as if the Shadow Nations had only just dug it up. There were a few shreds of skin and gray muscle clinging to its facial bones, but it was mostly all skeleton under the robes. Clearly, it had been in the Subterranean Realms for a long time. With a creepy lurching gait, which reminded me weirdly of a spider somehow, it shuffled toward me. Its desiccated fingers were hooked into grasping claws. It looked like it meant business. 
 
    I opened my eyes wide, urged on by Noctis and all my offspring, who were clamoring in the back of my mind. Digging deep into the bottomless reservoir of power within myself, I felt the dragonfire that lay smoldering in the untouchable, secret part of my soul known only to me and the beasts that shared my mind. 
 
    It seemed such a simple thing to do now, to reach in and draw from that reserve. 
 
    The air around my outstretched arms, within the space that lay between my hands, shimmered. 
 
    “This whole situation has reminded me that it’s garbage burning day,” I said. 
 
    Dragonfire exploded out from the glittering air between my hands. It was a varicolored flame that was combined from the volcanic breath and incandescent hearts of all the six dragons that I shared my mind with. Flickering individual tongues of pink, silver, blue, yellow, purple, and black flames were bound up together to form a kind of three-foot wide firestorm. 
 
    The heat of this flame alone was enough to turn any being within six feet to either side of it into ash. The lich vanished. Bones and old flesh vaporized. I roared as I strafed the flames this way and that, blowing the screaming hordes into dust as they vainly attempted to flee from the path of utter destruction. 
 
    I only stopped when I had killed everything within reach in all directions. I was close to the bottom of the curtain walls now. The enemy had been driven away from me, but they numbered so many that they had actually parted and gone around me like a river flowing around a rock. Now, they were fighting two fronts. They were battling the main body of our force, which was now to my rear and separated from me by hundreds and hundreds of enemy troops, and they were also fighting me. 
 
    Just me. Well ahead of the main assault force. Just me. All on my lonesome. 
 
    Those motherfuckers should have been quaking in their boots. 
 
    I flew up into the air, wings beating and thumping like the bongos of Beelzebub. I rained Shadow Spheres down like hail, vanishing limbs and heads and torsos. Now that I was in my Dragonborn form, my aim was flawless, and I had no need to worry that I might accidentally vanish parts of the cavern that would have the ceiling cave in on our heads.  
 
    Arrows and crossbow bolts whirred up at me in response. The ones that struck me simply kindled into flame and fell smoking to the ground. A troll hurled a javelin at me, but I used a brush of Forcewave to tip it off course. It plunged down into the sea of kobolds below me, pinning one through the head and exiting out its ass. 
 
    I made my Stormhammer appear in my hands. Then, lifting it high, I gained a little more altitude before using my Lightning Speed spell to come down like a fucking asteroid in the midst of the Shadow Nations army. 
 
    Dust and lightning exploded outward in a roiling cloud of ruination. Bodies were flung through the air, shrieks and cries of disbelief filled my ears. I charged out of the confusion and got down to some morale-debilitating butchery. 
 
    I guessed that we wouldn’t have too much longer before the Time Dragon did its thing. I had thought that it could turn back time whenever it wanted, but now I wasn’t so sure. Yes, it might wait until we had expended more and more energy, but if it could rewind time at will, it could just keep turning us back until we were overcome by the futility of resistance. 
 
    Maybe, to alter the timelines of this world, the dragon needs a little time to recharge? I thought. Maybe, in this Dragonborn form, I can shoot in fast and take it out…   
 
    Even as this flicker of hope kindled in the darkness that was the future, I was inundated by a wave of suicidal trolls. The creatures came charging out of the smoke and dust, their clubs raised in their hands and their eyes bulging in their heads. 
 
    “Typical,” I said, bringing my Stormhammer sweeping around to point at the legion of trolls. “Just when I was enjoying a pleasant epiphany.” 
 
    My Stormhammer darted this way and that, batting heads from thick necks, snapping femurs and scapulas, and turning pelvises to powder. With each kill, I thought the battalion of trolls would waver and break, but they were clearly being compelled onward by something they feared even more than me. 
 
    The Time Drag— 
 
    It was the female Onyx Dragon that came lunging out of the shadows of the cavern ceiling and hurtling toward me. I heard her hissing like a burst car radiator as she dived. 
 
    With a casual flick of my wrist, I hit the final troll with my stunning harpoon. The grapnel plunged straight through its meaty chest and out through its back with a satisfying, ripping squelch. Before the troll could go down, I used my Lightning Speed ability to whizz around him a few times in circles, bowling goblins and ratfolk out of my way as I went. 
 
    When I had picked up enough momentum, I flicked the chain up and around and launched one-thousand pounds of dying troll right at the oncoming dragon. 
 
    That Onyx Dragon had probably seen a lot of tricks pulled in her time, but even she hadn’t been expecting to be assaulted by a flying troll. It smacked her between her eyes and burst like a ripe tomato.  
 
    The Onyx Dragon gave a little burble of surprise and crashed into the curtain wall, disappearing out of sight. Stone showered down, chunks of it crushing the limbs and heads of my foes. 
 
    I grinned and let out a loud whoop of exaltation. 
 
    I guessed I wasn’t the only one enjoying a day of firsts that day. 
 
    I didn’t have long to gloat. The mass of enemy warriors thickened around me once more.  
 
    After about two minutes of smashing my way through the persistent throng of pissed off Shadow Nations soldiers, I wrenched away from a clutching hand, smashed in the skull of the too-friendly enemy, and looked up to see how things were progressing. 
 
    I saw the female Onyx Dragon eyeing me balefully from the top of the wall. It was sitting there, watching me. 
 
    “Clever girl,” I muttered, shrugging off an axe blow from a kobold. The weapon hit me in the shoulder and then flew up and out of the kobold’s hand like he’d just tried to cut a lump of iron in half with it. “But I’m done with taking any more of your guys’ shit!” 
 
    I took to the air once more. I could feel the magic within me, the marvelous unplumbed wells of power, just begging to be broached and shared with my adversaries. There were possibilities fizzing within me that transcended such limited notions as spells. What were spells, at the end of the day, but rules that told a mancer what he could do with the magic available to them? Magic shouldn’t have rules and, for the first time in the history of the Mystocean Empire, I reckoned a mancer had finally understood that there were no rules. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon fired a moving ball of Chaos Magic at me. It was a Shadow Sphere. It should have been death incarnate, but I suddenly saw it for what it was. I understood it on a level that I doubted any mancer had ever understood magic, of any kind, before. 
 
    I snorted as the Shadow Sphere flew at me. It was absurdly simple when you realized just how mercurial the magic was. There was so much room within this incredible force for play and experimentation. 
 
    It was as if I had been a seeker of knowledge up to that precise moment, but I had suddenly decided to cease questioning the things I had learned from books or my own commonsense and, instead, I had begun to listen to the wise words and secrets that my very blood whispered to me. 
 
    “The Dragonway,” I heard Noctis say, in a voice of wonder that echoed out from the back of my mind. 
 
    Just before the Shadow Sphere hit me, I caught it in a net of Chaos Magic that I made on the fly using only my instincts. I compressed the enemy’s Shadow Sphere down with my hands and then released it back at the female Onyx Dragon in the form of a slender, growing spear that snaked through the air like a sentient Tomahawk cruise missile. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon cocked her head to one side, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. She reared up on her hind legs, the parapet of the wall crumbling under her substantial weight, roaring her defiance at me. She attempted to bat the incoming missile from the air with her tail, but I changed its trajectory with my mind—because I could, because I had always been able to.  
 
    The missile punched into her sternum and dissolved into her chest cavity. 
 
    The Onyx Dragon looked down at the apparently tiny injury done to her. 
 
    And that’s when the cocktail of magic I had infused the missile with released. 
 
    Faerie mana from Cyan, Rime mana from Rifa, and Ice mana from Brenna, all burgeoned inexorably outward in an expanding and glittering ball of destruction. The Onyx Dragon was torn apart—and I mean torn apart; I heard the massive beast’s skin strain and rip and tear. Scales flew off in all directions, and the huge head flipped into the air and crashed down on the wall, crushing a couple of goblin archers. 
 
    I landed on the parapet amidst the glittering hail of frozen blood droplets, which pinged off the stonework like crimson hail. I kicked the Onyx Dragon’s head off the breastwork and watched it sail out into space. Chunks of half-frozen dragon flesh thumped down around me. A couple of enormous, frosted ribs rattled off the keep like planks of wood caught in a gale and tossed at a cliff. 
 
    I must have looked like a fucking demon that had stepped straight out of hell after a hard day at the office without getting washed up. I hoped I did. I felt dangerous. Deadly fucking dangerous. Dangerous enough to be equal to the savage world in which I lived and moved and fought. 
 
    The wall was fit to bursting with ratfolk and lizardmen. 
 
    I glared behind me and then down the length of the wall in front of me. 
 
    “There are a lot of you,” I said, “but not nearly enough.” 
 
    The Tempest mana-laced harpoon stunner wrapped itself around the enemy soldiers nearest me like a python. I pumped more Tempest mana through it, and it blasted through the links in the chain that bound the pack of milling ratfolk. It vaporized those bound up in the stunner, shattered others like china on the outskirts of the hybrid spell, and then blew the ratfolk that were sneaking away from the action clean off the wall. 
 
    As powerful and unstoppable as I must have appeared, not to mention felt, that didn’t stop the hundreds of raging ratfolk, trolls, goblins, and all the rest of the Shadow Nations’ minions trying their damndest to cut me down, spit me, or shoot me in the face. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. I could take them, but even as they spent their lives, they were costing me time. A pearl of wisdom Bjorn had once spoken to me, when I had asked him how soldiers regarded dragonmancers, bizarrely floated across my mind at that moment. 
 
    The giant half-Jotunn tank had said to me, “Bike… I mean, Moss—ah! I mean, fuckin’, Boss, let me tell you somethin’, the way us soldiers look at your kind is like this: Never approach a minotaur from the front, a centaur from the rear, or a dragonmancer from any direction.” 
 
    “I’m going to show these fuckers how right you are, Bjorn,” I muttered as I walked down the parapet toward the lizardmen running to meet me. 
 
    I swept aside a tentative sword jab by a hideous lizardman with the back of my hand, wrenched his own blade from his hand, and slashed him straight across the eyes with it. He howled, but he’d already had the facial features of a lizardman whose head had been set on fire and then put out with a fork, so I figured I’d only made him more handsome. 
 
    I threw the blade behind me, skewering a kobold through the neck and sending it plummeting off the wall. 
 
    I side-stepped another lizardman’s mace and ripped out the tendons in his forearm with a quick pinch of my fingers so that he dropped his weapon with a howl. A speedy Shadow Sphere removed his head and shut him up. I sprang into the air like a flea, avoiding a backhand swipe from a troll, landed on its shoulders, and cracked its skull open like a soft-boiled egg with a single punch. It was a couple of seconds of good work, but it didn’t deter the other scumbags from coming on to meet their dooms.  
 
    I parried another sword blow and cracked my foe across the face with his own crossbow, shattering one of the staves, and caving in the ratfolk’s head like a soda can. Hot blood sprayed over my face, blinding me for a moment, and I staggered back a pace. Cursing my bad luck, I dropped the broken crossbow and wiped frantically at the stinking blood coating my face. When I managed to clear my vision, it was just in time to see one of the lizardmen closing on me with a battle-axe raised over his shoulder.  
 
    The axe came down— 
 
    —and I head-butted it out of the stunned lizardman’s hands. 
 
    The lizardman’s jaw dropped open. If he had had any eyebrows, they would have been making for the ceiling. 
 
    “It is not death that a man should fear, but the way he meets it,” I growled. 
 
    The lizardman jumped from the wall rather than face my wrath. 
 
    More enemies came. I ripped blocks of stone from the parapet that looked out over the plains and hurled them at two of the oncomers, crushing them. 
 
    I dodged with the speed of a hummingbird, and an arrow skimmed past the end of my nose and punched through the thinly armored torso of yet another one of the Shadow Nations’ seemingly endless supply of kobolds, sending it staggering back and tumbling over the wall. 
 
    To my chagrin, I was grappled from behind by an enormous troll, who had just lumbered up a staircase from the courtyard below.  
 
    The thing was strong, with muscles that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a rodeo bull. However, he just wasn’t in the same league as me. Probably not since my Transfusion with Noctis. Certainly not now. 
 
    All I had to do was flex my muscles, and I heard the crunch as the troll's arms broke. The pressure around my sternum was released, the troll’s arms hanging at its sides like the biggest pair of blueish-green rubber gloves that ever existed. With a back kick that would have done my old MMA trainer proud, I sent the troll ragdolling back down the wall, smashing into a pair of lich scuttling their way toward me. 
 
    “Right, as fun as this is, I have to bounce and get to grips with that fucking Time Dragon,” I said. “Time waits for no mancer, you know.” 
 
    I weaved my way through the melee of flashing steel and sharpened bone weapons, the grunts of alarm and hoarse screams, trying my best not to go ass over tit by slipping in the blood and viscera, the shit, piss, and vomit. 
 
    When I’d cleared a bit of space around me and had about enough room to swing a cat, I flung my harpoon stunner, imbued with some of Brenna’s Ice magic, at the keep wall that was some fifty yards from me. The harpoon’s dart punched into the wall and froze there. I jumped out into space and made a pretty passable attempt at a Tarzan swing, sweeping out over the inner bailey below, running off the tops of the heads of a few nonplussed trolls, and then releasing myself at the top of the swing.    
 
    I sailed high, higher than I should, my eyes narrowed against the air as it rushed past my face. 
 
    As I flipped up onto the top of the keep, I kicked a lizardman archer in the face, sending him tumbling over the battlement onto his fellows thirty feet below. Without pausing in my stride, I cut straight through the back of a goblin archer’s legs with a broadsword I found on the ground, severing the tendons so that it flopped to the deck like a broken puppet. I then snatched up a dropped bow, grabbed an arrow from the goblin’s quiver, plunged the arrow like a dagger into the eye of a kobold who’d just turned to meet me, and stomped the disabled goblin’s head flat. 
 
    I wrenched the arrow free of the kobold’s face, along with its glistening eyeball, knocked it, and sent it flying into the guts of the final being manning the top of the keep, a ratfolk warrior. The bow shattered in my hands after I’d released the arrow, and the shaft hit the ratfolk so hard that he performed a full flip and landed back on his feet. 
 
    He blinked at me, looked down at the arrow feathers sticking out of his guts, and then decided to sit the next play out by keeling over backward stone dead. 
 
    The Time Dragon descended just as I hoped it would. It had been a burgeoning idea in the back of my mind that this preeminent beast would want to confront me, a tiny creature who was causing its forces so much grief. Its ego had been slighted. It was intrigued at my resilience, I guessed. 
 
    It was a great deal less intrigued when, without beating around the bush, I launched myself at it. The huge head had been snaking down to get a look at me, doubtless before it wreathed me in that time altering breath it was armed with.  
 
    As I struck it, I wondered whether there had been many dragons that had ever been smacked in the kisser before. 
 
    I put everything I had behind the punch. It looked like it rocked the dragon. It jerked its sharp-featured head away, allowing me to fly in closer with my dragon wings. 
 
    “When you’re throwing your weight around, you better be ready to have it thrown around by somebody else, asshole!” I roared. “That’s rule one of trying to be a hardass on the street.”   
 
    I came in like a humanoid bullet. I was only about as long as the dragon’s head, but that didn’t hinder me in trying to cave it in. I hit it with a concentrated burst of rime-rimmed lightning, using my Stormhammer to channel the magic to the spot required. The Time Dragon screeched in pain, and I was rewarded with a couple of falling scales. 
 
    “Never stop,” I hissed between my gritted teeth. “Never fucking stop attacking.” 
 
    I slammed the Stormhammer down again. And again 
 
    It felt, even with my prodigious Dragonborn strength, like I was swatting at a brick wall. 
 
    I had been told, in a different life on a different planet, by an MMA trainer named Rocco, that brick walls were there for a reason. 
 
    “The brick walls ain’t there to keep us out, motherfucker,” he’d said to me as I had picked myself up off the mat for the umpteenth time. “The brick walls are there to give us the opportunity to demonstrate how fucking bad we want something! Those goddamn brick walls are there to stop the other motherfuckers who don’t want it bad enough. They’re there to stop the other motherfuckers who ain’t you.” 
 
    I roared out another wordless challenge and conjured the Chaos Spear to my free hand. It was an animal bellow filled with pure fury and determination. 
 
    The Time Dragon snapped at me and attempted to flair its frills. I plunged my Chaos Spear into the frill closest to me and pinned it to its neck. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    As I materialized an Entropic Mine to my free hand, I swung the Stormhammer around in a blinding hark and smashed in one of the Time Dragon’s huge eyes. It popped like an exercise ball filled with gold paint. 
 
    The dragon roared and thrashed in surprise and agony. It hissed and flapped its wings, its huge forelegs beating at the air. 
 
    I readied myself to thrust the Entropic Mine into the Time Dragon’s eye socket.  
 
    Then, with a purely lucky flick of its tail, the Time Dragon managed to swat me from the air like a tennis ball and sent me hurtling into the inside of the curtain wall with a big enough impact to shatter stone and send a luckless kobold, staring out at the plains, toppling from its perch to its death. The Entropic Mine tumbled from my grasp and bounced down into the middle bailey. It went off, sucking a handful of lizardmen into oblivion. 
 
    Released momentarily from my concentration, the magic keeping my Chaos Spear materialized vanished. 
 
    I slid down the inside of the wall and crashed down at the bottom. I cursed colorfully at being even momentarily stymied by my hated enemy. Rocks bounced off my head, but I paid them no heed. 
 
    The Time Dragon looked down at me from where it clung to the tower. It opened up its fucking cursed neck frills yet again, preparing to send out its rippling magic through the spacetime continuum. I had no doubt in my mind now, the thing took a vindictive pleasure in stringing me, and the rest of the allied army, along for as long as possible. Then, when things started getting a bit hot for it, it simply pulled its party trick and reversed time. 
 
    It reminded me of a camper in a first-person shooter, someone who might venture out every now and again for a bit of a rush, but then beat a retreat at the first sign of trouble and take up a position that couldn’t be assailed. 
 
    I detested those guys. 
 
    But this time, although I felt the shift, felt the ripple through time as a physical sensation that tugged at me, I resisted. I looked down at myself. Although the world around me looked to have frozen, with this new slot, walking as a Dragonborn, I seemed to be immune to the tug of time. 
 
    At least, that’s how I felt. I felt that if I was going to go anywhere through time, it was going to be to a place of my choosing, not something else’s. Without quite knowing how I did it, I quested out with my dragon-boosted senses and tethered my consciousness to that of the Time Dragon. 
 
    I knew which consciousness belonged to the Time Dragon, without a single doubt. The ego of the conceited son of a bitch blazed like a burning fireworks factory in that strangely dissolving and insubstantial world. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked myself as I anchored my future to the Time Dragon. I heard my words come out sluggish and distorted. 
 
    The world dissolved in places, disappearing like sand running through a grate. In my mind’s eye, I saw the remaining soldiers of the allied forces disappearing in clumps, whisked away to some other previous time. I watched as the figures of Renji, Hana, Penelope, and Zala vanished. 
 
    The world tipped and turned and whited out once more then, but I was far more cognizant of what was going on than I had been before. Everyone else was heading back in time, but I remained where I was. In the present. 
 
    In a present. 
 
    All my friends were gone, but in this timeline, the bad guys remained. 
 
    I remained. 
 
    From where I lurked in the shadows, where the curtain wall met one of the towers, exactly where I had been when the Time Dragon made its leap through time on this occasion, I weighed my options. I figured that if I could destroy the Time Dragon here, maybe, I’d destroy it in all timelines. Maybe, I’d destroy it for good. 
 
    Goddammit, but trying to wrap your head around any of that spacetime, butterfly effect bullshit was enough to make your brain turn to porridge. I decided to do the only thing that people can do when they are confronted by things that are so monumentally vast and complex that they defy all understanding. I concentrated on what was in front of me. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and deciding how best to utilize this new power I had at my disposal so that I could rid the world of this Time Dragon. 
 
    Kill the fucker. Worry about everything else later. 
 
    I had my theory that the Time Dragon required at least a little time to regenerate its time shifting powers. It was a thin guess—fucking anorexic, really—but it was all I had to go on.  
 
    A weak hook to hang all our hopes on, but hope had always been a bit like a star, in my mind. It was fucking hard to see a star when everything was going peachy and life was one big sunny day. It was in the deep night that stars shone the brightest. In the deep, blanketing night of adversity, that was when it was easiest to see hope. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. The Time Dragon was sitting atop the main keep, staring out across the plain. I could picture what it was seeing in my mind’s eye; the dregs of the allied force. All that was left of those brave Mystocean soldiers and dragonmancers, the soldiers and mancers of Akrit, Vetrusca, and all the other lands that had rallied behind us for this stand. 
 
    The Time Dragon didn’t look quite so unruffled as it had done before. It was looking like it had come off second best in an ass kicking contest, if I was being honest. It might have held the power to alter or not alter the damage done to its followers and foes, but it didn’t look like it could heal itself. 
 
    The busted eye was still leaking golden blood. 
 
    I smiled, wide and wild. 
 
    I didn’t bother to beg the universe for a break, didn’t ask the gods, or whatever the hell else was out there, for a hand in minimizing any pain that might be coming my way. I had never been one to pray to be sheltered from dangers, but had simply tried my best to be fearless when I had to face them. 
 
    “And you’re the biggest, ugliest, most annoying fucking danger that’s ever tripped across my path,” I growled, my eyes boring into the oblivious flying sack of ego above me. “I don’t need anything else except the heart to conquer you. Let’s have an end to it, one way or the other!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I came from a place where a lot of people felt the world owed them something. Owed them a life—a good one. When I’d been a younger, dumber man, I’d been one of them. It had taken a lot of fighting, a lot of beatings and falls, to make me realize that we were all who we fabricated ourselves to be. That we all had the key to our ideal futures in our pockets. Took a few more hard knocks for me to come to the understanding that most of the things that occurred in my life, both good and bad, were the results of my own manufacturing. 
 
    “I’m going to kill this fucking dragon, and I’m going to do it now,” I snarled, daring the multiverse to contradict me. 
 
    I was just starting forward with my jaw set and my eyes fixed on the Time Dragon on top of the keep, when a voice sounded in my mind’s ear. 
 
    “But, Dad,” Garth said, “do you really think this can be done? I mean, what with everything that’s happened so far…” 
 
    “It’s fucking impossible is what Garth is driving at, old man,” Wayne interjected. 
 
    I had to suppress a small smile—a pointless exercise because they could sense my amusement. It wasn’t often that any of my dragons betrayed their relative youth. Wayne and Garth had only been transformed into their adult forms relatively recently, especially when one compared them to the centuries old Noctis. 
 
    “Boys,” I said, “if you take away one thing from what happens next, let it be this: never interrupt someone doing something you said couldn’t be done, all right?” 
 
    Before Wayne or Garth, the first dragons I had inadvertently brought into this world, could respond, I was moving. 
 
    Channeling and combining Rifa and Brenna’s Rime and Ice Magic, I dashed up the side of the keep. My feet froze to the sheer wall thanks to the combined magics, glued to the stones for the briefest of seconds until my next foot came down. Just before I reached the edge of the battlement that ran around the edge of the keep, I transformed using my Smog Form ability. 
 
    It was a breeze controlling this form now. I couldn’t believe it had ever taxed me as much as it used to. Yeah, the atoms that made up my body were trying to move in all directions at once, they were more disconnected than they had been, but they were still mine, they were still me. 
 
    I drifted over the sculpted castellations in a thin stream of light gray smoke. There sat the Time Dragon, looking out over the battle plains beyond, toward the depleted fighting force of Vetruscans, Akrit desert warriors and, of course, soldiers representing the Mystocean Empire. It might have been wishful thinking on my part, but it looked like the time-altering son of a bitch seemed a little less cocksure than usual. I guessed that being blinded in one eye did that to a creature, no matter how powerful they were. 
 
    In my smokey form, I insinuated myself closer to the dragon. While I held my body together, I simultaneously cloaked my magical aura, as well as my smell and the sound of my heartbeat. Only a few hours before, such subtle deceptions would have been so far beyond my skill that I would have laughed in someone’s face had they told me it was possible for me to do such a thing. 
 
    I got closer to it. And closer. I floated upward, up the great sinuous bulk of its body. I was close enough to it that, should I have taken on my regular shape once more, I could have given it a titty twister. 
 
    Almost there… I thought. Almost… Just a little closer. 
 
    I had a fucking ridiculous, outrageous scheme in mind.  
 
    The only drawback was that it might kill me. 
 
    I drifted up the shimmering side of the Time Dragon. Past its shoulder. Along its neck. Even using my Dragonborn slot, every drop of my skill was focused on keeping up the illusion. Even though I found everything so much easier than I usually did, I couldn’t risk letting something slip now. There was too much at stake—everything I held dear, in fact. 
 
    That was the thing about dragons. If they had one weakness, it was that they didn’t worry about the right things, if they worried about anything at all. It wasn’t the brave warriors, the mad berserkers, or the cunning snakes in the grass that they had to be worried about. People who were on the verge of losing everything that meant something to them were the kind of people that even dragons should be afraid of. A person that had nothing to lose was the scariest adversary on earth.  
 
    I crept up toward the Time Dragon’s jaw. I was so close to it that I heard the deep, steady rush of its breath, and could almost feel the reverberation of its gigantic heart pumping within its mighty chest. 
 
    So close. 
 
    The Time Dragon shifted, cocked its head to the side so that it was no longer looking directly down at the plains below. It took in a long, steady breath through nostrils that looked the same size as the jet of an F-35. The newly blinded eye, which was situated on the side of the dragon’s head that I had elected to approach, swiveled uselessly in its socket. Golden blood still trickled from it. 
 
    If I hadn’t already been holding it, I would have held my breath at that point. 
 
    Please… No, I thought. 
 
    The Time Dragon opened its mouth as if to taste the air, and I made my move. 
 
    I slipped through the opening in its long white teeth and into its cavernous mouth. 
 
    Yeah, it hadn’t been one of my most well thought out plans. I hadn’t gone over it with a fine-toothed comb. I’d been worried that if I’d done that, I would have realized how much of a fucking insanely dumbass move it was and decided against it. That was where many harebrained schemes came unstuck; they all seemed like such damned nice ideas when they were ideas. Reality had a wonderful way of poking holes in shit. 
 
    As did dragon teeth. 
 
    It was too late for regrets now. There I was, quite literally in the belly of the beast. Or, at least, halfway down its throat.  
 
    I wafted my way further into the Time Dragon’s innards. I was lucky that my nose and nasal passages were only a series of vaguely interconnected molecules who were currently loosely acquainted with one another. I didn’t imagine a dragon’s insides smelled like a field of roses. 
 
    The Time Dragon shifted. 
 
    A note of agitation rumbled up from the depths below me. A sound of profound unease. 
 
    There was a very skinny line that separated courage from stupidity, I realized. 
 
    If I’m successful, people will call me brave, I thought. If I fail, I’ll be called… Well, if I fail, we’re all fucked. 
 
    I came to terms with the fact that the line dividing bravery from a severe lack of intelligence was probably only visible in hindsight. 
 
    The rumbling of the Time Dragon’s perturbation rose. The darkness that lay all around me was suddenly lit by a flickering white light which emanated from its belly. 
 
    That was my cue.  
 
    “Surprise, motherfucker!” I snarled as I changed form and unleashed the interwoven blend of mixed dragon mana that was inside of me in a directionless burst of radiant energy. 
 
    The stench of the interior of the Time Dragon was something that I only had to put up with for a short time. A very, very short time. 
 
    The inside of a dragon must be able to withstand some pretty intense and volatile conditions. Any creature that vomits up fire must do so without being a danger to itself. However, the insides of dragons are only made to withstand certain types of volatility. I had noted this before, back when I’d killed another creature much like this Time Dragon. So, when I unleashed eight different kinds of magic—Chaos, Pearl, Smog, Tempest, Faerie, Ice, Rime, and Solar—the result was spectacular. 
 
    From the inside out, the flesh and blood of the Time Dragon froze in an instant, boiled away and then shredded apart. The beast disintegrated in an abrupt and gory explosion. I imagined it must have looked a little like when I used to blow peoples’ letterboxes up with homemade firecracker bombs as a kid. 
 
    There was no sound beyond the ripping, tearing, and sizzling of the Time Dragon detonating apart. Chunks of flesh flew every which way, and there was a beautiful explosion of sparks as the magic of all my beasts contacted the Time Dragon’s stored time, or whatever it was that it breathed instead of fire. 
 
    Even in my god-like Dragonborn state, I was sent tumbling and rolling across the keep’s roof. If I had thought that the solid stone parapet might have stopped me, I was mistaken. I smashed through it like it was made of bone china, flipped out into the void, and plummeted to the courtyard below. 
 
    I hit the poorly laid cobbles like a sack of shit. The two-inch thick stones split and cracked under me. Lumps of blasted dragon showered down, slapping the ground with decisive wet thuds. 
 
    I grinned up at the cavern roof far above, closing my eyes against the rain of golden dragon blood that pattered down. 
 
    The sound of clumps of shredded flesh and sinew landing on the earth was the sweetest music I had ever heard. 
 
    Wait till I tell my women about this one, I thought. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. 
 
    This wasn’t over. Just because the Time Dragon was no more didn’t mean that any one of the women who had sired my offspring and were now fighting out there on the plains were any safer. 
 
    I got to my feet, spread my wings, and boosted skyward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
             
 
    I rejoined the main battle with all the grace and aplomb of a bolt of lighting hitting a cornfield. Bellowing with delighted fury, with the joy of hope rekindled in my heart, I crashed down with all the violent destructive potential of a drunk Kryptonian. Stone and gravel sprayed out from where I landed. I cushioned my fall with both my wings and a downward blast of Forcewave, which resulted in a shallow crater being formed as I touched down. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Kobolds and lich went flying in all directions. An unfortunate group of ratfolk spearmen, who happened to be occupying my chosen LZ, were pulped and smeared across the battlefield by the impact as I went clean through them. 
 
    I rose from my superhero crouch and looked around at my hesitant enemies. I hadn’t needed to adopt the crouch. I felt so strong and full of beans that I could have hit the deck straight legged and I’m pretty sure I would have sunk into the rock like a fucking dart. 
 
    But the superhero landing crouch had oodles of style. It was a style that transcended worlds. It didn’t matter that not a single enemy had ever seen a DC or Marvel movie, as I rose from the crouch and bent my gaze upon them, they knew they were in for some serious trouble. 
 
    There was an audible creaking of bowstrings. 
 
    I looked around at the mass of glinting arrowheads pointing my way. I was encircled in a ring of tightly drawn bowstrings and, I didn’t doubt, even more tightly clenched sphincters. 
 
    I let the silence in my immediate vicinity stretch well beyond its use-by date. 
 
    “If you shoot me with those pissant little bows, and I find out about it, I’m going to do a lot worse to you than I already had planned,” I said in a threatening voice. 
 
    A few of the arrowheads drooped downward as some of the more fearful, or smarter, goblins lowered their weapons a fraction. Their buddies elbowed them, and they perked up again, though. 
 
    All of us stood there, still as statues. Must have looked like quite the scene; an island of stillness in a raging sea of fighting, dying, screaming warriors. There was something of the Old West about it. 
 
    None of us moved. Only my eyes flicked around at the waiting goblin bowmen.  
 
    The goblins cracked first. As if responding to some animal cue that I couldn’t pick up on, they released their arrows almost as one. Fifty shafts sped from fifty strings, heading straight for me. 
 
    The Forcewave spell I used was timed and utilized to perfection. The concussive wave of magic arrested the flight of, then turned the arrows, when they were a fraction of an inch away from hitting me. They were sent hurtling back at their owners with interest. 
 
    There was a meaty series of thwacking sounds as the arrows all struck home. Then, as one, fifty or so goblins dropped dead. 
 
    “Just isn’t the same without a smoking barrel to blow on,” I said and dove back into the fight. 
 
    I spent the next however long trying to even out the numbers, tearing through the frothing hordes of the Shadow Nations like a ravening wolf through a fold of lambs. No weapons could touch me, no harm could befall me. I had the strength of ten grizzlies and a seemingly bottomless supply of the kind of magic that I had never heard spoken of before. It went beyond and rose above the limitations of spells. It was so natural, so easy to perform, that I felt dazzled that I hadn’t been able to use it before the Dragonborn Slot had opened. 
 
    I used both my physical prowess and my enhanced magical talents to shred my way through the enemy ranks as quickly as I could. I pointed my finger at a lich and made it burst into pink faerie fire with a thought. 
 
    A troll slammed its hammer down toward me. I twitched aside, struck out with the flat of my hand, and caught it a colossal blow across the top of its thigh, snapping its four-inch-thick femur in half like a twig. 
 
    I cut a member of the Shadow Nations’ goblin retinue down with a blow of my Chaos Spear that took the creature’s leg off mid-shin. Another goblin bounded in and received a blast of sub-zero air to its face, which issued from my outstretched palm and crystallized ice across its hideous mug so that it couldn’t breathe. 
 
    While that goblin spent its final moments clawing at its rime-crusted mouth, eyes, and nose, a kobold leaped in with a spear and jabbed me in the guts. My abdominals took the brunt of the blow and the spear cracked along its shaft. I used my Blink ability to disappear and reappear behind my foe, clapping my hands against its ears so hard that not only did its eardrums burst but so did its entire head. Then, as an encore, I kicked a troll so hard in the nuts that he spewed up some unidentifiable vital organ in a gout of purplish blood. 
 
    I fought with a skill and ferocity I had never exhibited before, but for every one of the damned Shadow Nations warriors I cut to pieces, crushed, or caused to explode, five more took their place. 
 
    I was running out of patience almost as fast as I imagined that the remainders of my soldiers were running out of energy. 
 
    I drew deep from the mana well inside of me, crouched down near one of the massive bonfires, feigning injury, and let the hordes come at me. I leaped high into the air, just as the sea of charging enemies was about to engulf me, and came down like the wrath of the kind of god that expresses itself best with plagues, fireballs, and lightning. 
 
    The magic I had drawn in exploded with such force that three dozen Shadow Nations fighters were shredded where they stood. Standing next to one of the giant bonfires that were dotted about the battle plain, the explosion of raw, fiery dragon magic turned the burning, crumbling, white-hot wood into a thousand arrows. The Shadow Nations warriors, chattering and screeching and running heedlessly toward the battered lines of the allied troops, were mown down in droves. Clothes and skin peeled off bodies and bones like wet paper.  
 
    “Mike! Mike Noctis! Heed me!” 
 
    The voice penetrated through the furious fog of war that had engulfed me. Pierced my ears and my brain like a needle of clarity. I crushed the skull of the struggling goblin I was holding with one hand and looked up. Luckily, with my new ten-foot height and the fact that the enemy were giving me somewhat of a wide berth, I got a fix on the person yelling at me. 
 
    It was none other than Claire. The Seer was dressed in her habitual white angelic dress, but it was streaked and spotted with crimson and blue blood. The colors complemented her mismatched ruby and sapphire-colored eyes. She looked more like an angel of death than sweet Claire the Seer. She held a staff and wore a pearlescent breastplate.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I yelled back at her, over the press of frantic fighters that divided us. 
 
    Claire spun and cracked a kobold over the head with her staff. There was a flash of blinding light as the kobold fell, its head smoking and charred. As she whirled, I saw a smaller, white-robed figure fighting at Claire’s back. It was Kakra, the Seer from the Akrit desert. She was wielding her staff, which I knew to be made out of the bone of a giant desert worm, with equally as devastating an effect as Claire. 
 
    “There’s something… important I… need to tell you, Mike!” Claire said, forcing her words out in between the blows she rained down on her opponents. 
 
    “Anything for you!” I called back. “Wait right there.” 
 
    As I waded through the fight, I snatched a war axe from the hand of a dumbfounded lizardman. I grabbed him by the collar of his leather tunic and threw him away, high over the crowd and out of sight. I strode on, heedless of the desperate sword swings and mace blows that were aimed my way. I hooked an enemy’s armor strap with the spike that protruded from the back of the war axe, pulled the kobold off-balance toward me, and caved its helmet in with a massive overhand blow of my fist. Blood and shreds of scalp flowed down the kobold’s slack face. I twisted, rammed the end of the handle into the face of a troll, who had just lunged at me with a stone hammer, and crumpled in his thick face bones. 
 
    I turned back to face Claire just in time to block a nasty stab from a goblin warrior with my free hand. I grabbed the sword blade and wrenched the weapon from it. I crushed the goblin’s foot with my boot heel, trampled over the wailing creature like a horse over a mouse, and slammed the war axe’s blade between the shoulders of a lich about to finish a Vetruscan warrior it’d just bore to the ground. 
 
    The lich split in two in a shower of dust and rancid meat and fell in halves to the stony deck. The Vetruscan on the floor looked up at me. To my surprise, I saw that the woman’s bloody, grimy face was familiar to me. 
 
    “You’re the captain who stopped me at the gates of Hrímdale all those months ago, aren’t you?” I asked. I was sure of it, though for the moment the woman’s name eluded me. 
 
    She looked a little shaken. Not surprising when you’re looking into the rotting, monstrous face of a lich. She managed a nod. 
 
    I held out a huge hand and helped her up. The woman looked at me, awe overflowing from her eyes. 
 
    I cleared my throat, realizing that I looked outlandish and fierce in this form. 
 
    I patted her on the shoulder, with care so as not to send her flying. 
 
    “The fight isn’t over until we’ve won,” I said, then moved off through the crowd. 
 
    A couple of ratfolk warriors came pelting toward me. In the space of time it took them to reach me, I had calculated—judging by the grips they had on their weapons, the hands they held them in, and the parts of my body on which their eyes were fixed—the likelihood of where their first blows would fall. I had also formulated the most efficient way to counter two enemies at once, based on the most likely strokes they would employ, and the neatest way in which to dispatch them. 
 
    In a detached corner of my brain, I couldn’t help but marvel at the new abilities and awareness that the Dragonborn slot had bestowed upon me. I felt like the lovechild of Agent 47 and Sherlock Holmes.  
 
    The two ratfolk attacked just as I’d thought they would; one going high, the other low. I let the high stroke smack uselessly into my rock-hard shoulder, dodged around the low one—stamping on the spear shaft as I did, so that the weapon fell from my opponent’s sweaty grasp and near broke his wrist—slipped the blade of my belt knife into the ear of the ratfolk I had parried, twisted, and slashed the knife across the back of the disarmed ratfolk’s skull, slicing the back of its head off to expose the gray, slimy brain within. 
 
    I moved on. 
 
    The ratfolk warrior wasn’t dead just yet, but there was only so long you could survive with the back of your head open to the elements. 
 
    Claire had just dispatched her nearest enemy and gained a short reprieve from immediate danger. She leaned on her staff and watched me as I strode up. I kicked aside a lizardman with backbreaking force and sent him crashing into a kobold, shot a troll through the groin and then the head with my new and improved repeating ballista, and then vanished a lich with a body-engulfing Shadow Sphere. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, coming to stand in front of the Seer. 
 
    Claire tapped her chin with theatrical cogitation. 
 
    “There’s something different about you,” she said, running her mysterious gaze over my enormous new physical iteration, with its claws and scales, “but I can’t quite place it.” 
 
    “I’ve been using a new cologne,” I replied. “That could be it.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that’s what it must be.” 
 
    “It’s Eau de Slaughterhouse by Old Sleazy,” I said, whispering the last words in that fucking dumb way that perfume ads always seem to employ. 
 
    Claire smiled, though she wouldn’t have got it. So much of my best material fell on deaf ears. 
 
    “You killed the Time Dragon,” she said. 
 
    Without looking, I snatched a crossbow bolt out of midair and crushed it in my fist. “Yes, Seer,” I said. “It’s one of those stories that’s going to take a buttload more time to go through than we have at our disposal, but yes, the Time Dragon has gone the way of the minidisc player, the fax machine, and electrified water.”  
 
    Claire raised one questioning eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Sorry, I meant that it’s dead and not going to be seen again,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “Good,” Claire said, “that tallies with what I now feel and see concerning the future.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked, pausing only to fire another Shadow Sphere at a lumbering troll and blast it into nothingness. 
 
    “There is a… device,” Claire told me, her odd eyes shining with a sudden vehemence, “inside the Bronze Citadel.” 
 
    A prickling of foreboding ran through me. 
 
    “A device,” I repeated. “I’m guessing it’s not one used to make rainbows or produce goodwill and peace among men?” 
 
    “No, it most assuredly is not,” Claire said. 
 
    “Out with it and tell him, Claire!” Kakra called from over Claire’s shoulder. “Things are getting a trifle hot here!” 
 
    She was right. No matter which way you sliced it, no matter that the Time Dragon now rested in pieces, things still looked far from rosy for us. I might have been able to carve up a shitload of our enemies on my own, but if I had learned one thing about magic, it was that it was not infinite, no matter how it might seem. Sooner or later, the Dragonborn Slot would close its doors to me for a time, just as the Titan Slot had. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “This device is called the Gelderwand,” Claire said. “I had heard of it long ago, but discounted it as the evil and fanciful whisperings of our enemies. Elenari and Saya told me that they saw something inside the Citadel, and I believe that this object was the Gelderwand.” 
 
    “And what is this Gelderwand supposed to do?” I asked. 
 
    “The Gelderwand is the very reason why male mancers became a thing of the past, why they ceased to be born,” Claire said. “It is a magical apparatus that has basically castrated the entire world.” 
 
    I winced. 
 
    “It is why these pieces of Shadow Nations pond scum are still fighting, still fighting when everything in their nature should be telling them to run and preserve themselves,” Claire said. 
 
    A mental picture floated across my mind’s eye. 
 
    The inner bailey of the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    The mountain of Etherstones. 
 
    The strange supernatural, pulsing aerial that had been half buried in them. 
 
    “I know where it is,” I said. 
 
    “It should be a slender, tall device, glowing intermittently with an occult light,” Claire said. 
 
    I put a big hand on her upper arm and gave her a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I know what it is. What I don’t know is how to destroy it.” 
 
    “Dragonfire,” Claire said. “Dragonfire and magic, as much of you can harness. Do this, Mike, and you’ll accomplish something far more impressive than saving the world.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll change it.” 
 
    I beat the large leathery wings on my back a few times. The wind that this produced sent the trio of kobolds I had sensed making a beeline for my back tumbling and rolling away. 
 
    “Say no more,” I said to the Seer, who had hefted her staff and looked eager to reenter the fray. “I’ll get it done.” 
 
    “Mike!” Claire called as I flapped up into the air like some sort of avenging angel. 
 
    “Yes, Seer?” I said. 
 
    “If—when—you destroy the Gelderwand, the reaction to a magic that potent being released will be… tempestuous.” 
 
    “Tempestuous,” I called back. “That’s smart person talk for saying that some shit is going to blow up, right?” 
 
    Whatever Claire’s response might have been was lost in the rush and roar of the wind in my ears as I took off for the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    “Take down the weird, magical, pulsing dong,” I muttered. “Dragonfire and magic. Dragonfire and magic.” 
 
    I zoomed over the battling armies. The enemy host was still large enough for the kobolds and goblins at the very back to look as if they had enough time to spend it standing around, scratching their asses and having cups of coffee. 
 
    I dropped handfuls of Entropic Mines as I passed, tossing them out like a diabolical Mystocean Empire version of Santa Claus. They popped and burst behind me, sucking in greater circles of trolls, lizardmen, and lich than I might have expected them to do if I hadn’t been in Dragonborn mode. 
 
    Cries of surprise and dismay followed me like ghosts as I flew on. 
 
    When I reached the Bronze Citadel once more, which didn’t take long thanks to my wings, it was to find three very pissed off dragons. It might have been considered a blasé move on my part. How away with the faeries do you have to be to forget about three dragons? 
 
    It seemed like, in the brief space of time in which I had killed the Time Dragon and bugged out of the Bronze Citadel, there had been a little friction on the home front. I guessed that this was something to do with the new hierarchy that had to be established between the three remaining dragons. 
 
    When I returned, I got the distinct impression that domestic violence was only a sneeze away. The Onyx Dragon sat in the ruins of the Time Dragon and looked for all the world like she had decided to take the top spot. The Infernal and Celestial Dragons were stationed on either side of her. They were hissing, baring their teeth, and generally looking like they were about to roll up their sleeves and get going on the assault and battery.  
 
    “Shit, looks like we’ve stumbled into the middle of a dick measuring contest here,” I said as I swooped in. I was still mulling over the best way to take down the Gelderwand and was only half paying attention to the three squabbling dragons. 
 
    You can’t half pay attention to three squabbling dragons. If you do, you’re apt to forget that the one thing those dragons hate more than each other is the interloper who killed their former leader. 
 
    With eerie coordination, the heads of the three dragons rose and stared at me. With less eerie, but nonetheless worrying, coordination, they all roared, spread their wings, and took to the air. 
 
    This was just the kick in the ass my brain had needed to figure out how I was going to take down the Gelderwand and these three other dragons in one go. 
 
    “Four birds one stone,” I muttered. “Let’s do it, guys.” 
 
    As the three enemy dragons rose, bellowing and snarling and breathing torrents of fire, I put my head down. I tucked my arms tighter into my brawny body to minimize drag and snapped my legs together. Then my wings got to work. 
 
    The three dragons were smart and fast, but they were also irate. As agile as they might have been, they weren't quite a match for me. I concentrated on my flying and channeled my inner peregrine falcon, cutting around the towers, zig-zagging this way and that, and doing my best to bamboozle and work my trio of bloodthirsty adversaries into a lather of fury. 
 
    The Infernal Dragon blasted a stream of incandescent fire at me, which I dodged with a beautiful swooping dive. The fire splashed against the tower that had been playing the part of giant bird stand for the Celestial Dragon and sent it toppling backward in a cascade of molten rubble. 
 
    This forced the Onyx Dragon, who had been hot on my tail, to swerve out of the way to avoid being flattened. The sable beast snarled with rage as she was forced to adjust her flight path. These precious few seconds allowed me to climb toward the cavern’s ceiling, flapping hard. I was careful to make sure I didn’t reach the roof ahead of time, though. 
 
    Behind me the Celestial Dragon let rip with its devastating, skin-peeling breath, but I was too quick. I spun to the side, and the all but invisible fire tore into the ceiling and sent a storm of rocks and sharp boulders raining down on the Celestial Dragon. 
 
    This pissed it off more. It also slowed it and allowed the two other dragons to catch up. 
 
    When I had the three of them chasing me around the mammoth cave’s ceiling, I made what I hoped would be my final move, my fucking grand finale and coup de grâce. 
 
    This was where I had to tempt fate a little. I needed the trio of dragons hot on my heels and eager for the kill, but I didn’t want them close enough to actually kill me. I also needed to let them get within flaming range at precisely the right moment. 
 
    We dived. From the ground, I must have looked like a sparrow being pursued by three Andean condors. 
 
    I was heading for the glinting tip of the Gelderwand. It wasn’t hard to find, not being surrounded as it was by the mountain of Etherstones. 
 
    That mountain of Etherstones was where the plan got particularly nuanced. That was the part of my plan that could have not so much screwed the pooch as knocked it up as well. 
 
    The Etherstones could be destroyed by direct dragonfire, so I needed something that would release a cataclysmic blast that would destroy the Gelderwand and the dragons, but leave the precious jewels untouched. 
 
    Luckily, I believed I had figured out such a method. It only had one slight drawback…  
 
    I slowed as we got nearer and nearer to the Gelderwand’s tip. My ears were pricked for the sound that I knew would alert me to when I needed to act. 
 
    “Are you sure this will work?” Noctis asked, from out of the corner of my mind. As usual, he sounded calm; more curious than anything. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “But even if I was dead sure, I’d probably still end up being dead wrong.” 
 
    Noctis stirred in my mind, as if he was going to retort, but then I heard the sound I had been waiting for. 
 
    The vast sucking of three massive sets of lungs taking a deep breath. 
 
    I opened one wing and swung sharply around in midair. 
 
    We were only a stone’s throw from the tip of the Gelderwand and getting closer with every passing millisecond. The three dragons, led by the Onyx Dragon, were right up my ass—or so it seemed. Their mouths were open, and I could make out the glowing hearts deep in their throats, which looked like the pilot lights of a trio of huge Hell-sized ovens. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    I would’ve liked to bust out a real zinger of a one liner, right there. Something along the lines of ‘Did someone leave the gas on?’ or ‘Anyone got a light?’ or maybe even, ‘Is it just me, or is it hot in here?’ 
 
    But there just wasn’t the time. 
 
    I opened my arms wide and summoned every last drop that I could scrounge from the depths of my mana wells, as well as calling on the formidable collection of mana held by all my dragons, my bear, and my desert cat. 
 
    Then, dissecting that river of scintillating power into three separate rushing streams, I unleashed the full fury of my might. 
 
    Of our might. 
 
    The three beams of glittering, iridescent, polychromatic fire burst out from the space between my outstretched arms. They shot into the gaping maws of the three dragons, down their throats, and contacted the building fire and magic they had been about to unleash at me. 
 
    There was a soft sucking sound, a flash, and then an explosion that hurled me like a leaf through the air and tore the dragons and the entire world apart. Heat assaulted me, wind buffeted me, exhaustion and pain and blackness ripped me up and pulled me around and twisted me into knots. 
 
    That was the one slight downfall of the plan. 
 
    I had to be close to set the explosion off. Close enough to feel the brunt of it. I hadn’t known whether I would survive or not, but if I’d been a gambling man, I would have probably gone with not. 
 
    Sometimes you had to be willing to sacrifice it all in order to win it all.  
 
    I thought of my friends, just before blackness closed me in its fists. I thought of Elenari and Saya. I thought of Tamsin, Renji, Zala, and Hana. Empress Cyrene. I thought of Claire. Wondered if she’d known what I was going to have to do. 
 
    I didn’t mind, even if she had. It wouldn’t have changed anything. 
 
    Sometimes you had to have the stones to recognize that life was nothing more than a handful of moments in time. If you wanted to achieve any kind of distinction, you had to be willing to give up those moments. You had to be willing to give up your life for your goal, or for the things that mattered most to you. 
 
    I could live with that.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke swathed in bandages and aching like I had just gone twelve rounds with Mike Tyson in his heyday—a testament to just how much damage I had taken. As a dragonmancer, my ability to heal and regenerate far surpassed that of the average Joe Bloggs. The realization that I was still hurting, even after having regained consciousness, told me I’d come damn close to trading in my Chaos Spear for a harp. 
 
    Waking up in agony was better than the alternative. That I hadn’t actually expected to wake up at all made me rejoice in every muscle twinge and bone-deep bruise. 
 
    I let out a wheezy little cough, winced, and sat up. 
 
    I actually managed it on the fourth attempt, thanks to the rocking momentum I had managed to build up. 
 
    I let out another wheezy sigh and blinked to clear my foggy vision. When I had managed this exhausting feat, I looked around. 
 
    I was lying in a bed. This bed was made with beautiful sheets and soft blankets. The pillows were soft, perfectly yielding, and filled with down. The room was roofed with solid gray stone. This baffled me. I felt as if I had been sleeping and taking meetings in canvas tents for months.  
 
    With some difficulty, I got to my feet. They felt full of pins and needles, like they had been numb and unmoving for too long. With shuffling steps, I walked across the polished marble floor; massive white slabs of the precious rock veined with silver, black, and gold. 
 
    The color scheme made me think of Chaos Magic, which in turn, made me think of Noctis. 
 
    “Are you there, pal?” I asked through our telepathic link. 
 
    “I’m here,” came the familiar, relaxed reply. “It is good to see that you are too.” 
 
    “And the others?” I asked. “I can’t seem to sense them.” 
 
    “They are in a regenerative sleep,” Noctis said. “As your young, they were more susceptible to the trauma that you suffered after we destroyed that… device. Their bond with you is slightly deeper in the spiritual sense than the one we share, though ours is somewhat more visceral thanks to the Transfusion Ceremony.” 
 
    “So long as they are all OK,” I said. 
 
    “They will be fine after they have rested and healed a while longer.” His matter-of-fact tone was so calming to my frazzled nerves that I found myself relaxing about the fact that I had no idea where I was. 
 
    I have a feeling that we’re not in the Galipolas Mountain camp anymore, I thought. 
 
    It was then that I stepped out onto the beautifully furnished balcony and saw what was beyond it. 
 
    A luscious garden of grass lay below where I stood on the ebony decking. It was flanked and surrounded on all sides by hedges and bushes that, while defying my botanical knowledge, blocked my view. A greenhouse, all incredible twists of natural-looking iron that had been painted white, stood near the back of the garden, offering a place to enjoy nature even during rainy days. It was stuffed with all sorts of colorful blooms. 
 
    The rows and clumps of artfully planted flowers grew strong and proud. They blossomed in all sorts of shapes, hues, and sizes. Insects of a bewildering variety buzzed and marauded amongst them. 
 
    The hedges and bushes reached what must have been almost fifteen feet high, but they were manicured and clipped all the way to their topmost twig. Here and there lay a small boulder or subtle statue or piece of art, which presented visitors or walkers with an elegant way of discovering the garden. 
 
    The greenhouse could be admired well from where I stood on the balcony. The rows of flowers attracted attention too, and the hedges and bushes made sure their presence was known. 
 
    All in all, it was beautiful, and I found myself breathing more deeply, taking in that lush green smell of growing things and feeling myself getting an indefinable nourishment from it. 
 
    Still, as pretty as it all was, as opulent and regal as my lodgings appeared, and as comfortable as the clean linen pants and shirt I had awoken in were, there was a question that remained.   
 
    “Where the fuck am I?” I asked the room, looking along the balcony, which looked to run out to an extremely spacious terrace. 
 
    “Ah, a most pertinent question, Mike Noctis,” said a familiar voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned. 
 
    Empress Cyrene was sitting on a couch which looked to have been fashioned from a tree growing out of the floor and going through the ceiling. 
 
    “Cyrene,” I said, my tone clearly showing my surprise. 
 
    “The very same,” the gorgeous ruler of the Mystocean Empire said to me. 
 
    “Empress, I mean,” I said. 
 
    Cyrene waved the formality away. “Please,” she said, “after what you have done for me, for this world, it is I who should be bowing and scraping to you.” 
 
    I looked at her, still a little blearily, and took a moment to listen to what she was saying. 
 
    “Everything’s okay?” I asked after I got my head straight. 
 
    The Empress laughed. It was a sound that was commensurate with the sun coming out from behind a cloud. I felt like I had been washed in warm wine. 
 
    “Yes,” Cyrene said, “I would say that, in the most broad and sweeping sense, things are certainly fine. As to where the,” and here she coughed and looked around herself, “fuck you are, I can supply the answer to that.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow as she gestured around the luxurious quarters. 
 
    “We are in my private suite of rooms in the Riverfoot Fortress in the capital city of the Mystocean Empire.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “We’re in Wyverngarth?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But, that’s… That’s…” 
 
    Admittedly, my geography of the land I now called my home was a little wooly. The study of maps had always seemed to play second fiddle to the study of magic, fighting, or dragons when I was at the Academy. 
 
    “It’s fucking miles away from the Galipolas Mountain,” I finished. 
 
    Empress Cyrene smiled. “Four days of slow travel in the thaumaturgical-powered royal airship in fact.” 
 
    “The thaumawhatsit?” I asked. “Hold on, four days? But what’ve I…? I mean, I don’t remember any of it.”  
 
    “You were gravely hurt, your mind addled,” Cyrene said. The hint of a cloud obscured her beautiful features but cleared away. “Claire the Seer delved into your mind. She tells me that, if it had not been for the spirits of your offspring that share your head and your heart, you would not have made it through most likely. While she was healing your mind, a gnoll of somewhat unusual temperament, going by the name of Old Sleazy, I believe, sat with you and spoon-fed you soups.” 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    “What is it?” Cyrene asked me, her brows puckering. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “It’s just that I haven’t had the pleasure of eating Old Sleazy’s food for too long,” I said. “I was looking forward to it. Knowing that I was fed it while being totally insensible seems a sad waste.” 
 
    “It did smell appetizing,” the Empress admitted. 
 
    “It always does,” I said. “Although, it’s a good idea to look at what you’re about to eat of his. It’s not so important to know what it is, but it’s critical to know what it was if you’re in any way vegan.” 
 
    “Vegan?” Empress Cyrene asked me. 
 
    I snorted softly. “Don’t get me started on what that is,” I said. “Suffice to say that I once tried to explain that way of life to Old Sleazy and he almost started crying.” 
 
    I sat on a seat opposite the Empress, and we gazed at one another for a little while. 
 
    “What are you looking at, Mike Noctis?” she asked me after a while. 
 
    “Just you, Your Majesty,” I said. 
 
    Empress Cyrene looked down and bit her lip. The transition from powerful monarch to bashful young woman was one I didn’t think I would ever get tired of. 
 
    “So, what have I missed, apart from a long air voyage and some slap-up meals from Old Sleazy?” I asked. 
 
    Empress Cyrene beamed, got up, and padded across the thick carpets. She stopped in front of me and reached for my hand. When my bigger paw was holding hers, she nodded toward a beautiful hand-crafted pair of boots that sat by the gleaming door to the suite. 
 
    “Get your boots on, Dragonmancer Noctis, and I will show you,” she said. “You have woken up just in time.” 
 
    I pulled my boots on with more difficulty than I would have liked, wincing a little, and then followed the Empress from the room. To my delight, as we left the suite, my coterie fell in behind me, with a smoothness that I wouldn’t have thought possible of them. 
 
    “Shit, you three are on your best behavior, aren’t you?” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth as we tramped through the lavish corridors of Riverfoot Fortress. 
 
    None of my coterie answered, being too in awe of the Empress, but Rupert ventured to shoot me an excited grin. 
 
    “Where are we going, Cyrene—Your Majesty, I should say?” I asked as the pair of us walked along. 
 
    “You will see, Mike, you will see,” she replied cryptically. 
 
    And see I did. 
 
    We came to a pair of impossibly fancy doors, twelve feet high and wide enough to drive a tank through, which were flanked by a pair of gorgeous female guards. 
 
    It was only when the two women thrust the doors open that I saw it was none other than my two beautiful wives. 
 
    “Elenari… Saya…” I said in wonderment. “You ladies look incredible.” 
 
    They did too, clad as they were in a thigh length mail shirt of fine mesh finished in a burnished bronze, which gleamed like a fish’s scales in the light pouring through the great windows. They also wore the leather and steel vambraces, mailed gauntlets, polished greaves, and thigh guards of the dragonmancer’s battle attire, and carried the six-foot long ash spear with the glaive tip, which was the traditional weapon of choice for new dragonriders in training. 
 
    Elenari smiled at me from under her helm. 
 
    “Shh,” she said, glancing at the Empress who looked warmly back at her, “we’re occupying our roles as official members of Her Majesty’s Twelve, Mike.” 
 
    “There’ll be time for grab-assing and horsing around later, husband,” Saya said from the other side of the door. 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” I said before following the Empress into the mammoth room beyond. 
 
    Narrow sconces encircling each of the eight soapstone columns supporting the mural-covered ceiling lit every part of the throne hall into which we stepped, burning with golden flames. I was sure in the evening they would have blanketed everything nearby in a warm glow, but in the middle of the day, they simply added to the grand interior aesthetic. 
 
    The paintings of vast landscapes, vistas of the Mystocean Empire, covered the arched ceiling and much of the walls. The paintings were of such incredible realism that they might have been huge photographs. They were illuminated by the bright light streaming in through the ornate windows on both sides of the hall, while carved images of long dead Empresses looked down upon the marble floor. 
 
    An azure rug split the entire room in half from the doors to the throne, and it was down this that the Empress and I walked. On each of the soapstone columns, red banners with the gilded golden dragonclaw of the Mystocean Empire stirred in the light breeze that blew in from the open windows at the back of the throne room. 
 
    On either side of the wonderful and enormous windows were draperies of the same colored azure as the carpet running down the middle of the room. The curtains had been adorned with gilded linings and jewels so that they must have sparkled like the night sky when they were drawn. 
 
    The whole place was stuffed with familiar faces, as well as many individuals from the Mystocean Empire, Vetrusca, Akrit, and the realms beyond, whom I did not recognize. 
 
    General Shiloh and Queen Frami sat in places of honor in the front set of pew-like benches. To my overjoyed satisfaction they were joined by Claire the Seer, Hana, Zala, Penelope, Renji, Jazmyn, and Ashrin. On the rows behind, sprinkled about the throne room, were the likes of Diggens Azee, Big Greasy, and Old Sleazy. I also caught sight of the twin figures of Sergeant Milena and Lieutenant Kaleen. They were sitting in front of the Drow, Viessa, and Nina, the Sea Elf. Amara, the bearer of the Shield Dragon, Padymin, gave me a wink from near the back of the room. 
 
    So many had fallen, but I was glad to see that many had survived too.  
 
    A sublime throne of porcelain sat below a grand chandelier. The throne was covered in elaborate dragon motifs worked in golden thread and, carved on each of the front legs, was a noble dragon face. The pillows that adorned the throne were a dark azure, and they too had been stitched with gilded dragons. 
 
    It looked to me like one of those set-ups in which those who came seeking the wisdom of her Royal Highness could do so on the benches that were now crammed to bursting with dignitaries. On the second floor, around almost the whole hall, ornate balustrades overlooked the throne room. These were stuffed with lesser military figures. 
 
    This fucking chair of chairs was adjoined by two only slightly impressive seats for whoever happened to be sitting with the Empress on any given day when she was holding court. 
 
    One of these seats was already filled. 
 
    “Overseer,” I said, “it’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    The light, bright green eyes of the woman who was in charge of the Drako Academy rested on my face. She wore a simple gown of gray silk with a shawl of emerald fur cast around her shoulders. Just what sort of animal produced green fur I had no idea, but the color suited the statuesque woman down to a tee. My eyes flicked toward the edges of the fur shawl, gazing and wondering, as they always did, at the series of intricate black tattoos peeking above the neckline of her gown. More black tattoos snaked down her calves, circled her ankles, and then ended in blooming flowers on her dainty slipper-clad feet. 
 
    “The pleasure, Dragonmancer Noctis,” she said, “is all mine. You have been a busy boy, have you not?” 
 
    “Oh, you know me, Overseer, I like a quiet life. Always trying to keep busy and out of trouble,” I replied. 
 
    “You must be careful about that,” the Overseer said in her languid but intelligent tone. “A people who give up their troublemakers are a people that will soon stagnate.” 
 
    “I hear that,” I said, slipping into the seat next to Empress Cyrene. 
 
    The hubbub in the throne room had died when the Empress had entered. Now, there was the suggestion that it would start again, but Empress Cyrene rose and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I need not go into detail as to why the past few days have been both so sad and so momentous,” she said. “We were all there at the Galipolas Mountain encampment. We all saw what happened. The Bronze Citadel has been broken, the Shadow Nations scattered or ground out to such an extent that it is impossible to see them ever rising to trouble the free people of this world again.” 
 
    Cheers bubbled up from somewhere in the seats above and quickly grew in momentum, picking up speed and loudness like an avalanche. Soon the ceilings shook with the joyous tumult. 
 
    The Empress let it carry on for a while, then raised her hands. 
 
    “Yes, it is all very heartening,” she said. “The Bronze Citadel thrown down, the treasure trove of Etherstones restored to us, and the hidden Gelderwand destroyed. Much has happened and there is one person, one man, who is more to thank than almost anyone else. A rousing cheer for Dragonmancer Noctis, if you please.” 
 
    I got a standing ovation. I couldn’t say that it didn’t make me feel a little uncomfortable, what with all those men and women who gave their lives to defend all that we held dear, but it was a warming feeling too. 
 
    After what felt like ages, the cheering settled down and my face began to cool. 
 
    “Concerning the trove of Etherstones, then,” the Empress continued. “There are many, many Etherstones now that we have raided the Bronze Citadel. Many Etherstones that should be bestowed like medals upon those who most deserve them. Now that we are able to have male mancers once more, it is my decision that all the slain mancers from the Battle of the Bronze Citadel will have the spirits of their creatures go out to various non-mancer males.” 
 
    I looked up then, struck by a sudden thought. 
 
    Hell, there could be no men who deserved such an honor more, not in mind. 
 
    “Empress Cyrene,” I said respectfully, bowing my head as I addressed the royal personage, “can I suggest your first trio of likely candidates?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rupert, Gabby, and Bjorn were all bonded not to dragons, but to scrappy beasts called stoorworms. They were very much like dragons, except a little less noble and more prone to using unorthodox and underhanded tactics in battle to get the job done. The match suited my lads perfectly, and they were absolutely delighted with being the first three chosen to receive Etherstones.  
 
    After them came a great procession of men who had been selected by the Empress, General Shiloh, and Queen Frami. All of them were presented with Etherstones with the spirits of myriad beasts—manticores, unicorns, hydras, and hellhounds—that had been unearthed in the catacombs beneath the Bronze Citadel. 
 
    During the ceremony, my aches and pains started to twinge from all the sitting down. Thinking that I was probably deep enough in the good graces of everyone that they wouldn’t begrudge an injured warrior a stretch, I got up and walked quietly around the hall, while the line of prospective mancers was whittled down with slow reverence. 
 
    I took the opportunity to wander over to Claire the Seer, who was sitting at the end of one of the front row benches and ask her a question that I had been turning over in my mind. 
 
    “Claire,” I whispered, “why is it that those soldiers who have earned the honor of an Etherstone, and hail from the Mystocean Empire, aren’t only rewarded with dragons so that they become dragonmancers?” 
 
    Claire smiled slowly, as if she was pleased I had asked her such a question. 
 
    “The world, the multiverse, is a different place thanks to you, Mike,” she said softly. “This is how Fate has ordained things to be, if you believe in Fate.” 
 
    “I’ve been snuck up on by Fate, or whatever it is, and clocked with a lead pipe once too often to discount its existence,” I admitted. “Don’t tell anyone though.” 
 
    Claire winked at me. “Now that the various beasts are reborn and magic is renewed, Fate has decided to bring all peoples together by not relegating one type of beast or mancer to each individual civilization. It is, perhaps when all things are considered, the best thing to come out of this whole trying time.” 
 
    “Unity?” I asked. 
 
    “Unity,” Claire said. “There are few forces more potent. We are all equal in the fact that we are all unique. We are all the same in the fact that we will never be completely the same. We are united by the reality that all races and all cultures in this wide and wonderful land of ours are blessedly unalike and individual. We are well balanced in the reality that we are all held to this earth by the same gravity. We might not share blood, not with anyone but our bond creature, but we share the air that keeps us all alive. You see?” 
 
    I nodded, my gaze held by those captivating red and blue eyes of the Seer. 
 
    “You’re saying that we don’t have to blind ourselves by saying that my Vetruscan brothers are not different from us. We don’t have to blind ourselves and say that our sisters from Akrit are not different from us?” I said. “You’re saying that our Vetruscan brothers are as much them as we are us. And likewise with our sisters from Akrit?” 
 
    Claire patted my arm. 
 
    “As I have always said,” she muttered, “you’re not just a handsome face.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After all the serious business was taken care of, after everyone had had their fill of the proprieties and had said thanks to the fallen, we feasted. 
 
    There was a big outside banquet held in one of the many beautiful courtyard gardens of the stunning Riverfoot Fortress. Pavilions were erected, lanterns hung from trees and bushes, fairies fluttered through the scented blooms, and food of every kind—supplied by the one and only Old Sleazy—was piled on trestle tables that groaned under the weight of tureens and platters. 
 
    While Empress Cyrene and the other big dogs did the rounds and looked important, I slouched in my chair under a tree with the group of friends I had grown so close with and who had seen me through many, many dangerous scrapes. 
 
    Will, the will-o’-the-wisp, was there, bobbing about under a trellis of vines, vines that crept and crawled their way beyond the borders of the trellis work, as they tried to take just a little more space by climbing up the fortress walls. Will glowed and zipped playfully around peoples’ ankles while they danced on a huge stage set up for that very purpose.  
 
    The three gnolls, Old Sleazy, Big Greasy, and Diggens Azee were all there and still refusing to admit that they were related in any way. 
 
    “You must be fuckin’ related,” Bjorn insisted, sloshing mead around from the massive horn he was drinking from. “You bastards look exactly the same. I can’t even be sure I ain’t seein’ triple.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Big Greasy said. He was dressed in his flashy red velvet suit and hat. “Nonsense, son, we look nothing alike.” 
 
    I laughed and turned my attention to the other two gnolls, while Big Greasy tried to sell a pocket watch to the drunken Bjorn, at what he assured the half-Jotunn was the sort of price that would see Big Greasy himself sent to the poorhouse for his generosity. Diggens was still holding out on letting Old Sleazy market his tinnies. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck how much you’re willing to invest, Old Sleazy,” Diggens said. “My tinnies aren’t for sale, mate.” 
 
    “Don’t be stubborn, Diggens,” Old Sleazy said, tossing a spatula from hand to hand, despite being nowhere near a grill. “You let me invest some scales and you might finally be able to afford some half decent clothes instead of that threadbare shirt you’re always bleedin’ well wearing.” 
 
    “I like this shirt,” Diggens said, plucking at the khaki safari shirt. 
 
    Old Sleazy sniffed. “You wouldn’t catch me dead in it.” 
 
    “You’d have to be dead six months before you could fit into it, you tubby bugger,” Diggens retorted. “When was the last time you got any exercise, eh? You should let me take you out prospecting, mate.” 
 
    “And ruin a body that is such a hit with the gnoll population of Drakereach? You must be off your bleedin’ head, Diggens,” the older gnoll said. 
 
    Diggens snorted and started rolling himself a smoke from his pouch. “Please, Old Sleazy, you’re like the end of a loaf of bread: you might get touched now and again, but nobody really wants you. I swear, mate, I could say a lot more shit behind your back, but I don’t think there’s a horse with enough stamina to make the journey.” 
 
    Rupert choked into his drink at this burn, and Hana had to whack him on the back.  
 
    “Hey, Mike,” Renji said, “what do you think you’ll do next, now that you’re the most powerful warrior in all of the known world?” 
 
    “Not to mention the most lauded and famed I shouldn’t doubt,” Penelope added. She was hitching her long blue robe up in preparation for a dance. 
 
    The drums thudded like the joined heartbeats of the dragons that lounged around on the thick walls that surrounded the courtyard garden. A fiddle struck up and was joined by a second. Music twined through the air, winding its way around our necks and into our ears. The rhythm picked up, bypassing the brain as it ensnared one of my feet and set it to tapping. 
 
    I grinned, looked over at Old Sleazy, and raised my eyebrows. The old gnoll dropped me a wink and tossed me one of Diggens Azee’s tinnies. 
 
    “Oi, you daft bugger, I had my bloody eyes set on that one, mate,” Diggens cried. 
 
    I cracked the beer and drank down half of the cooling contents in a single gulp. 
 
    “I have never understood the Mystocean Empire’s fascination with beer,” Zala said. She was lounging on a giant pillow with her head tilted back and was looking about as sexy as it was possible to be without being photoshopped. “It strikes me that many thousands of deaths might have been avoided if it were not for such alcohols.” 
 
    “That’s true enough, love,” Diggens said, “but there’d be shitload fewer births too.” 
 
    We all laughed. The fires crackled. The birds sang as dusk fell and they called it a day.  
 
    “Right now,” I said, putting my arms around Elenari and Saya and smiling at the rest of the women that I had grown so close to, “I think food, drink, and pleasurable company is the only future I want or need. Let’s enjoy tonight and worry about tomorrow when it comes.”  
 
    “Here, here!” Elenari said, raising her glass of peach wine. 
 
    There was a tinkling clink as my friends and I raised our glasses with the red-headed elf. 
 
    “Gods, I hope we don’t have to work tomorrow,” Penelope said, draining her glass and grinning. “I hope to have the sort of hangover that scholars write papers on.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” I said, “but I for one will be ready should any other threat ever rear its head against the Mystocean Empire or our new allies.” 
 
    The music swelled. The shadows fell. 
 
    Out in the growing dark, an Onyx Dragon, my Onyx Dragon, roared out his challenge to the night. 
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