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Chapter 1

Punishment

The dark shadow of gallows stood against the blazing, morning sun. The noose swung on a small breeze, waiting for the next neck to fill it.

Aren eyed the noose with a small sense of resignation, and a larger sense of frustrated rage. He walked slowly, wrists and ankles in metal binds. Dark green eyes shifted from the hanging noose on the raised platform, to the many bodies crowded around, eager to see him hang.

“Stretch his neck!” one townsperson shouted.

“I can’t wait to see him piss himself as he wriggles,” a woman said with a demonic laugh.

“Worm food! Worm food!” a pair of twin children chanted as they danced in a circle.

A vein throbbed along Aren’s forehead. He tried to ignore the taunts, yelling, and laughter. He glanced at the big men escorting him to the gallows. They had to be the biggest lads he had ever seen, and he had seen much during his thirty summers of life.

The impending doom, harsh taunts, and blazing sun pushed him to the all too familiar brink of no return.

“Shut your fucking holes!” Aren shouted at the crowd.

Some of the laughter and taunts stopped. Surprised eyes looked back at him, not expecting the prisoner to lash back like that.

“Do you know who I am? I’m Captain Aren Ember, of the Firestorm! You cheered me on when I was spice running against the Empire, but now that I’ve been captured, you call for my death! Look at yourselves, for when you speak out against the Empire, it will be you who swings from these very same gallows!”

Some of the crowd looked away in shame, while others yelled louder for his hanging.

Aren focused on the two identical girls who stopped dancing and chanting.

“And you two are creepy as fuck. Stop it!” he shouted at them, spittle flying.

The twin girls looked at each other, and then started laughing. They turned their attention to the pirate as he walked by.

“WORM FOOD! WORM FOOD!” the twins chanted louder.

Aren’s anger simmered as a darkness filled his eyes.

No getting out of this one. It looks like my end has come.

Aren reached the stairs, and looked up. A bare-chested man with a black hood over his head stood at the top. The executioner stared down with dispassionate eyes through slits in his hood.

Aren glanced around, hoping to see any familiar faces, faces of his crew, or friends, that were going to come to his rescue. When he didn’t see a single one, his heart dropped in his chest.

Bastards! Leaving me to hang. All they care about is their own skins. They should be caring about my skin!

A hand pushed at his shoulder. Aren stumbled, lifting his boot, and placing it down on the first step. His other boot came up as he ascended to the elevated stage. When he reached the top, he looked around at the immense crowd gathered around the gallows.

The executioner grabbed Aren by the arm, and pulled. The pirate stumbled with the large man. He was quickly turned around, before a thick, rough rope was pulled down over his head. The rope was tightened against his neck, and Aren grunted.

“Could you make it a little tighter? Thanks,” Aren laughed.

The executioner ignored him as he stepped over to a lever, and put his hand on it.

“Any last words,” a priest in the crowd shouted.

Aren looked out as brilliant sunlight warmed his features. He stared out at the massive desert not too far from the town’s edge. The Golden Abyss waved and rippled from the heat of the day, like a serpent trying to climb into the sky. It nearly burned his eyes to look out to such a beautiful wasteland.

“Yes, I have some words,” Aren said.

The crowd quieted down, every ear leaning in.

Aren cleared his throat, the sun sucking every drop of moisture from his body.

“I want it to be known, I go to the gallows, an innocent man. How was I to know that beautiful, lonely lady was the Count’s wife? I mean, she was much too beautiful to be left alone. I was there to comfort her. If I knew she was the Count’s wife, I would have been more discreet when I lifted her dress and showed her my third leg.”

Everyone in the crowd blinked. The area was silent for a long moment. Then, louder, angrier shouts filled the air. Rocks were thrown, striking the bound pirate.

“Good, be angry as I leave this realm for another. All of you will miss me when I’m gone,” Aren laughed.

The crowd grew unruly, screaming and shouting for the executioner to pull the lever. It grew to such a fevered pitch, Aren basked in it like a fine wine. He closed his eyes, ready to get it all over with.

I had a good run.

The shouting died.

Aren waited for the lever to be pulled. He waited for the moment when gravity and his neck would fight a losing battle. He waited for death to come, and dragged him away to some ancient hell, so he could celebrate with others just like him, to the end of time. But the moment didn’t come.

Aren opened one eye, and looked around. Heads were bowed, and everyone stood perfectly still. Aren opened his other eye, and glanced around. It was at that moment he caught sight of a figure in a black robe covered with gold runes slowly climbing the stairs. They wore a wide-brimmed black hat. The edge covered most of the features, except the pronounced, pale chin.

Aren stared as his heart dropped in his chest. When the figure reached the top of the stairs, they lifted their head enough to show pale, haunted features, and a sinister smile. Dark eyes gleamed with malice, the thick man stepping closer to the bound pirate.

“I was going to enjoy the view of your death from afar, but something about it didn’t sit well with me,” the man said with a dark, dreary tone.

“So, you wanted to see it up close, Count Rothkur,” Aren said with bored eyes.

“Not quite,” the Count chuckled darkly as he stepped closer to the bound pirate. “As I sipped on wine, a nagging thought wormed into my mind.”

“Was the worm, forgiveness? Because if it was, I would gladly accept it, and your apology,” Aren said with a smug smirk.

The Count chuckled darkly again. He lifted a strong, pale hand, and gripped Aren’s defined jaw. He moved Aren’s head like he was inspecting a prized beast of labor. The Count eyed the star-shaped scar over Aren’s right cheekbone. It was pale, compared to the rest of the pirate’s tanned skin.

“No. The wormy thought was more of a realization. The gallows are too quick for the likes of you. So far from your true home, the sea, far away from friends and allies. Once you are hanged, it would be a sad end to your infamous life.”

“You…could let me go…and forget this ever happened,” Aren said, trying to talk as his jaw was held in the Count’s strong grip.

The Count’s eyes gleamed with demonic fire. “Yes, that is exactly what I wish to do,” he said and let go. “Take the noose off.”

The executioner didn’t hesitate. He moved to Aren’s side, loosened the noose, and pulled it over his head.

Aren let out a sigh of relief, the rope already chafing his neck.

“I’m glad we can put this ugly incident behind us,” Aren said, as he didn’t show the uneasiness in his spirit.

“Captain Ember, you aided me in a way. I was growing bored of the Countess. I had nearly forgotten all about her, until news reached me of her indiscretion. There was a bubble of joy in my heart, as I interrogated her. She lasted a long time, before she confessed. She didn’t sob when I finally chopped her head from her neck.”

Aren’s eyes narrowed. His gaze seethed like two burning coals.

“You fucking monster. She didn’t deserve that,” Aren said as his bound hands flexed with rage.

“Of course she did,” the Count said with a whimsical tone. “Her head is in a jar, along with the other Countesses, and lovers, who strayed. You see, I don’t care if they fucked half the Empire, for as long as they were discreet, I cared little. But when they did it to get back at me, and the crown, well, they earned their petty revenge with hours of torture, and added to my collection.”

The Count stepped closer, peering into Aren’s eyes, and soul. “On the coasts, and along the many island nations, you’re seen as a hero. The famed Captain Ember, and his crew of misfits. Oh, how I wished many of your crew were here, ready to be hanged alongside you, but it would seem I will only have you to toy with.”

The Count motioned to Aren’s cuffs. The executioner pulled out a key from a pouch, and inserted it into the cuff lock. The cuffs clicked open. The executioner bent down and did the same with Aren’s ankle cuffs. Both sets of metal bindings were pulled away. Aren rubbed his wrists as he stood before the menacing Count.

“No, Captain Ember, there will be no swift justice for you,” the Count grinned.

Aren sized up the situation, wondering how far he would get after killing the Count and executioner. He might make it down the stairs. If he made it to the alley, he could escape for a time.

Count Rothkur swung his thick arm around Aren’s shoulders. It was so fast, all Aren could do was blink as the two men faced the vast desert.

“You see how beautiful the Golden Abyss is? I think, it would be a fitting end for you, and your reputation,” the Count said as he reached into his regal robe.

Aren readied to grab whatever weapon the Count was going to pull. Fingers flexed, planning his escape. When the Count pulled something out, it gleamed and glittered in the sunlight. Before Aren had a chance to do anything, a clear glass bottle, filled with water, was pressed into his hands.

“A token, for helping me rid myself of an ungrateful wench.”

Aren held the glass bottle in his hands. A thought filled his mind, shattering the bottle and stabbing the sharp end into the Count’s exposed, pale neck.

“I would not attempt to use that very gift to cut me open. A Sharrken archer is on that tower roof over there, an arrow pointed at your neck.”

A cold shiver ran down Aren’s spine, and across his body. He glanced over to the nearby towers, searching for the Sharrken warrior, but not finding them. When a gleam of light touched his eyes, he looked past it to see a small shadow on a tower. The light in his eyes was reflected off the metal arrowpoint.

Legends of the Sharrken poured into Aren’s thoughts. He had heard many tales about the incredible and fierce warriors. They were trained how to fight the moment they could walk. There were no orphans in the Empire, because every child without a parent, or guardian, was forced to join the Sharrken Legion. Those who survived the initial trials, became the fearsome warriors of the Empire. They did the emperor’s bidding, but many were always stationed along the Sundered Edge, to protect the Count’s power over powder gathering.

“You’re not as brave, or foolish, as many perceive,” the Count said with a dark chuckle.

“If this is my end, be done with it,” Aren growled.

The Count eyed the man with an impish gleam. “What better end than having you walk into the Golden Abyss, never to be seen, or heard from again.”

Aren turned his head to face the Count at his side.

The Count continued, “The water you have will aid you. It will allow you to walk as far as you can into the deep desert, far away from any chance at hope. Once out there, either you will die from exhaustion, or eaten by the desert, or both. The sandworms, or other denizens of the desert, are not picky. Your dried corpse will be swallowed and gone.

“There will be no grave, or marker. With time, you will be forgotten. The last tales of you will be of your brave walk into the abyss, never to be seen or heard from again. A fitting end to the legend of the infamous Pirate Ember, don’t you agree?”

“Hang me,” Aren said in a small voice.

“Hang you?” the Count said as he squeezed Aren’s shoulder. “Perish the thought. What better end to a man who’s only true love was the sea.

“And before you consider sneaking back to some other town along the Sundered Edge, six Sharrken warriors will be tracking you. If they find you, their orders are to bury you up to your neck, and watch you from afar. They are to witness your death by worm, or by any other creature that happens upon you. Only with your confirmed death, will they come back to the Edge.”

The large man in the black and gold robe let go of the pirate’s shoulder. He placed his pale hand on Aren’s back and gave it a small push.

Aren stumbled a little to the stairs.

“Off you go,” the Count said with amused eyes.

Aren resisted the urge to look back. He stood straighter, with a defiant light in his eyes. He moved to the stairs and made his way down. The crowd continued to bow their heads. No one dared look up, for fear of losing their own head.

Aren reached the bottom of the stairs and walked slowly along a parted path. He stared ahead, the golden desert and the rocky border between the Edge and the abyss before him. A hot breeze washed over him, knowing he was walking to his own death.

“Farewell, Captain Aren Ember,” the Count laughed.

Aren walked on as dust devils spiraled in the distance, and the hot sun beat down on his sweating brow.


Chapter 2

The Golden Abyss

The sun glowed with relentless power and brilliance.

A lone figure walked through the parched land. Sand shifted under boots. Shoulders were wilted in the blazing heat. Haunted eyes stared out, hoping for civilization, but was only greeted with more dunes.

Aren breathed through his nose, trying to hold onto every drop of moisture in his body. Bits of advice from those who lived along the coasts of the Golden Abyss, clawed at his mind as he tried to keep his sanity. Without cover, shade, or a hat, the sun beat down on the man with a flowing white shirt, and black leather leggings.

The lost pirate continued to hold the bottle of water in his hand. It was nearly empty, a small amount sloshing around at the bottom.

Three nights had passed since Aren walked past the stone barriers of the Sundered Edge, and entered the desert. After the first day, he walked along the evening, and part of the night. When exhaustion pulled at him, he fell onto the sandy desert ground, and slept until the sun woke him with burning light. After that, he searched for any rocky ground to rest, before moving on.

Haunted eyes stared at nothing, knowing death was close. Before dawn’s early light, something crawled out of the ground and moved close. It was too dark to see as Aren leapt to his feet and started walking. The desert was filled with all manner of strange beasts and creatures. He didn’t linger, getting by on only a little sleep, as he continued his trek to oblivion.

“There must be a Merrkai village, or someplace where I can rest, eat, and drink?” Aren said to no one.

Myths of the mysterious desert people coiled along his thoughts, giving him a small glimmer of hope that luck would swing his way. But after days and nights of traveling, seeing not a hair of anything beyond rocks and sand, hope was slipping away.

Legends of the Merrkai persisted in the man’s mind, pushing Aren beyond his limitations, for a chance of beating the desert before it swallowed him whole. The desert people blended in with their surroundings. They were the masters of stealth, and their surroundings. If he could find one of the mysterious people, he had a chance.

Winds flowed over him, throwing sand into his face. The man squinted, his palm out to stop some of the sand flying at him. When the wind died, Aren let out a long exhale. His hand trembled as it fell to his side.

“Fuck you, desert,” Aren hissed.

The desert was silent at a tomb.

“The fucking Count was right. This is a much worse way to die,” Aren said as he marched on.

The sun slowly moved across the sky. Aren pulled the cork from the bottle, and lifted it up to his parched lips. What little water that was left, slid into his mouth, and down his throat. A moment’s respite filled him, but it didn’t last. When he tried to drink more, there was no more to take.

Aren lifted the bottle up to see it was empty. He corked it before lifting the bottle, and a tight fist into the air.

“Fuck the Empire! Fuck the gods! Fuck all this sand!” Aren shouted with furious rage.

Again, the desert was silent.

Aren’s arms dropped to his sides. He stared at the endless sandy abyss with defeat in his eyes.

“Here I thought I would have drowned with my ship. Instead, I will die of thirst, heat, and no ship.”

Aren chuckled at himself as he began to feel his sanity crack a little at a time. After a few more hours, madness and thirst will set in deeper. Moments filled his mind, painting a picture of him drinking sand before dying. How a dried husk would be the only thing left of him, before some sandworm ate him whole.

“Come on you worms! Catch your supper!” Aren taunted the desert.

The sands remained silent.

Aren continued his death march. He climbed a sandy dune, one foot at a time. When he reached the top, he gazed at the sight before him. For tens of miles in all directions, there was nothing more than sand. Nothing broke up the landscape as flowing sand looked nothing more than a dry ocean.

Aren lifted a boot, ready to walk down the dune. When his heel touched shifting sand, he fell forward. His face planted into the sand before he slid down the shifting ground. When his body stopped sliding, he lifted his head and spit out sand.

As a string of curses filled his mind, ready to be unleashed on the desert, the captain’s eye caught an odd coloration a few feet from him. Eyes focused on the green strands blended with the brown and tan desert sands.

“Powder,” Aren whispered as he tried to crawl to it.

Strands of emerald green powder spread out in a waving pattern. Each strand was made of green, sandy powder. It looked as delicate as the rest of the sand around.

Aren crawled over until he hovered his gaze over a strand of powder. A mad grin filled his features as he looked down on the precious powder.

The powder was the most valuable resource to the Turkaris Empire, even the entire realm of Verkaris. To everyone’s knowledge, the Powder was refined mana. It not only increased the power of mystical spells, but it was also used as an ingredient to power the mechanical designs of Mage-Tek. It was used in everything, from automatons, to steam-powered machines, to pistols and rifles used by the Empire. It allowed the Turkaris Empire to flourish as it dominated the main continent of Verkaris.

Aren reached a trembling finger to the green powder on the sand. He dipped his finger in it, and curled it to his palm. He turned his hand to see green powder on his finger, and some specks on his palm.

For a time, he simply stared at it. Knowledge whispered to him, rumors shared in hushed tones by those who lived along the coasts of the Golden Abyss. The people often spoke of how the powder could extend life, and open the mind to greater possibilities, possibilities beyond imagination.

“You can extend my life. You can help me live a little longer,” Aren whispered to the green powder on his finger.

Aren’s dried tongue slipped out. He brought it to his encrusted finger, and licked at the powder. The moment it touched his tongue, pain slipped away. When his tongue curled back into his mouth, dreamy waves splashed on the rocks of his spirit.

Aren remained on his stomach. The powder melted into his body. Aches drained away from tired muscles. The song of thirst dimmed. His entire body began to heal a little, just enough for him to walk again.

Before he stood up, Aren pulled the cork of the now empty glass bottle. He scooped up powder by the handfuls, and poured it into the bottle. He moved with mad urgency, knowing this was his only salvation in the abyss. When he scooped up enough powder to fill half of the bottle, he corked it as he stood up. He held it before his eyes with a smug smile.

“You’re going to help me live until I reach the coast,” he said and tapped on the bottle.

When he lowered the bottle to his side, a searing pain ran through his gut. Aren doubled over as pain lanced through him. He cried out as the stomach pain grew. It blinded him as he fell to the sandy ground, and curled into a ball.

Aren stared at nothing as pain crawled along every nerve. His mind opened and he didn’t blink as moving dreams collided with his sanity. It tore his sanity to shreds as he watched rain fall from the sky. He reached out to touch an image of a ghost, before it drifted away on the breeze. Pain thundered deeper, and he choked on it, unable to catch his breath.

Darkness closed in. Each blink was an eternity of time. The sun dimmed more and more.

The end has come for me. What a miserable way to finish a glorious life.

The last shard of his sanity shattered as Aren chuckled to himself.

A distant song filled his ears. Aren didn’t blink as he listened intently at the ethereal vibrations. Each note of the cosmic symphony danced on every one of his nerves. It was beautiful, and lethal at the same time.

Through the pain, Aren managed to flip onto his back. He stared up with unblinking eyes at the clear, yellow sky. It filled him with peace as he gazed at the heavens.

“To my dead brothers and sisters, I’m coming home,” Aren whispered.

As the darkness around his gaze grew thicker, Aren caught sight of something in the air. It flapped leathery wings. Shadows obscured its features, but Aren could make out the humanoid upper body, and large, leathery wings. He saw the snake-like lower half of the flying creature, as it circled above him.

“I hope you choke on my bones,” Aren said, but was unsure if the words left his throat.

His eyelids grew heavy. Aren watched as the thing continued to circle above him.

Just before the darkness could claim him, the winged being flew down toward Aren’s prone body.

I’m dead.

The light of the yellow sky vanished as darkness embraced Aren with soothing comfort.


Chapter 3

Dreams & Honor

The dreamscape undulated and writhed like a living being. Sand blew on the wind as Aren looked at a blood red sky, and crimson sun. The light stabbed at him like tiny needles, but he stood firm in the drifting dreamscape.

Clouds rolled in, blocking out the sky, and soon, the sun. Light flashed before a thundering could be heard in the distance.

Aren blinked slowly, drinking in the scent of approaching stormy rain. When he opened his eyes, he was surrounded by immense worms. Fear stabbed at his heart, seeing the fabled monstrous worms of legend. They hovered over him, their triangular mouths open, filled with rows upon rows of hair-like teeth.

“Easy Aren, it’s just a dream,” the lone man said to himself.

The immense worms lowered their mouths to him. Aren turned, seeing he was surrounded by open mouths.

“Not my finest date, but certainly the most exotic one,” the man laughed in the face of dream worms.

One worm opened its mouth wider. Hair-like teeth pulled back. A void filled Aren’s gaze. He stood his ground, staring into the abyss. When eyes appeared, hovering in the darkness, they stared back.

Before Aren could make a move, or say a word, a figure walked out of the darkness.

Aren’s eyes widened a hair as a naked woman stepped out of the worm’s mouth. She was nearly hairless, except for her flowing, dirty blonde hair. It spilled over her slender shoulders as she approached Aren.

Aren stood stock still as the woman walked up to him, her face inches from his. Her eyes glowed like green gems. Her scent filled his nose. It was a blend of sand, powder, and soft cinnamon. Aren fought for his life to not look down at her breasts, keeping his gaze on her hypnotic eyes.

“I feel you,” the woman said as her emerald green eyes gleamed in the stormy light.

“I want to feel you,” Aren said without hesitation.

The woman gave him an amused smile. “If you feel one of us, you have to feel all of us.”

Aren glanced past her shoulder, to the surrounding worms with open mouths. He then looked back at the woman before him, an impish gleam in his eyes.

“I will need plenty of water, and maybe a day of rest from time to time,” Aren said with a charming grin.

The woman’s brow wrinkled. “There is no rest for the dreamer.”

“I can’t tell if these negotiations are breaking down, or if you want to love me to death. Either way, I’m here for it.”

The woman snickered.

From the mouths of the surrounding worms, women stepped out. They looked on the lone man with dreamy eyes, and sultry smiles. They crowded around with hands out. Fingers and palms touched Aren as he stood in a small pond of beautiful women.

“We see you,” each naked woman chanted.

“I see all of you,” Aren said as he enjoyed the attention.

The first woman continued to stare at him. Her eyes glowed brighter the longer she stared. Aren felt waves of touches all over his body. Some explored, while others pulled at his clothes.

“I’m sure we can make some kind of arrangements…” the man trailed off as his eyes widened in fear.

The mouths of each woman began to open, and grow larger. Teeth stabbed out, becoming thicker, and sharper. Their faces contorted as their eyes closed into thin slits. Noses flattened, and melted into their changing faces. Necks grew longer, and became segmented. Open mouths with sharp teeth gleamed in the flashes of lightning.

Aren stared at the hovering open mouths, his heart sinking in his chest.

“What is wrong with me?” the man said before the worm women launched at him, biting, and tearing away at his flesh.

Darkness pulled back as Aren looked around. Sheer, white fabric moved to a breeze. The fabric reached a point above him, hooked to the ceiling. Aren’s eyes moved from side to side, while he felt he was on soft padding. The chamber was cave-like, but outside light glowed among the carved-out windows. More fabric billowed in the breeze, particles of sand touching them, and falling to the floor.

Voices caught Aren’s attention as he remained on his back. He half-closed his eyes as he listened intently.

“Nith, he will wake at any time. Take him out to the place you found him, and dump him there,” said a feminine, but stern voice.

“He’s a strong male. I can use him in my experiments,” another woman said with a small hiss to her words.

“We could just eat him? If we don’t eat him, the others will when they get back,” came another feminine voice with a near growl to her words.

“That’s your answer for everything,” the stern voice said with an edge of exasperation.

“It’s my answer for everything because it works. Have a problem, kill it, eat it, make clothes out of its skin.”

“I’m not wearing man skin,” said the hissing voice.

“But animal skin is fine? Sometimes I just don’t understand you,” said the crazed voice.

“No one is wearing his skin,” said the stern voice.

“But killing and eating him is still on the table?”

“I need him for my experiments!”

There was a flustered sigh.

“What experiments are you going on about?”

There was a momentary silence.

Aren closed his eyes.

I think they know I’m awake. I must think fast if I want to get out of here with my skin intact. The window may be my only hope.

Aren opened his eyes, ready to jump up and run for the window, when his heart leapt into his throat. Green serpent eyes stared down at him. The face they belonged to was smooth, almost snake-like. They had smooth brown scales, two slits for a nose, and a thin line for a mouth. The feminine serpent woman did have hair. It was in short, brown braids. She blinked as she hovered over Aren.

“He’s awake, and healthy,” the serpent woman said with a gleam to her eyes.

Aren glanced to the side, and not only did he see the woman hovering over him with the lower half of a serpent body, but two other women stood not far from her. They looked down at him with stern eyes, and arms crossed along stomachs. They were loose, desert clothes, but to Aren, even the loose fabric could not hide their womanly curves.

The longer Aren looked at the women, the more details he noticed. The woman with the stern eyes stood at about eight feet tall. She had long, wavy brown hair. Her eyes shined with green brilliance. Her body was voluptuous, with an hourglass figure, and motherly form. She appeared normal, except for her height.

The woman next to her was a foot shorter, and very different. She had goatish horns sticking out of her hair. They curved back, and a mane of blonde hair framed her face. Her body was humanoid, and womanly. She was not as rubenesque as the taller woman, but she was close. She wore a loin-cloth, and a simple top. As Aren drank in her image, he noticed her tanned legs blended into green scales mid-shin. Her feet were reptile like, with curved black claws at the end of each of her four toes. A thin serpent tail weaved back and forth behind her. As Aren looked at her features again, he noticed her crazed, dark green eyes.

Aren shifted his gaze back to the serpent woman hovering over him. She eyed him with wide, unblinking eyes.

“I didn’t know there were any desert naga left on Verkaris,” he said simply.

The naga eyed him, before pulling her upper body back and rearing up on her coiled tail. Her arms remained at her sides as she studied him.

“There are few that remember we were here in the first place,” the naga hissed.

Aren sat up, and quickly noticed he wasn’t wearing any clothes. He shifted his legs, and hung them over the side of the large bed, his feet barely touching the smooth, stone floor. The blanket was bunched up around his waist, and covered part of his thighs. He simply sat, shifting his gaze to each of the women present.

“Thank you, for saving me,” Aren said with a rare, humble tone.

The tall woman looked at him with a tired gaze. “If you’re well enough to give thanks, you’re well enough to leave.”

The naga turned to the woman with annoyed eyes. “He won’t survive if we just send him on his way.”

The woman let out a flustered sigh.

“Hycora, get our guest one of the extra waterskins, and fill it. Give him a few provisions as well,” the woman with long brown hair said to the woman with horns.

“Give him water and provisions? I thought we were going to eat him?”

The woman with yellow hair and horns pointed clawed fingers at Aren, “His meat could last us days. Don’t you get sick of lizard, and rat meat?”

“He won’t survive out there, even with water and provisions,” the naga said as she shook her head.

The woman with the stern eyes gave each of her other women an angry gaze.

“The others will be back soon. If they arrive, and he is still here, there is no way to know what they will do to him. His people have been a bane to every creature in South Turkaris.”

“Let’s not forget the island nations as well. The Empire has had their boots on our necks for generations,” Aren added.

The trio of women looked at Aren with peculiar gazes.

“You look…North Turkaris,” the naga hissed.

Aren nodded. “I am North Turkaris, but I was born in one of the coastal towns. My first love is the sea.

“But where are my manners? My name is Captain Aren Ember.”

“The sea?” Hycora said, ignoring his introduction. “Then why were you found in the northern desert?”

Aren leaned back on one hand. He smiled as he relaxed. “I could bore you with the details, or I can simply say this, I’m a captain of my own ship. I was trying to make a deal with a contact along the Edge. I met a lonely woman. I didn’t know she was married to a Count. I was captured, and was about to hang. The Count thought a hanging would be too quick, so he banished me to the Golden Abyss to die a slow, painful death.”

The naga nodded. “It explains your North Turkaris features, but your tanned skin is from the seas.”

“We cannot ignore the fact that you don’t belong here,” the stern woman said.

“I will be happy to leave. If one of you can drop me off at a coastal town in South Turkaris, I’m sure I can find my way back to my people.”

Aren shifted his gaze to the desert naga, seeing her leathery wings folded against her back.

“You could fly me to the coast. I will be forever grateful.”

The stern woman faced the naga, “Yes, fly him to the coast. It should take you only a few days to do it.”

The naga shook her head. “Duna, I was barely able to get him here. I cannot fly him hundreds of miles to the coast.”

“Duna. That is a lovely name,” Aren said with bleeding charm.

Duna glanced at the nearly naked man, before looking at the naga again.

“Time is running out.”

Aren felt the tension in the air, and came off the woman named Duna. She was either afraid, or annoyed at something that was going to happen soon. Because of that, he knew he had to tone down his charm, but not let the three women make any hasty decisions.

“Nith, is it?”

The desert naga turned her gaze to the bare-chested man.

“Nith is a beautiful name as well,” Aren said before he could stop himself.

The naga simply looked at him.

Aren continued, “I’m sure I can be an asset for a time here, wherever here is. I just need some time to work out the situation, make a plan, and leave the three of you, but oh how hard it will be to leave three beautiful women.”

Duna rolled her eyes. Nith blinked. Hycora, with folded arms, tapped a finger against her arm.

“You didn’t say anything about my name?” Hycora growled.

Aren looked at the humanoid woman with blank eyes.

She wants to eat me, I must play the game, for now.

“Your name is nice,” Aren shrugged.

Hycora’s eyes widened before they narrowed in distilled rage.

Nith hissed a giggle. Duna watched as Hycora’s gaze grew more and more unhinged.

“Hycora, don’t,” was all Duna said.

“I’m going to tear every inch of flesh off his bones,” Hycora said with a sinister tone, shadows now covering her deranged eyes.

Duna stood between the man on the bed, and the crazed woman, with her arms out.

“If you spill his blood, I won’t be able to hide that he was here from the others. They will ask questions.”

“I don’t care,” Hycora growled. “We nursed him back to health, and he thinks my name is nice!”

“Technically, I nursed him back to health,” Nith answered with a hissing giggle.

“I don’t care. I want to feast on his flesh!” Hycora said as she moved close to Duna, but didn’t try to push past her.

“Is this how you treat all your guests?” Aren asked, adding fuel to the fire.

Duna spun around with glowing green eyes. Those same eyes took on serpentine slits as her body grew a little larger. It was so sudden, Aren scuttled back a little on the bed. He pulled some of the blanket to his chest, as if to protect his modesty.

“Don’t speak to us like we are unintelligent vermin,” Duna said with an otherworldly voice. “You are not a guest. You are nothing but a nuisance we took pity on. That act of kindness may put us all in jeopardy. Your presence may undo everything we have worked on for many years.”

Aren eyed Duna as she appeared to be barely controlling herself. Mentally taking a step back, he took a diplomatic approach.

“Duna, Hycora, Nith, please forgive me. I meant no offense.”

Nith and Hycora looked over to Duna. She continued to glower with heated rage.

Aren moved back to the edge of bed, put his feet down, and bowed his head to the trio of women.

“I thought I was dead. I thought my entire life ended, not with bold adventure, but by foul defeat at the hands of my enemies. I have no love for the Empire for it was the Empire that sent me out into the desert to die. I do not know what your lives are like here. I don’t even know where here is, but I am thankful for the three of you taking pity on my dying light.”

Aren slipped off the bed, and knelt to the stone floor. The white blanket was around his waist, covering his manhood and rear as he bowed his upper body down, his forehead touching the floor.

Duna’s anger slipped away as she watched the man submit to her, asking for forgiveness without saying the words. Nith watched with unblinking serpent eyes. Hycora stared with her mouth open.

“The three of you have given me a second chance. Honor demands I show my respect, and it is my duty to repay such kindness.”

The corner of Hycora’s lip quivered.

“Maybe we should keep him,” the woman with horns, and golden mane of hair said.

Duna looked over her shoulder and stared at Hycora. A moment later, her hard gaze weakened. She turned her gaze back to the kneeling man, and her shoulders wilted.

“All of this was something I didn’t want,” Duna said as she rubbed her temple.

“Can I lift my head up now?” Aren asked as he remained as he was.

“Lift your idiotic head,” Duna said as she crossed her arms along her stomach.

Aren lifted his head and upper body. He sat back against the side of the bed. He relaxed as he looked up at the three women with an impish smirk.

“I promise, I can make it up to all three of you, if you give me a chan…” Aren was cut off as the floor began to vibrate.

The three women looked around, but it was Duna who glanced at the window with knowing eyes.

“It’s too late. They’ve come back.”

Aren scrambled to his feet, barely keeping the blanket around his waist.

“They? Who are they?” the man asked with a shade of concern to his tone.

Duna turned and faced the cut-out window, the sheer curtain billowing in the breeze. Sunlight drained away, and was replaced by a dark shadow.

“The rest of our little village,” Duna said with dark green eyes.


Chapter 4

The Village

The area continued to tremble as Aren, Duna, and the others stood. Aren glanced around, unsure what to expect. The breeze continued to flow through windows, as large, dark shadows passed by, momentarily blocking the light.

“I will speak to them first. Nith and Hycora, keep our guest here until I call for you,” Duna directed as she turned, and walked toward the entrance of the dwelling.

Aren watched as she reached a hanging, thicker blanket. She brushed it aside and stepped out, the blanket falling back into place.

“Perhaps we should give you your clothes back,” Nith said as she tapped a thin, scaly finger against her chin.

“Or we could just send him out with the blanket. It’s not like they care about clothes,” Hycora said with an evil grin.

“Yes, clothes would be nice,” Aren said to Nith, ignoring Hycora.

The naga slid across the floor, her upper body reared up. She reached a shelf that was built into the stone wall. Her hands reached in and pulled out a small stack of folded clothes, and a pair of boots. She put them down on the bed, and slithered back to Hycora’s side.

Aren moved to the small stack of clothes. He was about to let go of the blanket around his waist, when he felt two pairs of eyes on him. He glanced over his shoulder to the two humanoid women as they watched him.

“Little privacy?”

Hycora shook her head as she grinned. “It’s nothing we haven’t seen before.”

“We had to undress you to check for wounds, and apply a salve to your sun-burnt skin,” Nith added.

Aren shrugged, and let go of the blanket. It fell to his feet as he grabbed his clothes. His bare ass was to the two women, as he put his shirt on first.

Hycora licked her lips as Nith looked down with shy eyes.

When Aren finished dressing, and putting on his boots, he turned around just as Duna stepped back into the stone chamber.

“I had a quick talk with the others. They said they are ready to meet you,” Duna explained.

“Is there something I should be worried about before meeting the rest of the village?” Aren asked.

Nith and Hycora glanced at each other. Duna gave Aren a tired look.

“They are…difficult at times. Not in a cruel way, but in a trying way,” Duna said cryptically.  

“Now I am concerned,” Aren said.

“Come with me,” Duna instructed before she turned and walked for the entrance.

Aren followed. He quickly noticed he had nothing to defend himself with. The thin dagger in his boot was gone. The metal spikes hidden in his belt were also gone. His captors were thorough, ensuring he had no physical weapon on his person. Aren smirked to himself, knowing they could never take his cunning, and razor wit.

Aren pushed away the hanging blanket and was greeted with brilliant sunlight. Partially blinded, he stepped out beyond the stone dwelling. Large dark shadows moved. As Aren’s vision began to clear, his heart nearly stopped in his chest.

Three giant sandworms hovered their heads over the stone edge of the village. Their mouths flexed as their immense, armored bodies were half visible. Aren could see that the small village was on a stone plateau. The desert past the worms stretched out to the horizon, but the horror of such giant creatures was before him. Aren stood in frozen shock as he felt at any moment, the worms would devour him in one gulp.

Duna stepped up to the three worms, lifting her hands up to them.

“Shai-Kullen! He means us no harm. He was dying in the desert, and we took pity on him,” Duna shouted.

Aren’s gaze grew hazy. He weaved on his feet, trying to collect his scattering thoughts. The landscape took on a dreamy edge as he fought through it, trying to gather his wits.

“Aren?” Nith said as she eyed him.

“Everything feels unreal,” Aren said as he looked at his hand.

Fingers pulsed and changed sizes before his eyes. He flexed his fingers, only for each one to twist in a different direction.

The worms moved their heads a little closer. The trio hovered close to Duna and Aren.

Tension began to build. Duna looked at the three giant worms with helpless eyes. She was about to turn, and usher Aren back into the stone hut, when the shadows of the worms began to shrink.

Aren lifted his gaze to see the three worms becoming smaller. Their heads hovered over the plateau floor as they shifted and changed. Immense bodies became liquid, pouring onto the floor. Liquid bodies rose up, each one ten feet tall, and taking on feminine bodies. Liquid turned into bone and flesh. Long hair unfurled from their heads, and spilled down over their shoulders. Naked bodies stood without shame as three women with bright green eyes stared at the man.

“Shai-Kullen,” Aren said, the name carrying a deeper meaning than his initial fear.

Duna stood with wide eyes as the three ten-foot-tall women smiled brightly. They rushed past Duna and surrounded Aren. Nith and Hycora stepped back, unsure what was going to happen next.

“He is much more handsome than in our dreams,” one of the tall women said.

“Why is he wearing clothes?” another tall woman said, her body a little more voluptuous than the other two.

The last one simply eyed Aren with warm eyes.

Aren found himself at breast level with the tall women who were just giant worms a moment ago. It was difficult to keep looking up at them, as he was surrounded by three pairs of the very things, he loved the most about women.

“It’s alright. You can stare,” the third one said with a seductive, sultry tone.

Aren could hardly fight the sudden connection he had with the trio of women. Their very presence was intoxicating. He could hardly think, much less stand in their presence. A part of him filled with blood, rising against gravity’s weak pull.

The three women lowered their bodies and sat down around him. They stared with adoring eyes as they each sat on their sides, legs bent next to them.

“I thought for sure they were going to eat him,” Hycora whispered to Nith.

“You don’t know about the legends of the Shai-Kullen?” Nith said as she didn’t take her gaze away from Aren and the three women.

“I don’t know a lot of things,” Hycora said truthfully.

Nith nodded and continued, “The myths surrounding the Shai-Kullen go back to the beginning of time. There are no males of their people. They can procreate either by breaking a large piece of themselves off, the piece growing into a full Shai-Kullen in weeks, or by mating with males. It doesn’t matter which race, the Shai-Kullen can change their shapes into any appearance they desire. It helps them entice unsuspecting men to mate with them, but not all men get away. There have been tales that after mating, the men are often swallowed whole, to ensure the birth of a new Shai-Kullen.”

Hycora looked at the naga with wide eyes. “I’ve lived here for four years. How come you never told me this before?”

“You never asked,” Nith shrugged.

“It is why having him here puts his life in jeopardy,” Duna said as she joined the desert naga and Hycora.

“I knew I should have eaten him when I had the chance,” Hycora smiled, her sharp teeth reflected in the sun.

A calm floated over Aren as he stood, surrounded by the tall women. A faint thought cut at him, telling him to use his wit and charm, but deep down, he knew he didn’t have to.

“You don’t have to wear a mask with us,” the woman with long, sandy brown hair said with a sultry tone.

“His mind presses on us,” the voluptuous one whispered.

“He has ingested the powder without water,” the third one with long black hair giggled.

“I saw you, all of you, in a dream,” Aren said weakly.

The three women laughed and giggled.

“We saw you as well,” the sultry one said with a warm gaze. “We also felt you.”

Duna’s ears perked up. She stepped closer to the group, her gaze on one of the women.

“Veedra, did you say he ingested the powder without water?”

Veedra gave a small nod as she lifted her hand and touched fingers to Aren’s chin.

“Is that important?” Aren asked as he felt like he was falling further and further into a dream.

Duna nodded with concerned eyes. “To ingest raw powder, it must be in water. A cup of water with a pinch of powder, will prevent any loss of water from one’s body. One cup can allow a person to survive three to six days in the desert.”

Duna looked away as she began to understand. “Ingesting raw powder without water is a death sentence. He should have died.”

“He has danced with death on many occasions,” the voluptuous woman whispered.

“He is a Chaos-Bringer. An Anarchon,” the woman with long black hair said with bright eyes.

“If this is death, I don’t mind staying for a while,” Aren said with a dreamy tone.

“Is he some kind of chosen one?” Nith asked with curious eyes.

The three women laughed, while they reached out and touched Aren as he stood.

Veedra looked over to Nith, like an elder to a child.

“There are no chosen ones. Destiny would be desperate if it only chose one to change many things. Such a way is simple, and short sighted. No, he is among others who have survived death’s kiss.

“There are other anarchons, but they fear the desert. They stay away, ignoring dreams,” Veedra explained.

Aren looked at the voluptuous Shai-Kullen with hazy eyes.

“Your name is Musu.”

“He remembers my name,” Musu giggled.

Aren turned his attention to the woman with long, black hair.

“Your name is Bess. You love to look at the stars.”

Bess gave him a shy smile. “You know my name, and my heart.”

Aren shifted his dreamy gaze to Veedra.

“Veedra, you hunger. You hunger for chaos. You hunger…for me?”

Veedra gave him a loving smile.

“Order must be broken by chaos. Order must be born again from the ashes of chaos,” Veedra said with a sultry voice.

Hycora blinked. “I am very lost right now.”

Nith drank in every word and interaction between the Shai-Kullen women and Aren, who seemed to be speaking in a way they all understood.

“Had I known, I would have tested for this,” the naga said with excitement in her serpent eyes. “I would have seen the reaction firsthand, or tried a different approach. The powder is mystical in nature, but between them, it formed a bond, one beyond words.”

“It’s like their souls are blending into each other,” Duna said with an attentive gaze.

Aren looked past Musu to Duna. “Why didn’t you tell me you had such wonderful friends?”

Duna’s eyes half-closed with a sliver of annoyance.

“A strange man from North Turkaris is forced into the desert, ingests some powder, and our fellow villagers think he’s special? I was concerned he might disrupt our agreement, but it would seem, he is only strengthening it.”

Veedra shifted her sultry gaze to Duna.

“You have nothing to fear. We continue to honor our agreement to allow those who have fled North Turkaris to make homes in South Turkaris. Not just dragons, nagas, and chimeras, but also those with a soul of chaos.”

Aren looked at Duna, a deeper knowing spilled down his mind like water over stone.

“You’re a dragon,” Aren said.

“Sand dragon,” Duna said with hard eyes.

Aren shifted his gaze to Nith, “Beautiful naga.”

Nith looked away with shy eyes.

The pirate captain shifted his gaze to Hycora, and he grinned.

“Chimera,” he whispered.

Hycora simply looked at Aren, as the Shai-Kullen ran their hands along his chest and back.

“It makes sense,” Aren said with a soothing voice. “Your agreement with the Shai-Kullen is for your protection.”

He then looked at Veedra. “You watch over them, as they watch over you.”

Veedra gave Aren a slow nod. “Our village is small, but powerful. We have many villages across the desert. We co-exist with the Merrkai, the peoples of the desert.”

Aren’s brow wrinkled. “Duna, Nith, and Hycora, are not Merrkai.”

Veedra shook her head. “No. The Merrkai are people born of the desert, who have lived here their entire lives. They are shadows, hidden among the sands.”

Veedra shifted her gaze to Duna and the others. “They are friends to us, just as you are to us.”

Aren couldn’t fight the waves of understanding and confusion as Veedra’s words splashed against his soul. Alien thoughts slipped into his mind, and slipped out. His own thoughts filled with strange visions. Heat crawled up his neck as a silky feeling danced along his nerves.

Veedra stood up to her full, ten-foot height. She looked down on Aren with warm eyes.

“There is still much to discuss. Night approaches, and we are weary from our journeys. Let us rest inside.”

Aren simply nodded as Veedra reached down and took his hand. She led him along, walking him to the main entrance. The others stood up and followed. Duna, Nith, and Hycora watched the four of them vanish into the large stone hut.

Duna stared for a moment. She took a deep inhale of the dry air, letting it fill her lungs.

“There is a change in the wind,” Duna said before she followed the group to the large stone hut.

Nith and Hycora glanced at each other, before they too followed Duna and the others.

The sun set low in the distance. The golden light had turned a shade of pale red as dust devils whisked across the desert floor.


Chapter 5

Dreamy Souls

Warmth wrapped around Aren’s spirit as he stepped back into the large, stone hut. He looked around like it was his first time. The hut was not only tall and large enough for the large women to walk easily around, but it connected to other rooms which were stone huts connected to each other.

Veedra stayed close to Aren, looking down at him with endearing eyes. She touched his shoulder, giving it a small squeeze.

Aren tried to blink the dreamy haze away, but it seemed the haze only grew stronger the more he fought it.

“Don’t try to push it away. You must welcome it if you wish to flow with it,” Veedra said before she licked her lips.

Aren shifted his gaze and looked up at the tall woman. An aura surrounded her, at least in his eyes as far as he could tell. She was radiant, and as the sun sank closer to the horizon outside, it seemed like her radiance only grew.

Duna, Nith, and Hycora stepped into the hut. The three of them watched as Veedra and Aren stood with their backs to them. Musu and Bess were close by, watching the man and worm woman talking. Their eyes gleamed in the dying light.

“I think I know what’s going to happen,” Hycora said with amused eyes.

Nith leaned a little closer to Duna. “I’ve never seen them act in such a way before. Have you witnessed this before?

Duna shook her head. “No, I haven’t, but they have always been in a kind of dreamy state. Sometimes It’s difficult to speak to them, but this is new.”

“Should we intervene?” Nith asked.

Duna shook her head again. “I don’t see why, or how. Aren appears to be fine with what is happening.”

Aren’s ears perked up from the sound of his name. He turned around to see the three women who nursed him back to health watching him.

“It’s strange how normal this all feels,” Aren said as he found it difficult to keep his thoughts together.

Musu looked over to Duna with bright green eyes. “Duna, we can share him with you.”

Heat filled Duna’s cheeks. With tight fists at her sides, she walked off into another chamber. Hycora followed her, glancing back at Aren and the Shai-Kullen, before vanishing into another chamber.

Nith stayed, watching the small group with attentive eyes.

Aren’s mind swam in deepening waters. A hand took his and gently tugged. He moved in the direction, following behind Veedra. His gaze fell to her shapely ass, and an intrusive thought stabbed into his mind, painting a picture of him punishing into her from behind.

“What wicked thoughts,” Veedra smiled as she glanced back at him.

“How can you…”

“Feel your thoughts? You have joined our silk web. Only an anarchon can join our spirit web. It is also the reason why you will not be devoured afterwards.”

Aren’s heart beat harder in his chest, not in fear, but growing demonic urges.

Four bodies stepped into a large, dome-like chamber. The middle of the chamber floor was covered in thick blankets, and pillows strewn about. Small crystal balls were embedded in the walls, giving off a dim light. A breeze filtered in through two window openings, a sheer fabric billowing from it.

Veedra turned around, and stood before Aren with happy eyes. She glanced over his head to Nith, the desert naga staying by the doorway. Her lower body was curled together as her upper body was reared up.

Veedra shifted her gaze down to Aren as he looked up at her with lost eyes.

“Aren, you can be free here,” the tall woman said with seductive flair.

“Free?” Aren said with a confused tone. “Don’t we all want to be free?”

Musu and Bess giggled.

Nith continued to watch from the doorway with interested eyes.

Veedra nodded. “You can sense it, the web?”

Aren shifted on his feet as his mind opened like a blooming flower. Whispers touched the edge of his soul, speaking in a language he didn’t understand. But the longer he listened, the more the words began to make sense. The whispers grew louder, turning into a normal speech. As he began to understand, the man smiled.

“I can…feel your thoughts, your intentions,” Aren whispered.

“Tell us what we are thinking, feeling,” Veedra cooed.

Aren looked at Veedra with dazed eyes.

“You want to teach me about the ways of the Anarchon. You feel I am an asset to your people. You want to fill my mind with knowledge, and prime my body for…something more.”

Aren glanced over to Musu. “You want to smother me in love. You want me to take you, use you. You want to kneel to my commands.”

Musu sat down on the blankets with a come-hither gaze. She nodded at Aren as her body warmed at the thought of him.

Aren shifted his gaze to Bess. “You want to dream and see the stars. You want a partner, to see the celestial heavens, as we moan into night’s embrace.”

Bess lowered herself to the blankets and pillows. She crawled over to Musu, and laid with her. The voluptuous woman put her arm around Bess, holding her back to her, as the pair looked at Aren with hungry eyes.

Aren shifted his gaze back to Veedra. His eyes half-closed as his body grew warmer.

“Veedra, I can sense your hunger. I can sense the hunger from all three of you. It gnaws at you, needing to taste the…seed of life.”

Veedra put her hands on his shoulders, giving him a squeeze. She looked down with unblinking eyes, her intentions clear.

Aren looked up into Veedra’s gaze, and noticed her pupils were small swirls against her green eyes. They continued to swirl, her green eyes growing brighter.

“We can feel your mind, Aren Ember. It is like a torch in the dark of midnight. It glows brighter with your intentions. Your hunger for our bodies is plain for us to see. The hardness in your leggings is undeniable. The chains holding you in place crack from your urges, yet you hold back, not because of manners, but because you wish to savor the moment.”

Aren could not deny Veedra’s words. They explained everything he felt, everything he knew, in the span of moments. There was no pretense, there were no secrets, but there was something lurking in the darker corners of their connected minds.

Before Aren could shine a light on the darkness, hands moved down his chest. Aren blinked as Veedra took hold of his billowy white shirt, and pulled it up, over his head. With his chest exposed, Musu and Bess eyed him like a piece of delicious meat.

“We can talk about the dark place at another time,” Veedra said as she gently grabbed at her own full breasts.

All forms of thought bled away as he looked directly at Veedra’s fingers rubbing her erect, dark brown nipples. Her breathing changed, as she looked at him with seductive eyes.   

Aren’s mind continued to expand, when a feeling stabbed into him, and he took a step back.

“I…can sense your fear.”

Bess and Musu continued to hold each other as their eyes widened a little.

Veedra kept her seductive demeanor as she tilted her upper body to him. The swirls in her eyes continued to spin, as her voice came out in an otherworldly tone.

“Aren, we do not fear you. We fear the Empire to the north. We fear a terrible torment that floats on the wind. We have seen the signs, and cannot ignore them any longer.”

Veedra’s hands reached for his leggings, and pushed them down.

Aren didn’t stop the tall, beautiful woman, pushing and pulling his leggings down. When they were around his ankles, he stepped out of his boots and leggings. He stood before the three women, naked in their hungry gazes.

“But for this night, we don’t have to dwell on such nightmares,” Veedra said as she drank in his strong body and virile spirit.

Aren closed his eyes as a scent touched his nose. It was a scent he recognized. Images of the powder in the sand filled his mind. It was distinct and unique. It blended into his mind and body. Swirls filled his entire being, like whirlpools along an immense ocean.

When a hand touched his rigid shaft, Aren woke from the inner moment. He glanced down to see Veedra’s hand wrapped around his thick member. She gently stroked him as veins bulged along the shaft. Her tall body hovered over him, and a heated breath dripped from parted lips.

“Does it feel as good as it looks?” Musu asked with a sultry tone.

“It does,” Veedra said as she continued to stroke him.

Aren lost control of his hands as they reached up and gently caressed Veedra’s full breasts. Even bent over him, her tanned breasts defied gravity. Soft flesh filled Aren’s hands. He fondled her as his thumbs ran over her erect nipples. A soft gasp escaped her parted lips, as she leaned into his touch.

“It’s okay. We just want to drain you of your terrible tension,” Veedra said sultry flair.

Aren looked at Veedra with cool eyes. “Lay down, and spread your thighs to me.”

Veedra let out a heated sigh. She let go of his manhood, turned, and sauntered over to Musu and Bess. Veedra knelt to the comfortable blankets. She turned and laid back on thick pillows.

Aren watched as she parted her thighs to him. Veedra moaned as her hand slid down her stomach, and touched her hairless valley. Dark lips budded as fingers touched her throbbing clit. Wetness dripped as her moans sang with deep desires.

Bess stood up, and stepped over Veedra. She lowered herself to Veedra’s side, as Musu moved to the other side of Veedra. The three women looked at Aren with needful urges. Veedra’s hips moved to her own touch, two fingers rubbing her pearl as swirls of bliss coiled along tight nerves.

A sudden and terrible thirst struck Aren. His cock bounced as he stepped closer to the three women. When he was between Veedra’s parted legs, he sank down to his knees. He put his hands on her knees and enjoyed seeing the tall woman enjoying her own touch.

“I want to drink the waters of life,” Aren whispered before he lowered himself down between Veedra’s thighs.

Veedra’s eyes closed until lips touched her dripping valley entrance. Her eyes opened as he pulled her hand away, and a tongue explored her folds. When the tip of Aren’s tongue caressed her clit, A long moan filled the air above his head.

“He speaks the true tongue,” Musu whispered.

Veedra nodded as her eyes rolled into her head. “He speaks it well. A master of the way, he knows the truth of hungers, and desires.”

Bess was silent as she watched Aren curl his arms around Veedra’s thighs. The man was on his stomach, as his mouth clamped on Veedra’s womanhood. She felt what her fellow Shai-Kullen felt, Aren’s lips massaging her as his tongue whipped at her pearl. It was enough for her own moan to escape, her fingers massaging her own clit.

Nith watched from the doorway, seeing everything as it unfolded. A shudder ran through her body as Aren was not eager to simply stick himself into the dreamy Shai-Kullen. It was enough for the tip of her tail to tremble and shudder as she clung to the side of the entrance.

Aren remained as he was, drinking, licking, and sucking on the beautiful Shai-Kullen. Their souls danced together as her honey filled his body with new vigor. His manhood throbbed with deafening urges, but he ignored them. His mind was focused on the task at hand. Each lick caused Veedra to quiver. Each moan was a victory in his campaign to seduce her into loving ruin. Images of Musu and Bess added to the mood, his desires knowing no bounds.

“He thinks of us,” Musu said before she kissed Veedra’s erect nipple.

“He wants to know us,” Bess said as she rubbed herself a little faster.

Veedra writhed as the tension within grew to a fevered pace. Each pulse pushed her closer and closer to the edge of a cliff. Nerves tightened as eyes rolled into her head. Her breathing deepened as thighs began to tremble. All thought vanished as a weight pressed on her soul. There was a crack, before a deluge of passion and ecstasy blasted her nerves into fine glass.

Aren remained between trembling thighs. A surge of wetness splashed against him. When he tasted it, his soul was forced out of his body. Aren floated as he looked down on the three women, and himself between Veedra’s thighs. She was moaning loudly as her eyes fluttered in her head.

It was at that moment his gaze fell to Veedra’s hair.

Wet green strands snaked from her head, and around strands of dirty blonde locks. They formed a microscopic web, continuing to snake up her hair until it reached the ends. Aren had no idea how he could see such a thing happen, as he hovered over his body. Energy and mana curled around his soul. He watched as the emerald green strands dried in a blink of time. Explosions of pleasure filled Veedra, as green powder fell from her long hair, and onto the pillows and blankets.

Aren’s soul was sucked back into his body in an instant. He lifted his whole body up and stared at Veedra. She heaved for breath as fine, green powder lay on the pillows and blankets around her.

Wetness dripped off Aren’s chin as he understood what just happened.

“The powder comes from you. It comes from moments of distilled bliss,” he whispered.

Veedra’s eyes rolled back into place. She reached up and curled a hand around him, her palm on his back. She pulled him to her, Aren’s face falling between her inviting warm cleavage. When his cock touched her dripping valley, she kept him close, while running her fingers through his hair.

“The powder is life and bliss. It is what we carry, from the moment of conception, to the void,” Veedra cooed as she moved her hips against his rigid member. “Must I beg for you to take me? Must I endure such loneliness as I…” Veedra trailed off, her mouth making a perfect oval.

Aren shifted his hips. When the tip of his throbbing member touched her wet slit, strong hips pushed. Her world opened to his sudden invasion. Strong inner walls spread to his unyielding cock. Veins along the shaft pushed against her tight slit. Inches sank deeper as Veedra held Aren’s head to her chest. When his mouth found her sensitive nipple, she threw her head back into the pillows as bliss crawled over every part of her body.

“Yes, my anarchon, push deep into my soul,” Veedra said in an almost hypnotic trance.

Aren’s body acted of its own accord. Hips worked as he thrusted into her surprisingly tight inner world. Thick inches appeared and disappeared between them. Veedra parted her thighs a little more, savoring his strong need to fuck her.

“Oooo, keep fucking me my anarchon,” Veedra moaned as the tension within her began to grow again.

The sound of flesh on flesh played on. Aren thrusted as Veedra’s body trembled. The couple moaned, their separate songs becoming one. Musu put her hand on Aren’s ass, giving it a squeeze as he pushed into Veedra like a titan. Bess let out a seductive cry as she watched the couple. The wick was lit, and Bess threw her head back as an orgasm flashed. She let out a moaning shudder as powder fell from her long, dark hair.

A cool breeze billowed past the curtain and swirled around the chamber. Green powder was lifted by the breeze and filled the air.

Aren thrusted into Veedra as unseen particles were sucked into his nose, and down into his lungs. The fine powder melted within him as ecstasy further bloomed.

Reality bent and shifted in Aren’s eyes. He looked down on Veedra as she moaned her delight. She was radiant as her eyes glowed brighter. She squeezed his shaft like a heated vice. But did little to slow down Aren’s own desires. The more she squeezed him, the closer he was to unleashing his lust on her.

Time slowed down as the universe opened in Aren’s mind. His cock thickened as Veedra’s inner world tightened. When he reached the edge of his universe, touching Veedra’s universe, he let out the deepest groan of his life.

Aren and Veedra’s minds connected, seeing each other’s thoughts. Without a word said, Aren pulled out and grabbed his cock. He stroked it twice, before thick spurts of white seed launched from the tip of his member. Each spurt splashed on Veedra’s firm breasts, some of it dripped down her inner cleavage. A rope of seed trailed down her stomach. Aren groaned as he nearly strangled his cock, pumping out another few spurts onto the heaving Shai-Kullen woman.

“Seed of life,” Musu said as she moved closer and licked come off Veedra’s breast.

“Seed of life,” Bess said as she licked come off Veedra’s stomach.

Seed dripped from the tip of Aren’s still rigid cock. He let go of his member, and brought his fingers covered with his own seed to Veedra’s parted lips. He watched as her tongue snaked out and licked his seed off each finger. Euphoria filled her bright green eyes as she savored the taste.

“It has been so long since I tasted such chaotic life. So long since I tasted the truth of our realm.”

Aren smiled as he saw her glow in satisfaction. A moment of sanity touched him, seeing clearly the world around him. When something touched his cock, he looked down to Musu touching her cheek to his member. She looked up with demonic and innocent eyes.

Aren gave her an impish smirk, before his fingers took hold of her hair. Musu let out a small moan, before Aren’s cock pushed past her full lips and into her mouth. Her tongue greeted Aren’s member, running under the shaft before pressing it to the roof of her mouth, making her mouth tighter. She moved slowly, enjoying the taste of his cock as he pushed in a little deeper.

“So hungry. I will feed you my cock until you cannot think of anything else,” Aren said sternly.

Musu’s eyes fluttered in her head as her own fingers rubbed her engorged clit.

Aren lifted his gaze to Bess as she rubbed her own pearl, watching with unblinking eyes.

“And when I’m finished with Musu, I will bend you over and fuck you until we both see stars.”

Bess let out a whimpering moan as she drew closer to another climax.

Nith had stayed by the entrance, seeing everything as it unfolded. Her heart beat with a deep rhythm as she watched and listened to intimate trysts. She eyed Aren as he held Musu by her hair, controlling her tempo as some of his shaft appeared and disappeared in her mouth. Despite their tall, full sizes, they became submissive to the man who just entered their lives.

Nith felt a pair of eyes on her. She shifted her gaze to Veedra. The Shai-Kullen woman was staring at her with knowing eyes. They spoke volumes, but it was the voice in her head that surprised her.

Don’t let him escape your desires. We both know what lurks in your heart, beautiful Nith.

Nith looked away, unable to maintain eye contact. She un-coiled her lower half, and slithered away. Her body melted into the dark shadows of the small hallway, vanishing from sight as moans sang of lurid desire and needful intimacy.


Chapter 6

Lost Thoughts

The dreamscape curled with a feverish heat. Aren stood naked in a land of sand, under the light of a red sun. His heart beat, causing the grains of sand to tremble from each pulse.

Thunder boomed from behind. Aren closed his eyes, feeling a presence press down on him.

“They are looking for you. They are searching for precious powder,” came a seductive voice.

Aren opened his eyes, seeing Veedra towering over him. She was naked as she put her hands on his shoulders. Another thunderous boom shook the very dream.

“I’m not a mage,” Aren said cryptically.

“We are never the same person we were in the past,” Veedra said with a soothing tone.

“I must return to the sea. I must return to my life.” Aren said in an otherworldly voice.

“There are many lives, and journeys, for every soul.”

Aren continued to stare at Veedra as another thunderous boom struck his back.

“I’m not a hero,” the man admitted with a heavy heart.

Veedra looked at Aren with deep, kind, green eyes.

“Verkaris doesn’t need heroes. It needs those willing to stand up to the darkness of vile order. We were never meant to live a certain way. We were meant to live in every way.”

Veedra fell to her knees. Her gaze was level with Aren’s gaze as he remained standing. The pair stared into each other’s souls, knowing the truth as it glowed with a cleansing light.

“Anarchon, you are one of a people that can break order. You can do more than is known. Follow the path in the sand. Face the darkness, and you will know what needs to be done.”

The hairs on the back of Aren’s neck began to stand up. With a flash of courage, he turned around to face the darkness. His eyes widened as an immense black spider stood against the horizon. It lifted an immense leg, and brought it down with enough force to cause a trembling boom. A shockwave blasted out as Aren stood in its path.

“Never stray from the path,” Veedra said from behind him as she placed her hands on his shoulders.

Aren kept his eyes wide open as the destructive shockwave reached him with wind, fury, and debris.

Aren’s eyes opened. Pleasure flowed along his senses as he stared at the ceiling of the stone chamber. A pair of lips moved up and down his rigid manhood. When he looked down, he saw Musu between his parted legs, her head moving up and down on his cock. Her lips and tongue worked, trying to coax his seed from his loins once again.

The man remained on his back, as the tendrils of the dream slipped away. He let out a small groan. Veedra and Bess were sleeping on either side of him. The moment he groaned, they moved closer to him. The mixture of Musu’s lips, and the body heat of the two Shai-Kullen next to him further added to the blissful moment.

“Keep sucking. Almost there,” Aren said.

Musu’s head bobbed a little faster. Her tongue slathered against the man’s rigid member in her mouth, enjoying his taste and wanting more.

Jagged thoughts stabbed into Aren as he enjoyed Musu’s attention. The thoughts were not so much his dream, but the fog of time. He had no idea how long he was with the three Shai-Kullen. It felt like only hours, yet deeper down, it felt longer. He wondered if it was just a long night. The four of them had all sorts of lurid bonding.

Aren’s hands were on the blanket, but he could feel piles of powder under his fingers and palms. When he lifted his head again, he saw much of the blankets and pillows covered in a layer of green powder.

For a brief moment, Aren thought so much powder would make his skin itch, or be uncomfortable. Instead, he felt at home laying on it. Memories of the many trysts filtered into his pleasure addled mind. He saw with each orgasm, powder fell from the Shai-Kullen women. As he moved his fingers in it, deep down, he knew he was lying in a fortune of gold.

Powder gathering was always dangerous work. Wagons, and steeds could never traverse the sandy desert. The Count of the Edge would send hundreds of people into the Golden Abyss to find and gather such a precious resource. Aren remembered hearing the tales of such work. Because of the dangers of the desert, nearly half would return with gathered powder. If gatherers came back empty handed, they were often executed, setting an example to others.

The powder gathering and trade was the only work that paid well for those not of royal blood. A pouch filled with powder would pay nearly a hundred gold pieces, which was enough to feed and house a family for nearly a year, if one survived the work. The desperate, and downtrodden were often first to volunteer. Those on hard times would be next. Criminals were allowed to work at gathering powder, but they could only earn their freedom.

It would take gatherers a week to find and gather a pouch’s worth of powder. As Aren laid with the three tall, voluptuous women, he now had enough powder to buy a small kingdom.

Muffled moans rose up from Musu with each bob of her head. It was enough to bring Aren closer to release. When her tongue ran along his shaft, Aren let out another, deeper groan. Bliss flashed across him as thick spurts of seed painted the back of Musu’s throat.

The Shai-Kullen quickly drank it down as another volley touched her throat. She continued to suck, trying to pull every drop of seed from his loins. Her head moved up and down, milking the strong man until there was nothing left.

Aren laid on his back, basking in the sudden release. Musu continued to suck on his still hard cock a while longer. When she let go and sat up, she looked at Aren with seductive eyes.

Aren sat up and moved closer to her. He grabbed at her breast, and her body, enjoying the touch of her skin. Green powder fell from her hair, and along patches of her skin. She leaned into his touch, enjoying his strong hands as wetness dripped down her inner thighs.

A sudden hunger filled Aren. It was enough to distract him.

“You can go and search for food. I’ll be here when you get back. If I’m asleep, please fuck me awake,” Musu said with a loving whisper.

Aren chuckled before he stood up. A ravenous urge continued to fill him, needing to put something in his stomach.

The man left the three ten-foot-tall women in search of sustenance.

Brushing away the sheer curtain, Aren stepped into another chamber. When he heard a noise in another room, he made his way there. As he entered, he saw Nith reaching into a chest. He watched as she pulled out a pouch and held it up. She sniffed at it first, before opening the flap. Her scaled fingers reached in, and pulled out a thick morsel of cooked meat. Before she could put it in her mouth, she turned to see a very naked Aren standing at the doorway.

“I was wondering if you were going to die in that room,” Nith said with an amused smile as she leaned back on her coils.

Aren scratched at the back of his head, not bothering to cover up his shame.

“Die? I was only there for the night.”

Nith gave him a sly grin.

“Two nights.”

Aren looked at her with wry eyes.

“Two nights?”

The naga nodded as she put the piece of meat in her mouth.

“That explains why I’m so hungry,” Aren smiled.

Nith looked down at the pouch in her hand. She then looked at the naked Aren and tossed it to him. Aren caught it and looked inside to see several chunks of cooked meat.

“There is another pouch in the chest. You enjoy that one,” Nith grinned.

Aren didn’t waste any time. He picked up a chunk and put it in his mouth. He began to chew, and instantly found it delicious.

“Where are Duna and Hycora?” Aren asked between bites.

“They’re off hunting for more food. Our supplies were running low, so they decided to hunt for Kor lizards.”

Aren nodded as he popped another chunk of meat in his mouth. Kor lizards were the largest lizards across the Golden Abyss. They were the size of dogs. They ate large arachnids and insects that dwell in the desert, which in turn, made their meat tasty and delicious.

Nith slithered back and leaned against the edge of a table. She put her hands down on the edge beside her, her serpentine gaze locked on the naked Aren eating.

“How was it, spending time with them?” Nith asked.

“It was interesting, and a little strange,” talking down the trysts. “I never felt like I was in my own mind. Now that I am away from them, I feel more like myself.”

Nith continued to eye him as she spoke, “Why don’t you sit with me a little. Get some rest and we can talk for a little while?”

Aren smiled. He walked over to a chair at the table, and sat down. Nith moved to the other chair and sat down, her coils moving around the legs of the chair.

For a small span of time, silence filled the chamber. Nith decided to break the silence first.

“Did you mean what you said the other day, how since we saved you from the desert, you are honor bound to us?”

Aren gave the naga a small nod. “I am forever grateful for you rescuing and nursing me back to health. Although I am in debt to you, and honor bound to fulfill it, I cannot stay here for too long. I must get back to the coast, and find my crew and ship.”

“They are special to you?”

Aren hesitated before he could say a word. A sliver of doubt crawled along his spirit. He wanted to find his crew to punish them for not coming to find him. He also wanted to get back to what he did best, raiding Empire ships and stealing anything of value. Despite his own greedy nature, there were islands that needed food and supplies. The Empire had ignored the island nations since they didn’t bow to the Empire’s rule. 

Aren could see Nith was still watching and waiting.

“A crew is a family. A family you want to strangle sometimes because you love them too much,” Aren laughed.

“You are a strange man,” Nith said as she continued to look at him with big eyes.

“No stranger than several monster women living in the middle of the desert,” Aren said with an amused smirk.

“We’re not monsters,” Nith corrected him.

“No, of course not. But it is strange being out here when it’s so difficult to survive for long periods of time.”

“We had little choice. The Empire has seen fit to send bounty hunters for people like us. They wish to subdue any threat to the Empire,” Nith said with a sad tone.

Aren looked down in solidarity. “It would appear many peoples of Verkaris have little choice when it comes to the Empire.”

Nith looked away with dark green eyes.

“The Empire killed many of my family and friends. It was years ago, but the pain is still there. I fled to the Golden Abyss because there was no other place to flee to. As you may have noticed, my people have difficulty blending in with the crowds.”

“All I see is a beautiful Naga,” Aren said with lethal charm.

Nith gave a throaty laugh before she caught herself, and covered her mouth.

“You have a wonderful laugh,” Aren winked.

“Save your charms for the Shai-Kullen,” Nith said with a shy smile.

“Charms?” Aren said with a raised eyebrow. “There was no charm needed. They practically dragged me away with their seductive magic.”

Nith leaned a little forward, showing Aren her small bit of cleavage from her top.

“You were powerless from their desires? I thought you were much stronger than that.”

Aren leaned back in his chair with a haughty smile.

“It would be difficult for any man to say no to a trio of women that could tear anyone to pieces. I was doing my duty of appeasing them, so they didn’t harm anyone else.”

“I’m sure your sacrifice saved countless lives.”

Man, and naga laughed at the same time.

When the laughter died, it was Aren who let his gaze linger on the beautiful naga.

“What are you doing out here in the desert? What experiments are you performing?” Aren asked with interested eyes.

Nith eyed the man with a small smirk.

“I’m a mage, and have had a deep interest in the ways of mage-tek. As you may know, the ways to build and power such devices are closely guarded secrets. I have spent much of my time trying to understand it, and maybe use it against the Empire.”

Nith looked down with thoughtful eyes. “If any of us can uncover the Empire’s secrets, we may be that much closer to fighting back.”

Aren’s small smile faded away. A darkness touched his gaze as he also looked down.

“It sounds like you are part of, or wish to start a resistance. I’ve seen that same hope in the eyes of others before. I have also seen death in their eyes as they bled away their precious life.”

“Should we let the Empire win?”

“The Empire already won, a long time ago. We are only getting by to live another day. Every rebellion against the Empire has failed. Each rebellion has cost many lives, innocent or not. I would rather sail my ship, be with my crew, and take what I can from the Empire before they end my life, like so many others,” Aren letting the truth spill from his lips.

“The Shai-Kullen don’t believe that. I heard how they spoke to you. I could hear your thoughts, and theirs. As we share close proximity with the Shai-Kullen, we all share our minds and hearts.”

Aren raised an eyebrow. “You heard our…my thoughts?”

Nith nodded. “Veedra, Musu, and Bess, have stayed in this village for a long time. They leave for periods of time to eat their fill. They return to rest until their hunger calls to them again.

“They are sensual beings who are always hungry, for food, and intimacy.”

“All three of you have spent time with them?” Aren asked, but already knew the answer.

Nith nodded. “Veedra and the others dove into our souls, revealing many things to us, about us. We spent many long nights exploring our shared souls, often bringing us to the point you are at now. We cared little for clothing, or anything else besides hunger and lust. It has always been a freeing experience, but with your arrival, Duna fears it may shatter what we’ve built here.”

“I don’t wish to shatter anything you already have in place. As I said before, I must get back to the coast and the sea. I don’t belong here.”

Nith tilted her serpentine face forward as shadows covered her oval eyes.

“The Golden Abyss belongs to the Shai-Kullen and the Merrkai. To everyone else, we are merely visitors. Duna struck an accord with Veedra, asking for asylum. Veedra happily agreed, as long as there was no violence. Duna, Veedra, Musu, and Bess, created this village on the plateau. It was meant to be a refuge for others to escape North Turkaris, but Veedra said, any such refuges must be small. It is why Duna was concerned with me bringing you here.

“The only reason I am telling you this is because with time, all of our minds will blend into each other. The Shai-Kullen have this way of draining fear and doubt. Duna says it’s the effects of the powder, but I believe it's our minds connecting in a way it once did, when all races were one.”

“The races were never one,” Aren said.

Nith giggled, a scaled hand covering her mouth.

“When you’re with the Shai-Kullen for a time, all secrets are revealed, from within, and without.”

“Perhaps,” Aren said just above a whisper.

The naga eyed him with partial amusement, and partial curiosity.

“There has been something I’ve been working on. Duna and Hycora are tired of seeing my work, and don’t give much input anymore. Maybe you can see my work with a fresh pair of eyes?”

Aren stared at the naga, a heat wrapping around his spirit.

“I could never turn down a beautiful woman’s request.”

Nith continued to hide her shy smile with her hand.

“Okay, but first, you need to put some leggings on. Seeing your manhood is a terrible distraction.”

Aren glanced down at his half-hard member.

“I suppose you’re right,” he said without a hint of embarrassment.            


Chapter 7

Lore and Consequences

Nith pushed away a sheer curtain to a room, and stepped in. Aren stepped in after her, wearing nothing more than his leather leggings. He listened to Nith about wearing leggings, but with the heat of the day on the stone huts, he didn’t want to cover up any more than he had to.

Nith slithered into the chamber and moved to the side. Aren stepped into the middle of the chamber, drinking in the stone tables and shelves, each one filled with strange devices, and parchments of paper. The chamber dripped with mana, and knowledge. Aren’s mind grasped onto tendrils of mana leaking from many devices, while others were dark, and empty.

“Welcome to my workshop,” Nith said with a shy demeanor.

Aren glanced around with impressed eyes. “You have more mage-tek here than I have ever seen in one place before. Everything here is worth a fortune on the black market.”

“Do you plan to rob me as I sleep?” Nith giggled.

Aren glanced at her with a warm smile.

“If you didn’t save me, maybe,” Aren winked.

Nith’s eyes gleamed in the low light of the chamber.

Aren turned back to the tables with items resting on parchments. He stepped closer, seeing strange writings under each item. He couldn’t make out the language, and shifted his gaze to the items. There were short swords, odd wands, larger swords with bulky hilts covered in runes. He noticed two mana pistols. They had single barrels, and runes running along the edges and handles.

“I have been studying these items for years, but have yet to make any of them work. Some seemed burned out. Others hold some mana, but won’t work for me. It has been illuminating to study them, but frustrating as well,” the naga explained.

Nith slithered over to Aren’s side and looked upon the artifacts. “I’ve translated some of the runes, but they continue to elude any meaning. Each rune is mystical in nature, but the patterns don’t make any sense. It’s almost like the mages who created these wanted to make it as difficult as possible for anyone to understand beyond their closed circles.”

Aren nodded as he reached down and took hold of the pistol. He lifted it up and looked over the handle. He studied the runes, his eyes searching for more.

“I have made many friends over my time at sea, and along the coasts. You meet all sorts. I also happened to meet mages who were trying to flee the Empire, and find a nice, simple island to live the rest of their lives in secret. They tend to be very helpful, if only to make sure you don’t sell their whereabouts to any of the Empire’s spies.”

Aren turned the pistol on its side and lifted it up a little so Nith could get a good look at it. He traced a finger over a small set of runes in a groove where a thumb should fit.”

“You see these runes here? These can tell if a wielder of the pistol is part of the Empire, or not. Every single person who is part of the Empire has specific runes tattooed to their bodies. It connects their spirit to the weapon or artifact, allowing it to work.

“Since most people know if you try to use such a weapon, and you don’t have any markings of the Empire, not only will they not work, but they will alert Mana Hunters to you.”

Nith looked away. “I feared that was the case. Duna killed a patrol traveling in the direction of our village. They had men and women with strange goggles on. They also had several hulking humanoids, covered from head to toe. Those monsters lasted the longest against Duna, but she did dispatch them.

“Afterwards, we discussed the mage-tek in my shop. We knew it might be related, so I’ve had to work on the mage-tek, without actually trying to activate any of it. We feared those patrols may come here again. We are thankful the desert is difficult to traverse, and we are very far South, bordering the deep desert.”

Aren nodded. He then looked down on the stone table, and saw a few arcane tools. He picked one up that looked like a nail file, and began running it over the runes on the pistol handle.

Nith looked at what Aren was doing and her eyes widened to the side of saucers.

“Aren! Please stop what you’re doing!” the naga said loudly.

Aren spoke as he continued to file away at the pistol handle, “On my adventures, you learn a little of things one should never know, like how easy it is to file away these specific runes. By doing so, you break the connection to the other runes.”

Aren finished filing the runes down until they were no-longer seen. He then turned it over, showing the small knob at the bottom of the handle. He twisted it until it came off. He then showed it to Nith.

“You pour a small amount of powder into there. When you close it up, the pistol will be charged, supplying mana to the trigger and the spell effect in the barrel. Each weapon is created to use one element of a mana sphere. This pistol is a lightning pistol, so it will only fire lightning bolts. I’ll show you.”

Nith watched as Aren walked out of her workshop, pistol in hand. She quickly followed, slithering behind the man as her upper body was reared up.

The pair made their way to the Shai-Kullen’s chamber. The moment they walked in, they saw the three tall women, naked and piled all over each other in deep sleep. Aren walked over to a pile of green powder. He picked up a handful and poured it into the hole at the bottom of the pistol. After most of it spilled in, he replaced the knob.

Nith watched as a small lightning rune on the side of the pistol glowed with new power.

Aren made his way out of the chamber, and toward the main entrance. Nith followed. The pair emerged into bright sunlight.

Nith put her scaled hand over her eyes to shade them. She watched the shirtless man walk away from the tall dwellings, and approached a tall shard of stone. He was twenty feet from it as the sun beat him down with light and heat. He lifted the pistol, aimed, and put his finger over the trigger.

“When raiding imperial ships, you have to use their own weapons against them,” Aren said and pulled the trigger.

Lightning flashed and blasted out of the arcane pistol. It shot across the small distance before striking the tall stone shard. When the bolt slammed into it, there was a loud “CRACK,” and boom. Shards of stone splinted off as the lightning bolt left a fist-sized blackened crater.

Aren turned to see Nith’s wide, shocked eyes.

“Many have used mage-tek against the Empire, but since creating these items are a deeply held secret, they cannot be re-created. It puts the rest of the world at a disadvantage, because those who break such artifacts, cannot use them again. While the Empire can continue to make more and more of them.

“Another weakness to using these mage-tek artifacts is that they wear down quickly. A pistol such as this will no longer function after five or six charges of powder. After that, it will have to be replaced. This gives the full advantage to the Empire, and not the people who steal these items and use them.”

Nith slithered closer. She reached over and took the pistol from Aren. She looked down on it with new eyes. She then held it up, and aimed at the same shard of stone Aren shot a moment ago.

Her hand trembled as she aimed the weapon. Aren moved behind her. He reached to her arm, and took hold of her wrist, keeping it steady. He put his lips close to her ear hole.

“Part of using such a weapon as this is to tap into your confidence. Allow it to help guide your aim. Don’t touch the trigger until you are ready to use it.”

Nith wanted to melt to his strong touch. She felt the heat of his chest against her back. She weakened to his strong hand on her wrist. His words stabbed at her heart. She tapped her small confidence, and her hand stopped trembling.

“That’s it. Now, aim it at where you’re looking. When you are positive it is the place where you want the bolt to strike, squeeze the trigger.”

Nith stared at the stone beside the small crater where Aren shot before. Her serpent eyes gleamed in the sunlight. She moved her finger over the trigger, and squeezed it.

The naga hiss-yelped as the pistol went off. A bolt of lightning slammed into the large stone shard, two feet above where Aren’s bolt struck. A small boom filled the air. Thin smoke floated up from the small crater, as thin pieces of cracked stone clattered on the stone floor.

Nith blinked as she realized she was in Aren’s arms. She turned her head and looked up at him. He looked down on her with warm eyes.

“You must keep your confidence during the pull the trigger phase,” the man with the star-shaped scar over his cheekbone smiled.

“I…will remember that for next time,” Nith said with a breathy whisper.

Neither man, nor naga, made any move to split apart. Instead, Nith turned her upper body in his arms, looking at him with weak eyes.

A dreamy feeling floated along Aren’s spirit. It felt the same as when the Shai-Kullen dragged him to their sleeping chamber. Internal barriers broke down between the pair, but for Aren, it was odd because when it came to the opposite sex, he had little to no barriers.

“Aren…we don’t,” Nith began.

“Yes, we do,” Aren said with a knowing smirk.

Nith looked at him with gleaming serpent eyes. Her entire body writhed in the man’s strong arms. Her tail slipped around his shin, and down to his ankle. She pressed her chest to his, taking deeper breaths.

Their souls coiled around each other as they looked into each other’s eyes.

“Don’t deny your desires, and I won’t deny mine,” Aren said with such deep confidence, Nith nearly melted in his arms.

“Neither of you should deny your desires,” came a voice from the side.

Aren and Nith looked over to see Veedra standing at the tall entrance of the stone hut. She was still nude, watching with the pair with a sultry gaze.

The pair didn’t part as they looked at the Shai-Kullen woman.

“Come inside. I’m sure there are dreams to swim in,” Veedra said with a gleam to her dark eyes.


Chapter 8

Training Chaos

Aren felt the naga uncoil from his arms, and leg. He looked at Nith as she bowed her head, almost in shame.

“There is nothing to be ashamed of, little naga,” Veedra said with a comforting tone. “Come inside. Let us guide your hearts to each other.”

Nith looked away. “Veedra, you don’t understand. My people have a difficult time stopping ourselves when the torch of lust is lit.”

“Are you bragging?” Aren laughed.

Nith looked at him with surprised eyes.

The scarred man moved closer to her, taking her hand into his.

“I promise not to be gentle,” he winked.

Nith blinked before she let out a loud laugh. She couldn’t contain her laughter, as the tension spilled out with each shudder of her shoulders. When her laughing fit finally dimmed, she gazed at Aren with deepening affection.

Aren gently pulled her along with him. The pair moved to Veedra, who walked backwards into the hut with a knowing, sultry smile. The ten-foot-tall Shai-Kullen turned and led the way, Aren and Nith following.

The trio reached the sleeping chamber, finding Bess on her back as Musu’s head was between her thighs. Bess whimpered as Musu’s head and tongue moved with loving delight. Bess looked up at the three coming in, and let out another whimpering moan.

Veedra turned to Nith and Aren. “Take off your clothes. You won’t be needing them.”

Aren didn’t hesitate. He unbuttoned and pushed down his leather leggings. His manhood was half-hard as it flopped out into the open.

Nith hesitated. She stared at Aren’s hardening cock. Her thin tongue licked lips as her body writhed with desire.

Veedra knelt to Aren’s side, her fingers curling around his member. She slowly began to stroke him. Aren’s lips parted as heated breath spilled. He weaved a little on his feet as the Shai-Kullen stroked him just the way he liked it.

Nith stared as her own heart began to pound in her chest. Her tail vibrated as she watched the man fall deeper to Veedra’s stroking. Reality took on a hazy hue. Time moved in misshapen jumps. One moment, her clothes were on, the next, her shirt, and small skirt were on the floor. She looked down on her own naked body, dark brown nipples erect. Her naked dark skin gleamed in the dim light of the chamber. Her lower snake-half writhed. Her exposed slit leaked honey as her entire body shuddered.

Musu pulled her head up and turned it. She saw the dazed Naga staring at Veedra stroking Aren. The voluptuous Shai-Kullen stood up as Bess took over her own self-love by rubbing her engorged clit.

Musu stepped over to Nith, and moved behind her.

Nith let out a small moan as arms circled around her. One hand gently grabbed her exposed breast. Another hand slipped down her smooth stomach to her lower snake-half, fingers reached her slit and gently spread it open.

“I know how you like to be touched. Allow me to stoke your fire,” Musu said as her wet finger made gentle swirls.

Nith’s eyes rolled into her head as she sank down with the Shai-Kullen. When they were on the blanketed floor, the naga leaned her back against Musu’s large breasts. She writhed to the tall woman’s touch, her slit leaking her lust with each swirl.

Aren was mesmerized by the sight before him. He watched as Nith surrendered to Musu, letting out small whimpers and moans as the tall woman enjoyed playing with her clit.

“Anarchon, Nith will aid us with your training,” Veedra said with a seductive tone.

Aren fought through the waves of bliss, trying to understand what was being said. As her hand stroked his rigid erection, he focused on the haze filling the chamber. Strands of mana began to flow into reality, touching everyone, and everything within the chamber.

“Chaos, much like any element, must be tamed if you wish to use it as a tool,” Veedra said with a soft tone.

“I’m…not a mage,” Aren said slowly like he was sinking into mud.

“Your doubt is what is confining your powerful spirit. Let us drain it away so you may understand.”

Aren’s knees grew weaker. Sensations ran along his body as if parts of himself were being pulled away. The sensations grew as he slowly lowered himself to the floor. When he was on his knees, Veedra pulled him into her bosom, while still stroking his cock.

“We all must surrender before knowledge and experience,” Veedra said with a loving tone as she ran her fingers along his standing member.

Veedra shifted her gaze to Nith and Musu.

“You see them, how they enjoy the moments,” Veedra whispered in Aren’s ear.

Aren nodded with heavy eyes.

Nith moaned as Musu continued to play with her. The naga writhed in Musu’s strong grasp, unable and unwilling to break free.

“Can you taste her mana?” Veedra whispered into Aren’s ear.

Aren’s gaze dimmed as the strands of mana glowed brighter. The chamber took on a primal darkness as the glowing strings connected souls. Aren reached out with his mind, and it touched Nith’s soul in the dark. His tongue slipped out, and his eyes widened. He could taste the desert naga. With a lift of his spectral tongue, he tasted her lust.

Nith’s eyes rolled into her head as something more than Musu’s fingers played her soul like a violin. It was gentle, but strong. It pushed and slid along her soul, and the naga let out the deepest moan of entire life. The dam across her spirit shattered in an instant. Waves of bliss slammed into her, each one stronger than the last. It took Nith a few moments to understand each wave splash was a powerful orgasm. Her body shuddered as she moaned like one of the undead, rising from a grave.

Aren tasted each orgasm, like spice on his tongue. His soul swirled as a dark shadow swirled further into the core of his being.

Veedra held the man to her with loving eyes. She stroked him as she felt his soul shift and shudder.

“Bess, drink the seed of life,” Veedra whispered.

Bess sat up and curled forward onto her hands and knees. The Shai-Kullen looked upon Aren with dreamy eyes. She crawled over to him as Veedra stroked his rigid cock. Without hesitation, Bess lowered her head and wrapped her lips around the man’s throbbing member. She sucked with faraway eyes, tasting his spirit, soul, and body. A muffed moan filled her throat as she upped the tempo.

Veedra put her lips close to Aren’s ear.

“Release your doubt,” the Shai-Kullen whispered.

Aren let out a soul churning moan. He felt the strands of life come together, before his body reacted. Hips thrust up, pushing deeper into Bess’s mouth. The Shai-Kullen let out her own muffled moan again when thick spurts of seed painted her throat. Her eyes took on a deeper sultry gleam, mystical seed spilling down her throat as she milked every drop from his loins.

When Bess finished sucking down every last drop, she lifted her head. Her green eyes glowed and pupils swirled.

“He is the shard that will bleed the darkness,” Bess said with an otherworldly voice.

Aren barely heard Bess as his body glowed with heat and hunger. Streams of mana waved and writhed across his eyes as he touched the edge of chaos. It was like visiting an old friend.

There was a sense of release and freedom falling over Aren. His body shifted and moved. He stared at nothing for a time. An image of a pond of cool water appeared within his gaze. He lowered his mouth to the calm waters, and proceeded to drink. Dreams flowed into his soul.

The darkness parted, and Aren found himself licking and drinking from a dripping slit. He looked up to see Nith looking down on him with loving eyes.

“Please…don’t stop,” the naga moaned.

Aren closed his eyes and pressed his lips and tongue to her whole slit. He lapped at her honey as he held onto her hips. He felt Nith’s thick tail coil around his waist, holding him to the task. Aren could sense her lust as heat filled her dark-skinned features. Her serpent eyes looked down on him in surrender.

Veedra moved to Musu’s side. She and her fellow Shai-Kullen watched as the naga remained leaning against the voluptuous Musu, and Aren between her legs as well, licking at the naga like a wild animal.

Bess crawled over to the other side of Musu. She laid down beside her, watching the man and naga enjoy each other’s company.

“She can teach him how to use mana,” Bess whispered.

“He can teach her to open her heart,” Veedra smiled.

“They can teach the others how to bring down order, for the greater good,” Musu purred as bodies moved between her parted, thick thighs.

Aren and Nith heard the Shai-Kullen, but their bodies moved of their own accord. Nith moaned louder as she lost all control. Her hips pushed up and a long moan escaped her parted lips.

Aren remained to task as wetness surged and squirted into his mouth. He drank down blessed water as some surged onto his cheeks and down his chin. Whispers penetrated his bliss-addled mind. The tension and doubt he felt before were gone. In place of it was a deeper knowledge than he’d ever experienced before. It seeped into his mind, and the whispers grew louder.

“Focus your mind. Focus it on the mana within, and around us,” Nith’s voice was like silk across his mind.

Aren felt hundreds of strings along his palms and fingers. He then felt thousands of strings, touching the world around him. His heart beat like a hammer in his chest. Something within his mind opened, and more knowledge poured in.

Green powder appeared along the three Shai-Kullen women. It fell from their hair, and skin. The trio writhed as they felt the couple’s power bleed into them. Knowing smiles bloomed as they basked in the electrical charge in the air.

Aren lifted his head. His gaze burned with desire as he climbed up further. He was on all fours over Nith. His hands were on Musu’s thighs, as his knees were on the ground. Nith’s tail was curled tighter around his waist, trying to pull his cock to her dripping valley entrance.

Aren stared into Nith’s sultry eyes. His gaze drifted down to her full, creamy brown breasts and dark nipples. He let out a small groan as the tip of his cock dipped in her waters. Nith pulled a little harder, the tip of Aren’s cock sinking deeper into her.

“You don’t have to pull,” Aren said as he pushed into her tight inner world.

Nith hissed her delight as the virile man plunged into her sacred inner world. He thrusted and pumped into her, riding the intimate moment. Nith clutched at him. Each deep stab of his manhood sent spirals of bliss through her. Nerves tightened to the breaking point, but Nith kept a strand of willpower, enjoying their deep connection.

“Aren…” Nith hissed as she was nearly blinded with passion.

Aren growled as he was closer to climax.

“When I found you…I knew,” Nith said with dreamy eyes.

Aren looked into her eyes as his hips pushed himself deep into her tight inner world. Reality shifted to the point he was on his back in the hot, dry desert. He stared up at the sky, waiting for death to finally claim him after so many years. When the winged shadow appeared, he closed his eyes, accepting his fate.

A deeper understanding filled his soul, realizing he accepted his fate, but it was not the fate of death, but a fate of chaos.

Aren blinked as the desert melted away to the moaning Nith, and three Shai-Kullen looking at him with glowing green eyes.

“I knew as well,” Aren said with a loving tone.

Lust and pleasure whipped at the couple’s souls. Bodies hungered for release. The tempo grew, as did their songs of ecstasy. When the intimate symphony reached its crescendo, their bodies flashed with sultry heat.

Nith let out a soul-shattering moan. Orgasms blinded her as her soul tumbled through stormy waters. She basked in the beautiful chaos, lost to the throes of passion.

Aren sank his manhood deep before the shaft thickened. He let out a defeated groan as ropes of come quickly flooded her thin inner valley. It surged out along his shaft, as more spurted within her.

Aren lifted himself up on his knees. His cock slipped from the naga, the last surge of come painting Nith’s dripping slit.

Aren’s eyes glowed a bright green as he lifted his hands. Blue energy danced along his fingertips as strange words spilled from his mouth.

“Our Anarchon has embraced chaos,” the three Shai-Kullen said in unison.

Powder and sand began to rise from the floor. Aren watched with unblinking eyes as a cloud formed around the five of them. Thin, hair-like strands of mana pulsed into each grain of sand and powder. By a single thought, the powder and sand swirled around in a perfect vortex. The Shai-Kullen looked around in wonderment. Nith only had eyes for Aren as he heaved with mystical power.

As quickly as it happened, it stopped. Sand and powder hung in the air, frozen in space and time. Aren let out a weakened sigh. A breath later, green powder and sand fell, forming a perfect circle around the five of them.

Aren weaved on his knees. Weakness filled his form. He swayed to one side.

Nith was up. Her tail wrapped around him as her hands grabbed him. She fell back onto the blankets, Aren falling on top of her.

The naga held him close as scaled fingers ran through his hair.

“You’re okay. I have you,” Nith said with soothing affection.

Aren closed his eyes. He felt the souls of Shai-Kullen move closer to him, touching his soul. They caressed his weakened state as he drifted into faraway dream worlds.


Chapter 9

Understanding Order

Dawn’s early light glowed along the sheer curtains. The breeze pushed the transparent fabric, allowing a few thin shafts of sunlight to touch the stone floor.

At a stone stable, Aren and Nith sat across from each other. Two cups of tea sat on the table. Steam curled up as the pair looked down, avoiding eye contact with each other.

Aren was first to break the silence.

“About last night,” he began, and trailed off.

Nith took hold of her cup handle, but didn’t lift it up to drink.

“It was strange for me too,” the naga said with a low tone.

Aren leaned forward a little, trying to gather his thoughts.

“Was it?” he asked.

The naga nodded. “It was.”

Aren looked down at his cup, watching the steam waving at him.

“I never worked magic before,” the pirate admitted.

Nith lifted her gaze and looked at him with understanding eyes.

“I never taught anyone how to work magic before. Despite my medium skill at the arcane arts, I am not yet a master. I’m not ready to teach an apprentice.”

Aren smirked. “You seemed ready last night.”

Heat touched the naga’s dark tanned cheeks. “I kind of went with it,” Nith admitted.

Aren nodded. “The Shai-Kullen can be very persuasive.”

Nith blinked slowly as she looked at the handsome, rugged man across from her.

“I never laid with a human male before.”

“I never laid with a naga before,” Aren said as he leaned back in his chair with a confident smirk.

“You don’t have to be smug about it,” Nith smiled.

“Who’s being smug? I had a grand time last night, during the night, and this morning.”

Nith giggled.

Aren turned his head and looked down a connecting corridor to the sleeping chamber.

“Do the Shai-Kullen come here to sleep for a time?”

Nith looked in the same direction as memories filled her mind.

“They leave for days, even weeks. They roam the desert, and feed on any living creature under, and on the sand. When they are full, they come back here to rest and sleep. They stay for a time, but while they are here, they act like they are in a dream.”

“I noticed that. They can feel our thoughts, our intentions. They shift to whoever is close by,” Aren said before turning his wicked gaze back to the naga. “So, how many orgies have you been in while they stay here? How is it with Duna and Hycora?”

Nith hissed her laughter as her tail rose up and slammed down on the floor.

“You are a crude man,” Nith giggled.

“But you didn’t answer the question.”

Nith looked up in thought. “I never keep Count. Time tends to lose meaning with the Shai-Kullen. A night of passion feels like a week. Sometimes, we’ve woken up to the Shai-Kullen long gone. It takes time to re-gather our thoughts, and resume our chores on this rock.”

Aren’s eyes shined a little brighter. “You, and the others, should come with me. My ship can accommodate all three of you. There are so many sights to be seen, on the island nations, and the high seas. I could show you, my world. You don’t have to stay here on the edge of the deep desert.”

Nith’s smile slowly faded away.

“Those who do not bow to the Empire, are often imprisoned, or executed. You, yourself, were nearly executed. We have no place in their world.”

“We wouldn’t be in the Empire’s world. The seas are freedom. The Empire cannot control the island nations. The sea monsters often keep the Empire’s navy in check, as do people like me. They control North Turkaris. They have everything they need.”

Nith shook her head. “Empires are never content with what they have. They always seek more, and more. They create new mage-tek with each passing season. They grow bolder by sending more of their people into the Golden Abyss. Only the threat of Shai-Kullen keep them at bay.”

Aren looked down as shadows covered his eyes. “I hear many rumors on my travels. I have seen many things as well. It’s true, the Shai-Kullen worms do keep the Empire from further exploring the Golden Abyss, but the few mages seeking to flee the Empire, have told me, and others of horrific machines strong enough to fight a sandworm.”

Aren adjusted himself on his chair to be a little more comfortable as he continued, “I have no idea if it’s true, or Empire propaganda, but with enough time, anything is possible.

“I doubt very much the Empire will sit on its hands. You came here to escape their hunters. Your very people are a threat to what the Empire stands for, which is complete control and subjugation of the people. If they conquer South Turkaris, they will come for the island nations next. There will be no place for people like us to flee to.”

“People like us?” Nith said.

Aren nodded. “We don’t follow their doctrines. We don’t follow their laws. We are chaos to their order. I think I’m beginning to understand what Veedra was saying about me, about us.”

Nith lifted her mug with both hands, and drank deeply of her tea. The naga savored the taste as she looked past the rim of the cup and looked into Aren’s eyes.

“Veedra, and the others, have called you an Anarchon. From what I understand, anyone can be an anarchon, if they flirt with death,” she said.

Aren’s confident demeanor dimmed. A dark sensation took hold of his spirit, pulling it down into shadowy depths. Long ago memories surfaced like monsters from the deep, eager to feed on his misery and mental scars. It was enough to weaken his bravado, looking at the beautiful naga sitting across from him.

“If I had a choice, I would never have tempted death. When you’re a child, without parents, you don’t fear death. You fear being taken by the Sharrken.

“I don’t know my father. My mother raised me, but she was always sick. It’s the same story across much of North Turkaris. There is never enough food, or medicine. There are never enough healers, or priests. The sick and dying waste away, as the regal class, and the emperor, enjoy the spoils of the Empire.

“I was there when my mother was dying in her bed. I stayed by her side until the end. She pleaded with me to run, get as far away as I could. I didn’t listen. I said my goodbyes as she passed on, still holding her hand.”

Aren looked away with dark eyes, reliving another time.

“It was only a matter of time before the magistrates would come to our little village. They would seek out orphans, and take them away. With so little resources for the people, there were always orphans.

“I was lucky enough to be taken in by our neighbors. They had twelve kids, and I was now unlucky thirteen. Still, it was enough to avoid the magistrate’s gaze when they came looking for orphans for the Sharrken.

“For a time, I was happy, despite losing my family. There was just enough food to quell my stomach. Plenty of playmates to keep us all distracted. I was content, for a few years, until the eldest child bullied me. When I punched him and gave him a bloody nose, he reported me when the magistrates arrived for their next batch of orphans.

“When they came for me, I fought back. I was a scrawny teenager, and the magistrates were used to fighters. As they dragged me out, I bit down on the hand holding me. The magistrate drew his pistol, but I was already running. Several more magistrates pulled their pistols, and fired at me.

“I still remember the ice, fire, and lightning bolts as they whizzed past, or struck the ground. Either they were lousy shots, or I was quicker than I thought. I knew the village like the back of my hand, and luck was on my side. I grabbed food from vendor carts as they fled for their lives, and escaped.

“I found myself further down the coast, before I was kidnapped and put on a ship to work. I was forced into being part of the crew, but after a few weeks, I understood what was happening. They didn’t kidnap me to sell me off, or do terrible things to me. They saved me, and gave me purpose. I was taught the ways of being a pirate. My quickness, and slim build, was enough to help the crew with running messages, or fitting into small places to steal coins and treasure. With time, I became a valued member.

“On my first raid of an Empire ship, I fought like a demon. My hatred for the Empire burned so bright, I wanted to kill them all. Afterwards, my captain was so impressed, he made me his first mate. I earned my way up, until I reached captain.”

Aren’s lips stabbed into his cheeks with a smarmy smile. “And that’s how I became the dashing pirate captain sitting before you. It’s okay, you can kneel and kiss my feet.”

Nith blinked before she hissed out a deep laugh. The naga had to put her cup down or she was going to drop it.

Aren kept his smile as Nith could hardly breathe. He then felt the end of her tail coil around his ankle, and gave it a small squeeze. When she calmed down, she looked across the table with half-closed eyes.

“I’m sorry for what happened to you, and your family,” Nith said warmly.

Aren looked her in the eyes. “What’s your story? How did a beautiful naga arrive on this rock, with equally beautiful monster women, and three Shai-Kullen?”

Nith kept her sultry gaze on the pirate for a moment, before her gaze weakened.

“My story is not as grandiose as yours. My people tend to live in hard-to-reach areas of the Thornvale Kingdom. Our towns are not far from the Sundered Edge, but surrounded by dangerous bogs, and swamps. I would have stayed where I grew up, but adventure, and knowledge called. I wanted to study the mystic arts, but didn’t have an adequate teacher. So, I left my home in search of someone who could teach me.

“I didn’t know it at the time, but skilled mages were difficult to find. It was a hard lesson to learn, that most of the skilled, powerful mages were in the eastern kingdom of Ironhelm.

“I wouldn’t be deterred, so I traveled to the east kingdom. As I made my way into the territory, I quickly noticed that there was no love for my kind. In Ironhelm, they accept some of the non-human races as mages. Naga’s were not one of the accepted races. Because of that, it was mentioned by a few people during my travels, I might be captured, and used as a sex-slave.

“I didn’t know how serious their comments were, until some men broke into my room at the inn. They tried to subdue me, and take me away. I knew how to defend myself. My size, and power was enough to fight them off. I made for the window, and flew into the night sky.

“I traveled for weeks, hiding during the day, and flying at night. I made it back to the Sundered Edge. When I saw my face on bounty hunter parchments in town squares, I knew I could not return home.

“It wasn’t long before some bounty hunters came looking for me. I had no choice but to fly into the Golden Abyss, and seek refuge. After a time, I found this plateau. Duna and Hycora were already here, and accepted me to their village.”

“So, you’re a criminal, just like me,” Aren said with warm affection.

“In a sense,” Nith said, trying not to smile, and failing.

“I assume you learned some mystical arts during your travels?”

The naga nodded. “I learned the basics back home. Most nagas are taught some arcane magic. It is why the Empire doesn’t like us. With enough time and experience, I’m sure my people would rival the famed mages of mage-tek.”

Nith looked away in thought. “The Shai-Kullen believe I can learn more, even without a master to guide me. I find it hard to believe. It’s easier with proper training.”

“Without proper training, it’s nothing but chaos. Maybe, that’s how they are encouraging you to learn?”

Aren looked down at his hand, remembering how he harnessed mana and used it to control the very sand around himself.

“Maybe, that’s how they are trying to encourage me?”

Nith eyed the pirate captain, her heart whispering more than what was being said.

“The Shai-Kullen mentioned there are others like you. Maybe with their help, you can teach the Empire a new lesson.”

Aren stood up and walked to Nith’s side. The naga looked up at him as he looked down on her with affectionate eyes.

“Maybe, we can all teach the Empire a lesson.”

“Aren, I’m not a rebel,”

“But you, and the others, are part of a resistance. You take in those who have fled North Turkaris. If the Empire knew about this place, they would destroy it, and kill all of us.

“I don’t mean this in an insulting way, but you’re already part of the forces against the Empire.”

“Do you believe that?”

Aren kept his gaze on her oval eyes. His heart thudded in his chest in fear, and a drop of excitement.

“I’m not sure what to believe. The powder may only cause hallucinations. The Shai-Kullen may be nothing more than lustful dreamers. Me being here and called an anarchon might only be wishful thinking. It all sounds too incredible to believe, but I was never one to back down from a fight.”

Aren knelt at Nith’s side. Her lower snake body shifted, as her tail wrapped around his waist.

“I used to think, with every Empire ship I raided and sunk afterwards, meant one less crew, or ship, to cause harm to the people of Verkaris. Despite my victories, it has never been enough to change anything, but now, maybe?” the man shrugged.

“Are we waking from a dream, or sleeping into one?” Nith asked with a whisper.

“I don’t have an answer, but that never stopped me from doing something reckless,” Aren smirked.

Nith hissed a laugh. She eyed the strange man kneeling to her, and her heart thudded with desire. She leaned toward him, and Aren leaned toward her. Before their lips could touch, a strange sound filled the world beyond the stone huts. The pair turned to see the sheer curtains billowing from the high wind.

“They’re back,” Nith said as she uncurled her tail from Aren and reared up.

Man, and naga moved to the main entrance. Aren brushed away the billowing curtain, his eyes getting wider.

A tanned brown dragon hovered over the plateau. It had rocky looking scales covering most of its body. Long brown wings flapped, whipping loose sand into the air. By Aren’s estimation, the dragon was the size of a large horse, with bat wings. Its neck was a little longer, and its smooth head turned to look at the pair of the entrance of the huts, large oval green eyes staring at them.

On the dragon’s back, Hycora sat with a large pack on her back. She looked over to the man and naga and smiled. 

The dragon flapped until its clawed feet touched the stone floor. Leathery wings folded back along the body before Hycora slid off onto the floor. The dragon craned her neck up and continued to stare at the pair by the entrance.

“We caught many puppy lizards!” Hycora grinned.

Aren glanced at Nith as she bowed her head. He turned his attention back to the approaching chimera.

Hycora’s smile began to fade as she walked closer to them. She saw Nith’s bowed head, and then turned her attention to Aren. She sniffed at the air, and her brow wrinkled.

“You two fucked,” the chimera said loud enough to wake the dead.


Chapter 10

Dreamy Whispers

Nith let out a hissing giggle.

Aren simply shrugged as sunlight painted his features.

Hycora walked up to the pair with amused, yet suspicious eyes. She then shifted her gaze to Aren, looking him up and down.

“How was he?” the chimera asked Nith, as she kept her gaze on the pirate.

“Good,” the naga smiled.

Aren looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “Good?”

“We will need to see if my opinion changes after a few more times,” Nith said, trying to hold back her laughter.

Behind the smiling chimera, Duna’s body began to shift and twist. It shrank down on itself as scales melted into tanned skin. Her neck shortened and she stood up on two legs. Wings melted into her back as she stood to her full height.

Aren watched as for a brief moment, Duna was nude. Large breasts defied gravity. Erect, dark brown nipples stabbed out. A triangular patch of hair filled the space between thick thighs. Her skin was flawless as she gave Aren a stern look. The air along her skin shimmered, before a simple black robe appeared over her body. She turned to the group and walked toward them. Hycora stepped to the side as Duna stood before the man and naga. Her tired gaze connected with the naga’s eyes.

“You were told to simply keep an eye on him,” Duna said with a disapproving edge.

“I did keep an eye on him,” Nith said with an edge of defiance.

Duna’s eyes narrowed. “Eyes, not body,” the sand dragon said with a low tone.

“Duna, we kind of fell into the moment,” Aren spoke up. “The Shai-Kullen sort of influenced us, not that I would have turned away any advances,” the pirate said before turning his head slightly to Nith, and gave her a wink.

The naga gave him a shy smile.

Hycora shrugged and stepped past the group. She walked with the large pack on her back to the front entrance of the stone huts, and vanished within.

Duna shifted her annoyed gaze at Aren.

“We flew a little farther, reaching a part of the desert where we could see the coast. There is a town there, with a dock and a few ships. Tomorrow morning, I will fly you to the town. From there, you can figure out how to get to your people, ship, whatever.”

Aren simply looked at Duna with blank eyes.

“So soon? I have not fulfilled my duty of returning your kindness for saving my life.”

Duna crossed her arms along her stomach, closed her eyes, and shook her head.

“You’ve done enough. This place was always meant to be a sanctuary for those like us fleeing from the north. You’re not like us, no matter what the Shai-Kullen say.”

Aren kept his calm demeanor.

Nith didn’t.

“Duna, how can you say that? He has helped me with my research with the mage-tek devices and weapons. He is skilled and experienced with fighting back against the Empire. We can use his expertise to aid us in many ways. Sending him away will only hurt us.”

Duna kept her annoyed gaze. “We are not freedom fighters, or resistance. We are living the best we can under the circumstances.”

“With time, the Empire will come for all of South Turkaris. They fear the Shai-Kullen, which will only make the Empire work harder to fight against their power,” Aren added.

The sand dragon woman shook her head.

“We were fine before you were brought here. Every day you are here, the danger increases. Not with violence, but dangerous thoughts of fighting an enemy we can’t possibly win against.

“There is no secret army. There are no freedom fighters. There is only living in a desert as our last means to protect ourselves from slavery, or worse. We cannot…” Duna trailed off as she looked to the side.

Aren and Nith turned their heads and bodies to the tall entrance of the first stone hut. The three Shai-Kullen stood at their full height. Sunlight bathed their naked bodies in light as they slowly walked toward the three standing in the open.

Veedra looked upon them with kind, sleepy eyes.

Aren’s eyes grew heavy as he stared at the tall women. He weaved on his feet as he slowly turned his gaze to Nith. The naga also looked like she was ready to fall into slumber’s embrace. She weaved as her snake half coiled around to keep her up. When Aren shifted his gaze to Duna, the beautiful woman slowly blinked like she was trying to wake up.

Veedra stood behind Aren and put her hands on his shoulders. She slowly turned him to face Duna and Nith.

Musu put her hands on Duna’s shoulders. Bess put her hands on Nith’s shoulders. The six of them faced each other as the haze deepened. The haze became so thick, it blocked out the sun, a long shadow cast over their bodies.

“Feel with your heart,” Musu said as she stood tall behind Duna.

“Drink knowledge,” Bess said with a faraway voice from behind Nith.

Aren felt Veedra’s hands tightened a little on his shoulders.

“See the blades in the dark,” Veedra whispered.

The words echoed across Aren’s soul.

Instantly, the haze vanished. Hands let go of shoulders. Aren, Nith, and Duna looked at each other, before turning their gazes to the tall women surrounding them.

Veedra bent forward, bringing her face close to Aren’s face. She smiled as she looked upon him.

“My sisters and I must leave here for a time. I do hope you’re still here when we return.”

“Where are you going?” Aren asked with slightly befuddled eyes.

“We must feed,” the Shai-Kullen said with a sharp smile.

Musu looked down on Duna with a knowing gaze.

“Don’t let heartache define your soul.”

Duna looked away, a shadow of pain in her eyes.

Bess grinned as she looked at Nith.

“Never stop chasing knowledge. You will be a good teacher for the anarchon.”

“I cannot teach,” Nith whispered as she looked down.

Bess cupped the naga’s jaw, and gently lifted her gaze to meet hers.

“Lies are masks for the soul. Don’t let a mask define you.”

The three tall women stood to their full heights. They turned as one, and walked toward the plateau edge.

Aren took a few steps, chasing after them, before he stopped. A tingling filled him. He glanced down at his shoulder, green powder flying away with the breeze. He noticed he had breathed in some of it, his senses glowing with undefined power.

“We will return in a few days,” Veedra smiled.

“A mask for a time,” Musu said cryptically.

“Follow the chaos,” Bess said with a grin.

Aren, Duna, and Nith stood with confused expressions as they watched the three tall, naked women.

Musu and Bess were first to leap off the plateau edge. Veedra stared at the three as two immense worms rose up into view. She then leapt off between the two reared up worms. A short moment later, a third, large worm rose up.

Aren, Duna, and Nith watched in astonishment as the three worms didn’t look back. Their massive forms curved forward and crashed into the sand.

Aren walked over to the plateau edge and stared out at the trio of worms sinking into the sand, and vanishing from sight.

“See the blades in the dark,” Aren whispered to himself as a faint image touched his mind.

“Nith, Aren, let’s get inside and eat,” Duna said loudly as she turned toward the large, stone huts. “One last meal before I drop the pirate by the coast tomorrow morning.”

Aren and Nith looked at Duna as she walked toward the hut entrance. Duna didn’t look back as she moved away the entrance curtain and slipped inside without another word.


Chapter 11

Feast of Shadows

The scent of cooking kor lizards caused Aren’s mouth to water. He stared at several spits over a fire, Hycora slowly turning them so they cooked evenly.

The hut was warm, despite the sun setting less than an hour ago. The mood within the hut was of gloomy silence. Duna sat on a chair in the corner, staying much to herself. Hycora continued to cook, ignoring the entire situation. Nith sat on another chair, her arms crossed and occasionally glancing at Duna with hard eyes.

Aren was in the middle of gloom, his mind occasionally wandering to finding a solution that would benefit all.

The pirate’s mind sank deeper into internal thoughts. The Shai-Kullen never mentioned he should leave. He knew this was all coming from Duna. The sand dragon had an issue with his presence, but said nothing more on the subject. When Aren glanced at Nith, the naga continued to stare daggers at Duna. Aren could sense Nith felt a greater purpose from his arrival, and wished to explore it. It was Duna who was putting a stop to anything more.

An unfamiliar feeling washed over Aren. He believed it was a thing called guilt. He rarely felt it on his travels and adventures, but now, it was a different story. He was indebted to Nith for saving his life, but Duna and Hycora were not part of the initial rescue. They only knew him as a man they helped nurse back to life. Their agreement with the Shai-Kullen seemed to be a concern, until Veedra and the others welcomed him with open arms.

Nith’s tail trembled before she couldn’t remain silent any longer.

“Duna, Aren must stay here. I need to teach him the ways of arcane magic!” the naga said with a harsh hiss.

Duna turned her tired eyes to Nith, her face still a blank mask.

“The longer he stays, the greater danger our village is in. He must go, for all our sakes.”

“Isn’t a village stronger with more members?” Aren said out loud as he stared at the cooking lizards.

“You’re the only one with a member,” Hycora laughed.

“Hycora!” Duna and Nith said at the same time.

The dragon and naga looked at each other from across the room, and then looked away with chins up.

“There’s enough of my member to go around,” Aren joked.

Only Hycora laughed.

Aren stood up and looked at the monster women around him.

“I’m not here to make your lives any more difficult, but I am indebted to all of you. The three of you did something most people would not do, save another. My own crew didn’t come to my rescue when I was captured.”

“What are you going to do to them once you return to them?” Hycora asked.

Aren smirked. “My first mate will be scarred for his lack of loyalty. The rest of the crew will be punished.”

Duna rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you guessed that they have already moved on without you. They’ll kill you if you return.”

“Not if I kill them first,” Aren winked at Duna.

The chimera laughed.

“You’re insane,” Hycora said with affectionate eyes.

Aren nodded. “Yeah, and it does attract the crazy ones,” he winked at her.

Hycora licked her lips.

Duna shook her head. “It matters not, once you're dropped off, you’ll be everyone else’s problem.”

“Duna, let me be your problem,” Aren smiled.

The sand dragon woman eyed him with contempt.

Hycora looked at Duna, “I think he’s flirting with you too.”

Duna stood up with a gleam of rage in her eyes.

“Enough!” she shouted loud enough to shake the entire hut.

Everyone stopped and looked at Duna with wide eyes.

“We are not allowing him to stay…” Duna stopped short when a metal orb rolled into the hut.

Aren glanced at the orb, seeing runes covering it. Experience stabbed into his mind as he turned and launched at Nith.

“Everyone DOWN!” Aren shouted as he crashed into Nith, the pair falling to the floor.

A flash of spectral light pulsed, before the orb exploded.

Aren covered Nith as the shockwave struck them. Their bodies were lifted and slammed against a wall.

A ringing sound filled Aren’s ears as he tried to blink away the spots in his vision. He glanced down to see Nith moaning as she slowly blinked. He then turned his head to a black smoke filling the large stone hut.

Agony crawled along Aren’s nerves as he stood up on shaky legs. He turned to see Hycora on the ground, shaking her head. Aren shifted his gaze to Duna, who was still standing. Thick scales appeared along her skin as she remained humanoid. She didn’t appear damaged as he faced the front entrance.

Two black shadows darted in. There was a glint of metal as curved swords appeared.

“See the blades in the dark,” Aren whispered as he darted for the spits over the fire.

Thick claws stabbed out of Duna’s fingertips as the two shadows darted toward her. The sand dragon woman growled as she slashed at them. Bodies clad in black moved with supernatural precision. They contorted their bodies to avoid her clawed swipes. Their swords glowed with a dim, cold light. Duna’s arms moved in blurs, yet the two shadows moved incredibly fast. The blurs moved with expert skill, as mists flowed from their moving swords.

Duna’s arm was a blur before it stopped instantly, parried by a glowing blade. The sand dragon was about to pull back her arm, when a blade appeared out of nowhere, and stabbed into her stomach.

Aren watched everything in slow motion as one figure had parried Duna’s clawed hand, and the other was crouched down, their blade in her gut. Ice grew from the point of the blade entry, spreading out along her thick scales.

When Aren heard Duna’s gasp, power flooded his muscles. He grabbed a spit, pulled back his arm, and launched it.

The figure in black parrying Duna, pulled back their sword, and turned it flat side facing out. The pointed end of the spit struck the flat side of the blade and bounced off.

Fear sank into Aren as he stared at them, time standing still.

“Sharrken,” the pirate whispered.

Stories and experiences flooded the pirate captain as he stared at them. The swift cruelty of the Sharrken is known across all Verkaris. The elite of the elite of the Empire, they were feared by all, admired by few. Sometimes called the dogs of the Empire, they could not be bargained with. They could not be bribed. When set to task, they never stop, until they achieve their objective, or die trying. There was no other path for a Sharrken warrior, and they embraced it like a lover in the night.

A loud growl came from Aren’s right. He glanced down to see Hycora coiled like a panther. The chimera growled louder before she launched across the chamber. Claws flashed as she reached the Sharrken close to Duna. The sand dragon coughed up blood as ice crawled along her skin, reaching her chest and thighs.

One Sharrken warrior lifted their blade, and parried Hycora’s claws. Sparks flew as the chimera slashed like a wild beast. The Sharrken moved like a dancer, parrying, and knocking away her claws like an adult knocking away a child’s hand.

Aren’s face paled. A memory of the Count’s words before he was sent out to die in the desert.

He said he would send six Sharrken to ensure I died in the desert.

Nith tried to sit up, fighting away the shock. She slowly blinked as she watched Duna clutching her stomach, while Hycora was fighting a man in black. She then turned her attention to Aren darting away to another room. Her heart sank, watching him flee for his own life.

Aren ran with urgency through the connected stone huts. He skidded to a halt in front of another chamber and peered in. He saw that it was Nith’s work chamber. Tables and shelves were filled with non-functioning, and worn-out mage-tek. As he stepped in, whispers touched his mind, and spirit.

The pirate walked to a table, seeing an arcane sword. He glanced at the blade pommel, seeing the arcane runes still in place, and not rubbed off. The sounds of fighting were behind him, but a whisper, not of his own voice, floated into his mind.

Only chaos can break order. Only order can be built on chaos.

A drumming power began to rise along his spirit. The pirate reached down and took hold of the arcane sword handle. Runes glowed to life, before they cracked. The mystical commands of the sword were nullified, as Aren’s own mana infected the mage-tek sword.

Strands of Aren’s spirit filtered into the mage-tek weapon. All commands and protective runes were cracked and splintered, Aren’s chaos ripping them to shreds as his spirit hooked into the weapon.

When Aren glanced over at a rune pistol on its side, he swiped it up with his other hand. The pirate turned and charged out, a mad gleam in his eyes. He darted down the small corridor, and emerged into the main room as violence continued to sing its song of discord.

Duna remained on her clawed feet. She heaved as the ice along her body began to subside. Hycora was a hurricane of attacks, fighting two Sharrken at once. Nith lifted her scaled hands, and shouted a word of power. Two streams of fire burst from her hands and at the enemy.

One Sharrken continued to clash with Hycora, as the other warrior turned and parried both streams of fire.

Madness filled Aren’s eyes as a tempest brewed under his skin.

“Death to the EMPIRE!” the mad pirate shouted as he aimed his mana pistol, and pulled the trigger.

A lightning bolt blasted out, arcing through the air. A cold blade parried the bolt, the power behind it pushed the Sharrken back a few inches. The warrior drank in Aren’s crazed eyes and smile as the pirate advanced.

“Oh, how the Count will fear me after I kill all the Sharrken,” Aren shouted as he launched into the fray.

The two Sharrken warriors backed up a step, blades at the ready. Aren reached them as his sword flashed with fire, and his pistol went off.

Nith stopped her spell and watched in disbelief as Aren moved like a titan. The pair of Sharrken warriors moved in quick blurs, only to be parried by a single flame blade. They upped the tempos of their swings and stabs, only to be thwarted by the crazed pirate. Fire, ice, and sparks flashed in quick successions. A blade sliced against a wall, causing ice to grow from the cut stone.

Hycora backed up as Duna barely stood. Nith slithered closer to her friends, the three of them watching Aren move like a storm of fire and magic.

Blades clashed and rang out, again and again. The two warriors kept up, but could not counter attack as Aren’s attacks caused them to retreat a step at a time.

“No more slavery! No more torment! No more Empire!” Aren shouted.

The two warriors parried his flame blade, turned, and darted out of the hut.

“There’s six in total,” Aren said over his shoulder before darting after the Sharrken.

Outside, Aren slowed to a walk. He looked around at a star filled sky, and long dark shadows around him. The light of his fire sword made the shadows move and dance. He lifted his pistol as his own mana pumped into each weapon.

Senses expanded beyond their normal scope. Aren didn’t blink as he heard and saw everything around him. The stars glowed with heavenly brilliance. Grains of sand tumbled in the small night breeze. Heartbeats echoed all around him. The lines of reality began to blur, as waves of chaos churned, growing stronger.

Aren’s ears flexed as he heard Duna, Hycora, and Nith’s hearts within the hut. Duna’s was slow and weak, but still there. Hycora, and Nith’s hearts beat at a rapid pace. Aren could feel his own pulse, strong and steady. He also heard six calm hearts surrounding him.  

The pirate listened closely as he heard six mana pistols pulled from hidden holsters.

“Wrong move, assholes,” Aren hissed as he readied his sword and pistol.

Time slowed down as six mana pistols went off at once. Fire, ice, and lightning flashed, revealing the Sharrken from their hiding spots among the shadows. Each bolt converged on the lone man standing in the middle. Aren smirked as his grip tightened on his sword. Before the bolts could reach him, his own heart thudded with greater and greater power.

Aren smelled the powder in the air. He felt it blend with his senses, and his body. It swirled into a vortex of inner power, and he knew just how to use it.

Aren’s legs bent before he launched like a cannonball into the sky. The elemental energy bolts struck each other into small magical explosions. Pistols were re-aiming as Aren fell from the sky, flaming sword at the ready. When he landed next to a Sharrken warrior, they drew their blade and lifted it up to parry Aren’s swing down.

Powder surged into Aren’s sword arm. The fire sword came down, and when it struck the Sharrken mana blade, he shattered it. Shards flew in all directions, but one shard stabbed the warrior in his eye.

There was no shout of pain, or grunt of torment. The Sharrken’s hand let go the useless blade as he stepped back from Aren’s downward swing, the fire blade missing him by half an inch. The Sharrken warrior took hold of his dagger. When it was half drawn, Aren’s arm moved in a blur, the flaming blade stabbing into the warrior’s gut, burning away his internal organs.

There was a flash and ascent of burning flesh, before the warrior slumped.

Aren felt two bodies leap from behind him. Without looking back, he aimed his pistol behind him and pulled the trigger. A lightning bolt flashed, but was parried by an incoming blade.

Aren spun around, his sword sliding out of the dead Sharrken. His fire blade parried two swords, sparks flying into his face. Ice bolts struck a rock near him, and exploded, sending shards of rocks in the air. Aren continued to move like he was possessed. His sword parried as he aimed his pistol and pulled the trigger. Three more Sharrken joined the fray, as all five tried to slice or stab at him.

Aren moved in such quick blurs, even his mind could barely keep up. In normal circumstances, he knew he could never keep up with this many fighters at once. Since they were Sharrken, it would be impossible. But logic had no place with his chaotic spirit.

The pirate captain parried Sharrken blades as he held his own pistol by his hip, aimed, and pulled the trigger. One Sharrken was blown back, a burning hole in his stomach. They landed on their back, clutching at their wound. When they lifted their head up to see the damage, a lightning bolt caved in their face.

A Sharrken sliced like a demon at Aren. The moment the pirate parried another blade, an ice blade sliced horizontally across his side. Aren grunted as his inner power flared.

Ice grew along Aren’s wound as a surge of power flowed into the flame sword. Aren stumbled back as he aimed his flame sword at the approaching Sharrken. The flames grew brighter as mana pistols aimed at him.

Aren smirked as an immense torrent of fire blasted out from the sword!

The Sharrken warrior lifted his ice blade to parry. His final moment was his confidence falling away as the sword could not stop the river of fire. His entire body was blasted to burning meat and bone, engulfed in flames.

Aren continued to stand as he laughed like a mad man. He turned his crazed gaze on the remaining three Sharrken.

“The Count sent you to your deaths,” Aren said, drunk on mana and pain.

The remaining Sharrken hesitated as their burning comrade popped and hissed from their now still body.

Aren took a shaky step forward. He dropped his flame blade and put his hand to his wound. He lifted his mana pistol with the other hand.

One Sharrken made a quick hand signal, before he blurred forward, toward the wounded Aren.

Aren watched as one warrior charged him, while the other two stayed where they were. He had heard the stories of Sharrken sacrificing themselves to ensure their fellow Sharrken would gain the upper hand. The strategy would often work in normal circumstances, but Aren knew this moment was beyond ordinary.

Aren lowered his pistol as he felt the paths unfurl before him. When instinct took over, he pulled the trigger.

A lightning bolt blasted out of the pirate’s pistol. It struck the stone floor before the incoming Sharrken warrior, and ricocheted up. The Sharrken was closing the distance, when the bolt of lightning struck his knee, blasting it away in blood, bone, and charred flesh.

The warrior grunted as he crashed down onto the floor. He dropped his sword, pulled his pistol, and fired before he bounced off the hard floor.

Aren moved to the side, the bolt striking his shoulder. The power behind it caused him to whip around and stumble. When he righted himself, Nith was with him. The naga curled her arm around his waist as she pointed her hand at the fallen Sharrken. She whispered a word of power, ice shards blasting out from her hand.

The Sharrken warrior on the floor was already pulling the trigger as an ice shard stabbed into his face, caving it in. The pistol went off. Nith screeched as a lightning bolt slammed into her chest and sent her flying back.

Aren felt the naga’s touch weaken before it slipped away. His eyes widened as she fell from the blast, her eyes weakening before his eyes. He turned and launched himself at the naga, catching her in his arms before they both hit the ground.

Aren saw the wound on her chest. It was deep, and bleeding. Nith’s eyes began to close as Aren could feel her life force fading.

“No,” Aren whispered as he put his hand on her wound.

Mana flowed through him and into her wound. The powder in the very air converged on the place of bleeding pain. Aren focused as he poured every drop of his will and mana into her wound.

The two remaining Sharrken began to advance. They each held a blade and a pistol, ready to use both on the man able to defy them.

Aren kept his gaze on Nith as she let out a weak moan.

“I won’t let them hurt you,” Aren said as power bled off his body.

Duna and Hycora stepped out of the hut, ready to join the battle. Duna’s side bled, but the ice was gone. Hycora’s claws flashed, ready to rend flesh from bone. The pair stopped in their tracks as they felt the pulses of mana.

Duna’s eyes adjusted, seeing more than any normal person could see. She caught sight of grains of sand, rising from the stone floor of the plateau. Dragon senses detected thin lines of mana, each one connected to each grain of sand. It glowed before her dragon eyes, seeing the area covered in needle thin strands of glowing mana.

The two Sharrken approached Aren and Nith with no fear in their eyes. They raised their blades, ready to slice heads from necks. A dim cloud of sand rose up around them, and before they could deliver a pair of killing blows, sand blasted them off their feet.

Aren smiled as Nith’s wound began to close. She opened her eyes and looked up at him with adoring eyes.

Behind the couple, a wind blast of sand slammed into the Sharrken warriors. Each grain penetrated clothes, hidden metal armor underneath, and finally their flesh. Each grain embedded in every part of their body.

The two warriors let out guttural moans as they turned to flee. Legs barely worked as nerves and tendons were shredded. They fell, and resorted to crawling. The pair slowed as they bled out from tens of thousands of tiny wounds.

Along the edge of the plateau, three large sand worms reared up. Their pointed heads looked down on the wriggling warriors as they couldn’t move any longer. One of the worms opened their mouths and bent down to the pair or warriors. Rows of teeth grabbed the fallen warriors, as lips took hold. One worm lifted them up and threw them into the air. The two warriors spun as they reached their zenith, and gravity pulled them back down. The worm waited with their immense mouth open, as the warriors fell in and were gone.

Duna and Hycora moved to Aren and Nith’s side. The dragon and chimera looked down with happy eyes, seeing Nith’s wound had completely healed.

“I think we’re even,” Aren said weakly.

“Aren,” Nith’s voice trembled.

“It’s okay. I’m…just…very tired,” he said as blood dripped from his wound.

“Let’s get him inside,” Duna said as she scooped him into her arms.

Duna carried Aren, with Nith by her side. They entered the hut and vanished from sight.

Hycora stayed and watched as the three sandworms began to shapeshift and change. Their bodies flowed down to the plateau surface, and reformed into ten-foot-tall women.

Musu licked her lips as her green eyes glowed in the dark.

“They were delicious,” the Shai-Kullen smiled.


Chapter 12

Sand Mage

Aren sat on spread out blankets, Nith lying beside him. He held her hand as piles of powder surrounded them. Motes of powder hovered in the very air as the pirate captain kept his gaze on the naga.

When Nith’s eyes opened, Aren smiled from ear to ear.

The naga moved slightly, not feeling the wound across her chest. She lifted her head and looked down to see the wound completely gone.

“Yeah, about that,” Aren smirked. “It seems our Shai-Kullen can heal wounds by licking them. They also told me, if they are not around, simply pack the wound with powder.”

The naga sat up and looked around.

“The others?” she asked.

“They’re in the other chamber, talking about the future. But, since we are alone, there is something I want to tell you.”

Nith simply eyed him as she regained her strength.

“You’re like me now. A chaos bringer. An Anarchon. You flirted with death, and now we are the same.”

“I don’t know if I should be relieved, or frightened,” the naga said as she rubbed the side of her head.

“A little of both should suffice,” Aren winked. “But it should make our training move a little quicker, being sand mages.”

Nith looked Aren in the eyes. “Sand mages? I will need a moment to understand this, but I must ask, did you truly use mage-tek, with the runes of protection still on them?”

Aren kept his smirking grin. “Yes, truly I did. Now that you escaped death, you will be able to use them as well. It’s a secret we must get to the people of Verkaris. If we can exploit this weakness, the Empire may be entering the last of its rule.”

“This secret, this weakness, will not bring an end to an Empire that has stood for thousands of years,” Nith said with exhausted eyes.

Aren grinned wider. “You’re right. It will take many of us to use this secret to free all of us. Welcome to my Resistance.”

“Your Resistance?”

Aren nodded. “The people are battered and scared. Even if I return to the seas, it’s only a matter of time before more Sharrken come for me. They will not let it lie that six of their own are dead, or missing.

“For now, we have a little time on our side, but I will be damned if I sit on my hands, waiting for the next attempt on my life, our lives.”

“That is good to know,” came a voice from the chamber entrance.

Aren and Nith turned their attention to the chamber entrance. Duna and Hycora stood side by side. Veedra, Musu, and Bess, stood behind them, just inside the large stone hut. The trio of Shai-Kullen looked down on Aren and Nith with pleased eyes.

Duna continued, “We talked it over with the Shai-Kullen. With six Sharrken warriors dead, there will be more. This village is no longer safe, for any of us. That is why we came to a decision.”

“We’re all going to the coast,” Hycora grinned with wide crazy eyes.

Aren nodded with a gleam of confidence in his eyes.

Nith looked down with worry.

“Why the coast?” the naga asked.

“It’s because they know that I know people. Isn’t that correct,” Aren grinned.

Duna closed her eyes and nodded.

“Unfortunately, you’re correct. We can’t go to the other villages for help, just in case the Sharrken try to hunt us. There is little those villages can do, but the towns along the coast may be open to what tidings we may bring.”

“And they will believe you, because we are going to accompany you,” Veedra said with a calm, melodic voice.

Aren was to his feet, a tight fist at his side, and eyes wide with excitement.

“Yes,” he growled. “This might be the chance we need to cripple the Empire, and finally destroy it.”

The three Shai-Kullen nodded their agreement. Duna and Hycora looked on with a mixture of excitement, and trepidation.

“This will not be an easy path,” Duna said. “It will take some convincing for people to risk their lives, and loved ones, to fight the Empire.”

“We’ll manage,” Aren said as he lowered his hand to Nith.

The naga looked at his hand, before sliding her hand into his. With a small pull, the man helped the naga up. She coiled her tail under her, keeping her upper body reared up.

“When do we leave?” Nith asked.

Aren’s eyes glowed green as he inhaled powder. He could feel mana mingling with his body, his very spirit. New energy and knowledge bled into him. He could see the look of approval from the three Shai-Kullen, and it caused his heart to beat with purpose, a purpose beyond simply sticking up a finger at the Empire.

“We’re leaving right now,” Aren said as new mana flowed into his body, and destiny sang.

~Fin~
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